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          Witness Protection Program

        

      

    

    
      “All right, all right.” Marshall chuckled, waving both hands in an effort to quiet the laughter around the conference table. The sun was just barely peeking above the perimeter wall, the coffee was flowing and they’d just completed a very busy end of July weekend. Summer was starting to wind down, school would be starting up again soon, August always seemed to be one of their busier months and Marshall had no reason to believe this August would be any different. Everywhere he went in the Castle, the energy was as high as it had been over the Fourth of July, and that included here at this table.

      Jackson and Kade were cracking jokes, Parker was practically bouncing in his seat with a personal announcement just eating him up inside, and the wind-whipped shadows of at least one banner was fluttering across the far wall, letting Marshall know if he didn’t get everyone back on track, the meeting was going to run over its allotted time. He hated it when that happened, already Grimsley was checking his pocket watch. In addition to those select Masters whom he considered his stalwart right hands—Sam, Jackson, Parker, Kade, Alan, Grimsley, and Miranda, headmistress of the house, all of his left-hand lieutenants were gathered here as well.

      Twins Travis and Trevor were harassing the ex-military and part-time screw-ups Erik and Reeve. Nelson was at the coffee pot, refilling his cup. Eamon was yawning, probably after another late night. Even Dominick had showed up on time this morning and he never did that. A ‘waste of precious ass-beating time’ was what he liked to call Marshall’s mandatory Monday-morning meetings. In a few hours’ time, when he was mid-flight on his way to O’Hare International Airport, when Marshall looked back on this exact moment in time, he supposed this was what should have been his first clue that things were due to go cock-up in a hugely spectacular way.

      “Let me have your attention,” Marshall said a little louder, bringing reluctant order back to all those still laughing and chatting around the table. “If we can get through this—”

      “Marshall?”

      Swiveling his chair around, Marshall looked at Kaylee in surprise. His wife had cracked the door far enough to poke her head in. She had a forbidden cellphone in her hand. It was pressed flat to her chest just above her very pregnant belly in an effort to mute what she was saying for whomever was calling.

      “You’ve got a phone call,” she said softly.

      “I am in a meeting,” he replied, more astonished than he was upset. They’d been married now almost two years. For more than three she had been his personal secretary, and he would have thought this rule well beyond the need for reminders. Apparently not, though, and how fortunate it was for him that his office came fully stocked with all the reminder switches a discipline aficionado should need. Even for a Monday. “Go back to your desk,” he told her gently. “We’ll talk about this—”

      “No,” she said, and it wasn’t until then that he realized that expression of grim worry on her face might not be due to the consequences of interrupting the meeting, but rather because of the phone in her hand. “You need to take this.” She held it out to him. “You need to take it right now.”

      Kaylee was not and never had been one to exaggerate drama.

      Shoving his chair back, only vaguely aware that the room had fallen silent, Marshall crossed to her, already reaching for the phone. He didn’t recognize the number on the digital display and his wife did not offer a name. She didn’t immediately retreat to her desk either, but stood in the cracked-open doorway, worrying her hands and watching him. The only conversation Marshall heard in that room was the one he started when he put that phone to his ear and said, “To whom am I speaking?”

      “Is this Marshall Leaf?” a man on the other end asked.

      “This is.” A tiny kernel of foreboding dropped into the pit of Marshall’s stomach. The only people he knew who started conversations by clarifying his name were police and hospital emergency staff. “Who may I ask are you?”

      “My name is Holt Nequest, I’m a detective for the Wabasha Police Department. Do you know a woman by the name of Grace Barnes?”

      That tiny kernel sprouted ice-cold roots, a multitude of which sank all the way down through his gut and into his legs.

      “Grace is my cousin,” Marshall heard himself say. The only one he had, though he hadn’t seen her, not for years. Not since she’d lost her sight. What had that been, ten years ago? Fifteen? She’d been a kid, all knobby knees and missing teeth, scrawny uncoordinated limbs and a smile that could have melted even the iciest of hearts. “Why are you asking?”

      Those icy roots gripped tighter. His chest felt tight now too. The cold was growing and it was big enough now to blossom. Detectives from distant police stations never called to tell anyone ‘don’t worry, your cousin is doing just fine’. They didn’t even call to say, ‘we just took your cousin into custody’. If she’d been in an accident—if she were lying injured in a hospital somewhere—he’d be getting this call from a doctor. Marshall wasn’t a stupid man. He did his own math, whittling down the possible options until only one thing was left.

      “How soon can you come to Wabasha, Mr. Leaf?”

      “If you need me to identify her body, you need to say so now.” Marshall was surprised at how calm he sounded. He didn’t think it was obvious yet, but he felt shaken. The urgency to just move—in any direction—was growing in conjunction with the icy weed inside him.

      “Mr. Leaf,” the detective said, each word clipped with deepening determination, “believe me, I am doing everything I can to prevent that from happening, but she is not making that easy for me. I need your help, and so does your cousin.”

      She was alive, then.

      The relief that swept him weakened his knees and very nearly dropped him to them. He gripped the doorjamb with his free hand instead. Behind him, chairs scooted back from the table as other masters stood. Kaylee looked at his hand and then at him, her silent alarm ratcheting that much higher. She probably didn’t even realize she’d just grabbed her stomach.

      “I’ll be on the first flight out,” Marshall promised. He was the Master of the Masters, and despite his reputation, he was neither perfect nor infallible, but he did always keep his word. And to that end, he left without pausing even to end the meeting first.
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        * * *

      

      Marshall Leaf walked into the busy Wabasha police precinct and was greeted by a cacophony of unpleasant sounds. Phones were ringing, computer keyboards were clacking, and no less than sixty people were crowded into a space meant for twenty. There were ten desks, all of which were occupied. People were giving statements or lodging complaints. Arguments had broken out at two of them, one of which had grown heated. A man banged on the vending machine that had just eaten his money until the officer at the front desk yelled for him to knock it off. But nowhere in any of this mess did Marshall spot his cousin.

      It had been a long time since last he’d seen her. He gave every woman with Grace’s chestnut brown hair a searching look, but who knew? She could have dyed her hair. She could be tall and thin by now or short and plump. She hadn’t had all of her adult teeth the last time he’d seen her. What exactly should he be looking for? Not a girl of twelve, like his mind kept trying to match up against all these unfamiliar faces, that much was certain.

      “Can I help you?” the cop at the front desk asked, once Marshall made his way to it.

      “I believe Detective Nequest is expecting me.” Marshall supplied his ID. He’d been working at the Castle for so long, it always gave him a start when he saw himself in photographs. He frowned as the officer logged his information. He really ought to smile more. He wasn’t yet forty, and already he was developing fine lines.

      “One moment, please.” Picking up the interoffice phone, the reception officer dialed an extension. “Marshall Leaf, here to see you,” he said once the other end picked up. A few minutes later, a man in a dark suit and red-checkered tie came striding just a little too purposefully through the chaos of the rest of the precinct. His dark hair was mussed. His coat was unbuttoned and wrinkled, like he’d slept in it, except the dark circles under his eyes argued against that assumption.

      “Mr. Leaf?” Detective Nequest stuck out his hand, a greeting Marshall accepted without hesitation. “Come with me please.”

      Marshall followed the detective’s hurried stride back through the chaos of the precinct. “My cousin—” he tried to ask, but stopped abruptly when the detective shot him a silencing look.

      “Not here,” he warned, his dark eyes sweeping back through the room behind them, checking to see if anyone was close enough to overhear them. Another of those icy kernels dropped into the pit of Marshall’s stomach. Finding no one, the detective said, “Follow me.”

      Marshall followed, each step bringing with it another question, all of which he kept locked behind tightly pressed lips. He was brought to an office door with the detective’s name stenciled on the textured glass. Holding the door so Marshall could slip in past him, Nequest took another cautious look around before he slipped inside.

      Marshall almost didn’t recognize the young woman huddled on the couch with her knees hugged to her chest. Her long brown hair swept over her shoulders to shield her face like a curtain. “Grace?”

      Her head came up, and it was her eyes that finally clued him in. They were his Aunt Sadie’s sea-blue eyes, so much like his mother’s that it was uncanny, with his family’s infamous piercing stare. It was the same one that had damn near made him a legend from the moment the Castle opened its doors. His relief was palpable. It swept over him on waves so overwhelming that he almost didn’t notice how his younger cousin stared just a little too low and off to one side for her truly to be staring at him. Blind since she was twelve, she faked having sight very well. The moment he moved, her ears locked her in to exactly where he was and she reoriented the direction of her gaze as well as the reach of her hand.

      “Marshall.” She came up off the couch seconds before their hands touched. Throwing her arms around his shoulders, she clung to him. Which was, apparently, all he needed to lose every stitch of calm and patience he’d been carefully holding on to since that first phone call nearly eight hours before.

      “What the hell is going on?” he growled, turning all that fury not just onto Detective Nequest, but the two men now entering the room to join them. “You could not have been more cryptic if you’d tried. Do you have any idea the thoughts you put into my head with that shit you told me this morning? At first, I thought she was dead! Then I thought she must be in some kind of serious—”

      “You have no idea the serious trouble your cousin is in,” Nequest snapped back, as only a man with a ton of responsibilities and no sleep to fuel him could. Marshall knew the sound of that when he heard it; he knew how heavy that burden could feel. He shut his mouth, frowning as Grace trembled in his arms, and even went so far as to accept a seat on the couch when Nequest wearily gestured for him to sit. “I’m pretty sure Ohio has its own news and God knows this never went national. Why should it? It’s not like the guy was the president, right?”

      “God forbid,” agreed the older of the two new detectives, the one now quietly closing the office door again. The glass in the door was cloudy. No one could make out more than a shadow of those passing by on the other side, but he drew the shade for added privacy anyway. He looked to his companion.

      Shrugging one shoulder, knowing some kind of input was expected of him, the younger added, “I voted for the other guy.”

      Nequest gave him the most vocal ‘oh for fuck’s sake’ look Marshall had yet seen. It was starting to feel like he was back in the conference, trying to bring order to a room full of the twins, Kade, and screw-ups.

      Almost out of habit, Marshall brought the focus back to the target topic he desired. “I feel like we’re all starting in the middle of the conversation. Can we back it up to the beginning?”

      Detective Nequest combed both hands through his short brown hair. “Yeah, we can do that. Two months ago, there was a murder.”

      “I can almost guarantee Grace had nothing to do with it.” Marshall’s thoughts made incredible leaps, branching out in all directions in search of even a half-assed guess that would make the puzzle-piece that was his cousin fit. He couldn’t find one.

      “She didn’t shoot the guy, no,” the younger detective agreed. “But she did walk in on the guy who did. Fortunately for her, the shooter was interrupted again almost immediately, this time by a guy named Harvey Cabena. Followed by another guy named Winston Ollington.”

      “I’m sorry,” Marshall said, fighting hard not to feel stupid and yet still not finding a connection. “Who are you, again?”

      “Alex Fahey,” the younger detective said.

      “Captain Martin Quill,” the older supplied.

      Neither offered to shake his hand. Probably because he was still holding Grace. She was still shaking and he wasn’t about to let go first.

      “I’m not quite making the connection,” Marshall confessed.

      “We didn’t, either,” Nequest said. “See, nobody saw our shooter then. He must have used a silencer, since Grace, Harvey and Winston were all on the stairs between garage levels within seconds of Denton Walding’s assassination.”

      For the first time, her voice half muffled against his chest, Grace spoke up. “I didn’t even feel him, Marshall. Usually I can feel it when someone’s around me, especially when they’re trying to be quiet. But I didn’t feel anything.”

      That would have meant more to Marshall if only he weren’t already stuck on a different problem. “Denton Walding… why does that name ring a bell?”

      “Probably because you read the papers or watch the news,” Captain Quill answered dryly.

      “Like I said,” Nequest said, in a tone that matched, “he wasn’t the president, but I’m sure he’s probably sold to a few.” Circling around his desk, the detective gave Marshall a ‘come hither’ look and sat down. A quick dip into a lower desk drawer produced a thick manila file. Out of that file came a small handful of pictures, one of which Nequest dropped face-up on the desk in the corner nearest Marshall.

      The only difference between gazing on that photo and watching a murder mystery on late-night television was that Marshall knew without a doubt that was a dead man sitting behind the wheel of that grey sedan, head thrown back against the collage of brains, blood and bone flecks that splattered the headrest behind him. Indeed, it splattered the entire backseat area, including the rear and side windows. He was glad Grace couldn’t see this.

      “That’s Denton,” Nequest explained. “He was found within a half hour or so of when it happened. The first unit arrived on the scene twenty minutes after that. It was a week before we knew where exactly the sniper clipped him from.”

      “There was zero evidence left at the scene,” Captain Quill added.

      “We found shit,” Fahey reinforced.

      Marshall’s mind began leaping again. “If you found nothing, no one saw or heard anyone or anything, then how do you know Grace was even there when the shooter was?”

      “Because,” Nequest said grimly, producing another picture, “three weeks after Denton, Harvey Cabena was found in his bed with a pillow over his face, shot through the left eye at point-blank range.”

      The sinking, dropping, spreading ice-roots sensation came back with a vengeance when he dropped a third photo on his desk in front of Marshall. This was even more gruesome than the first two.

      “This is Winston Ollington,” the detective said bluntly. “He was decapitated when his convertible slammed into the back of a semi on the I-235. His brake lines had been cut. He’d been going almost ninety when it happened.”

      “Sheared away the entire upper half of the car,” Fahey said helpfully. “Popped his head clean off. We found it in the backseat of the car behind him.”

      “The man didn’t have so much as a single speeding ticket,” Nequest said, snapping an exasperated look to his companion. Fahey only shrugged, as if saying ‘only trying to help’. “His accelerator had been tampered with too.”

      “And now he’s after Grace,” Marshall said, finally making that heart-stopping connection.

      Nequest’s jaw worked, clenching and releasing twice before he forced himself to agree. “We believe so, yes.”

      “And you have no idea who this murderer is.” Softly though he said it, it was no less a statement of fact.

      “Oh, no,” the detective disagreed. “We know exactly who he is.” He dropped the last picture on the corner of the desk, allowing Marshall a long look at the grainy black and white photo taken by what looked to be a home security camera. “His name is Carmen ‘The Bulldog’ Massino, and he’s about as bad as they come. The kind of bad that doesn’t take chances when it comes to witnesses and getting caught.”

      “And he’s after Grace,” Marshall repeated, a tiny drop of anger at last falling in amongst the sea of cold constricting his gut.

      “We can stop him,” Nequest said. “We’ve got his face on camera and a laundry list of crimes that will, if he pleads out, put him in prison for the rest of his life.”

      “And if he doesn’t plead?” Marshall challenged.

      Nequest flexed his fingers before he clasped them. The look on his face was nothing but determination, with only hints of exhaustion creeping in around the edges. “Then he goes straight to death row and I’m happy to drive the bus that takes him there.”

      Marshall looked from Nequest to Fahey, and then to his captain. Something wasn’t adding up. “Why was I called?” he asked, suspicions deepening.

      “Your cousin,” Nequest said, although to his credit, he did try to soften his reproach with a tight smile. “She won’t cooperate.”

      Against his chest, Grace sighed. She raised her head. “They want to put me in witness protection. They want me to sever ties with everyone I know. I have to leave everything—my friends, my job, my apartment.”

      Fahey shrugged when Marshall looked at all three of them again. “It’s the safest thing for her.”

      “Marshall,” Grace whispered, her hands sliding up his chest to ‘see’ his face. Her fingertips barely caressed the line of his jaw, assuring herself that he was looking at her and taking her seriously. “Carmen the Bulldog? A name could not get any more mafia if it tried.” In that moment, Marshall knew her objection before she could whisper it. His mind had just reached the same conclusion. “They won’t put me in a safehouse here because they say the mafia has police on their payroll. If they have police, they can get to me in witness protection too.”

      “You’re not going into witness protection,” Marshall said, putting that entire argument to bed with the tone of a man unaccustomed not to being obeyed.

      Nequest frowned. “You’re supposed to be helping us.”

      “I intend to,” Marshall shot back. “I’m going to take over, at least where your protection and my cousin are concerned. Witness protection?” He tried not to scoff. “My home is witness protection. I am an expert at preserving the anonymity of my guests’ identities. I have done it for years.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?” Fahey laughed. “You own a hotel? Is your hotel a fortress, because it would almost have to be to keep out a guy like Massino.”

      “Funny you should say that.” Marshall both tsked and winked at the look of confusion and uncertainty that made the younger detective retreat half a step.

      “Mr. Leaf,” both Nequest and his captain said in the same hardening tone.

      “You have no idea what you’re getting yourself into,” Captain Quill said.

      “You have no idea who I am or what I do for a living.” Marshall’s iceberg stare had the same withering effect here as it did at the Castle. In fact, the only ones who stood up to it without flinching were Grace, because she couldn’t see it, and Nequest. “In my ‘house’, anonymity is key.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?” Fahey snapped, turning to the captain as if for clarity.

      “It means, I’m taking Grace home with me,” Marshall said, staring him coldly into submission before turning the full force of his glare on the police captain, and then finally on Detective Nequest.

      “This is a horrible idea,” Nequest tried to warn him.

      “Your objection has been noted,” Marshall replied. “Now kindly send someone to fetch her things. I’m taking my cousin to the Castle.”
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      Throwing the ball as hard as she could, Terri O’Connell watched with a smile as her K-9 companion Champ leapt to his feet and took off in chase of it. It was their day off and starting the morning with exercise was not her preference, but Champ needed it, and if she was honest with herself, she could stand to shed a pound or two. Her cell phone chimed in her pocket, and she smiled to herself. The obnoxious ringtone was the one she reserved for Nick. Nicholas Caruso was her partner and best friend. At the station, he was the one man who treated her like she deserved to be part of their unit, and she loved him for it.

      She looked at the message and froze, frowning in confusion. Why would the captain need to see me on my day off? Dread filled her stomach as she went over every mistake she had ever made at work, which was a short list, if you could even call it a list. Champ nudged her hand with the tip of his wet nose.

      “Sorry, boy, playtime is over. We’ve got to go see the boss.”

      Champ groaned, and she laughed. Either he had perfect timing or he understood every word she said to him. She believed the latter, but Nick always teased her about it, so she kept the conversations with her pup to a minimum when he was around.

      The two jogged to the car and headed home to freshen up. Terri needed to look her best to face the captain, plus she wasn’t a fan of Nick seeing her out of sorts either.
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        * * *

      

      “You wanted to see us, sir?” Terri asked, more timidly than she planned. Why did this man intimidate her so much? Captain Blackwell of the Garfield Heights Police Department wasn’t mean, but no one would call him friendly either. He was all business and built like a brick wall. At 6’4”, he dwarfed all of the officers in the precinct.

      “Where’s Nick?” The captain ignored the question, looking past her for her partner. She tried not to let it annoy her too much. It made sense that whatever it was, he would want to speak to them both at once, but the slight felt like the same blatant sexism she dealt with daily.

      “I’m here, Cap.” She jumped at the sound of Nick’s voice and held back the urge to elbow him in the gut. He loved to make her jump, even kept score.

      “Seventy-one,” he whispered as he slipped between her and the door to take a seat across the desk from their boss. He set his coffee mug down in front of himself and her purple travel cup in front of the other empty seat. Terri sighed. At least he had a few redeeming qualities. Champ stayed by her side and sat when she sat. She absentmindedly reached her hand out to rest on his head. His presence kept her calm and helped her focus. She couldn’t imagine life without him.

      “I’ve got an assignment from Granger for the three of you,” the captain announced, setting a file in front of them. Granger was a small town, about thirty minutes south of Garfield Heights. The precinct there did not have the resources to employ their own K-9 unit. “Grace Barnes. She is the key witness in a high priority case involving the assassination of Denton Walding. Harvey Cabena and Winston Ollington were the only two other witnesses, and they have since been killed. Apprehending Carmen “The Butcher” Massino is imperative to ensuring the safety of the only remaining witness. Ms. Barnes is currently hiding out near Granger.” He pulled an information packet out of the back of the file folder and set it on top.

      Terri reached out and took it, staring at the photo of the stone castle on the front. It didn’t seem like the most inconspicuous place to hide out, but it was definitely an impressive piece of architecture.

      “What is this place?” she asked thumbing through the papers, just as Nick hissed through his teeth beside her.

      “It’s a sex resort of some sort. Dungeons, whips, and chains. All that kinky shit.”

      Her mouth dropped open in surprise, and she stumbled to gather her thoughts, but her next question had gone right out of her head as soon as Captain Blackwell said whips and chains.

      “Why would Ms. Barnes hide there?” Nick recovered more quickly than she and took over the line of questions. She eyed him incredulously, waiting for her knight in faded blue denim to take over and protest, to tell Cap where to shove it and that they were absolutely not about to go undercover at some sort of kinky sex resort. No way, no how. To her utter horror, Nick did nothing of the sort. He didn’t even look the tiniest bit upset or apprehensive about the assignment as he waited for the captain to answer.

      “The resort, if that’s what we are calling it, is owned by Grace’s cousin, Marshall Leaf. He seems to think he can protect her better than witness protection, so here we are, giving up our own officers to cover their asses.”

      Incredulous, Terri spaced out and stopped listening to the conversation. This had to be some sort of nightmare. Nick loved to prank her. Had he somehow gotten the captain to go along with this epic falsehood and help him? That had to be it, didn’t it? It had to be, because a kinky BDSM sex resort in rural Ohio… That couldn’t be a real thing… could it? How? Aren’t there laws against this kind of thing?

      “Earth to T,” Nick whispered, nudging her arm.

      “Sorry, I just can’t even believe this is for real.”

      “Believe it, O’Connell,” the captain blustered, smirking at her in a way that made her sick to her stomach. “The district attorney wants the bomb squad present, but Leaf will only allow it if you remain inconspicuous as to not interfere with the other guests. You, Nick, and Champ need to get in there and blend in somehow. I don’t care how and, quite frankly, I would rather not know, but your mission is to keep the girl safe. Leaf will give you access to the entire building. Your job is to make sure that no outside weapons enter the premises. With vacationers coming and going every day, Champ is going to be very busy, and you two need to stay on top of it all.”

      “Champ can handle it,” Terri assured, reaching down to give her buddy a scratch behind the ears without taking her eyes off the paperwork in front of her.

      “It’s not Champ I’m worried about; it’s the two of you. You especially. Don’t mess this up, O’Connell.”

      Irritated at the unfair attitude, she glanced at Nick again, waiting for him to stick up for her like he usually did. Nick didn’t so much as send a sympathetic glance in her direction as his attention bounced between the captain and the info packet sitting in his lap. She scowled. What was with him today?

      “How are we supposed to blend in? We know nothing about a place like this, and a dog is not exactly inconspicuous,” Nick questioned, staring intently at the captain.

      “Damned if I know,” the captain bristled. “That’s your job.” He turned away from them, looking as if he was already finished with the conversation. “Fill out the paperwork and fax it to Leaf tonight,” he instructed, gesturing to the file folder in Nick’s lap, “and then be ready to leave tomorrow morning.” With that, Captain Blackwell nodded smartly and exited the room, yelling across the station as he left. Terri turned to Nick and pinned him with an accusatory glare. How could he possibly be this calm? Going along with this ridiculous assignment like it wasn’t the most asinine offensive job that they had ever been handed. “What the hell, Nick?”

      Nick just shrugged, tapping the thick folder against his leg as he sipped his coffee. “Looks like we better get reading. We have less than twenty-four hours to come up with a plan.”
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        * * *

      

      “What on God’s green earth are you laughing at?” Terri demanded, stomping over to him with her hands on her hips. “There is nothing funny about any of this. It’s serious.”

      He held back a chuckle. This was precisely the reason he hadn’t tried to introduce her to kink when they were dating. He had known exactly how she would take it. But this wasn’t their love life, this was a job, and he was going to enjoy it. If he happened to change her mind in the process, that would just be the proverbial icing on the cake. Either way, vacationing at the Castle had been a dream of his for many years. He hadn’t ever thought he would be visiting there under these circumstances, but he would take what he could get.

      “You aren’t acting very submissive,” he teased with a wink. “Might want to work on that.”

      “Oh my God, I hate you so much right now.” Her cheeks tinged red, and her eyes sparkled with emotion, but he couldn’t tell if it was embarrassment or anger. “I’m not a doormat. How am I supposed to act like one?”

      Sighing at her misconception, Nick clicked his tongue against his teeth and shook his head. He had been mid-daydream about her bent over a spanking bench in the dungeon two minutes ago, but with the way she was acting, and her reaction to the situation, a daydream was as far as he was going to get, it seemed. “You need to do some research. You’re making assumptions, and something like that could blow our whole cover.”

      Terri wasn’t ready to listen to reason. “Why else would someone bow to a man? If I would have known exactly what Cap was sending us into I would have told him to shove it.”

      “Sure you would have.” He rolled his eyes. Terri put up with a lot in order to prove her worth to Cap and the other guys at the station. It pissed him off because she was worth more than several of them put together. “It’s only pretend, T,” he spoke evenly, reminding himself as well as her. “It’s a job, and Champ and I will be with you the whole time.”

      She fell heavily into the chair across from him and huffed. He bit back a smile. He wasn’t stupid enough to tell her, but she looked adorable when she pouted. “This is not what I signed up for, Nick.”

      Her obvious reluctance and disdain for the Castle and the assignment as a whole irked him. “Knock it off. This is exactly what we signed on for, and you know it, T. Think of it this way, once this is over and that woman is safe, you will be proud of yourself, and you will earn more respect from the asshats at work.”

      Her head rocked back against the chair with all of the dramatic flair of a spoiled teenager. “Fine-uh. But there is no way in hell we are going to participate in any of that shit.” She sat up and glared at him. There was something in her eyes that gave him the smallest glimmer of hope. Defiance, but there was something else, a hint of a challenge maybe? Nick suppressed a smirk. He wasn’t one to back down from a challenge, no matter how small.

      “You better be a good girl then, because I’m not going to let you make me look bad.”

      Her eyes widened, and her throat quivered as she tried not to gulp at the implication of his words. She stared at him in silence for a full minute before she recovered. When she did, her eyes narrowed into tiny slits, and her lips pursed in anger. “That’s enough out of you!” she sputtered. “How do you know so much about this crap, anyway?”

      He hesitated for a split second, wondering how much to reveal. He needed her to go on this job with him, so honesty was the only choice he saw. He shrugged nonchalantly and gave her a guilty-looking half smile. “Well, I was a teenage boy at one time, and between my hormones and technical skills it wasn’t impossible to find things on the internet.”

      “Back during the time of dial-up?” She squealed, her voice making the sounds of a computer connecting to the web.

      “Yes, brat, dial-up and no Wi-Fi. Can you imagine?”

      He was only a few years older than her, but she never let him forget it.

      “The horror!” Her sass and smile were back as she dramatically threw the back of her hand across her forehead and let her head fall against the back of the chair again.

      “Enough dramatics, brat. You need to look at all this stuff with me and answer these questions so I can send it to Leaf.”

      Her cheeks puffed out, and her lips curled in disgust. Her eyes couldn’t have rolled any farther back into her head if she tried. “I really couldn’t care less. It’s all Greek to me. You fill it out, and I will just play my part.”

      “That’s not how this works. I need a little cooperation at least,” he growled.

      “How about I make you some of your favorite pizza, and you just take care of it?” She clasped her hands in her lap and tilted her head. It was the sexy-as-fuck batting of her eyelashes that did him in.

      “Oh, now you’re playing dirty.” He shook his head. It wouldn’t be too difficult to fill it out for her. He knew her well enough to answer most of the information. The rest he could match to his answers. “Fine, but if there isn’t extra cheese and pineapple, we will be having a practice spanking session right after dinner,” he teased, only half joking.

      “Try it,” she murmured with what was an obvious dare. “I will kick you in the balls.”

      He knew her well enough to know that she probably would and wanted her enough that he just might risk it, he mused to himself, watching as she stomped to the refrigerator and started throwing ingredients onto the counter.

      He laughed out loud. “Don’t tempt me,” he countered, just to watch her squirm before turning his attention back to the paperwork in question. He finished the second page and started on the third, when she cursed loudly, interrupting him. “Fuck!”

      He looked up to see her rummaging in the cupboard, obviously agitated. “What’s wrong?”

      She slammed the door closed and turned, pinning him with an accusing glare. “I’m out of pineapple.”

      A loud burst of laughter escaped from him before he could stop it. “Wait, where are you going?” he asked as she stomped by him.

      She looked all kinds of pissed as she tugged her purse off the hook on the wall. “To get some damn pineapple, where the hell do you think?”

      “You know you really should clean up your language,” he advised with a smirk. “The other subbies are going to think I’m soft.” The look she gave him told him she couldn’t give a damn about what he or anyone else at the Castle thought. “Put your purse down. I’ll go pick up some pineapple.” He couldn’t hold back his laughter as he walked by and kissed her on the head on his way out the door.

      She glared at him. “I hate when you do that.”

      “I know.” He winked and walked out to his car, still chuckling over the damn pineapple as he turned the key in the ignition and backed out of her driveway, lost in thought.

      The way he was feeling right now, this weekend would either be pure magic or pure hell. He could expect one thing and hope for the other, but what he couldn’t do any longer was deny the fact that he was in love with her. The writing had been on the wall for a while now. They had dated on and off over the years, but he had never been able to bring himself to fully admit his feelings or let his bedroom proclivities be known. Ultimately, his secret had probably been the catalyst that tore them apart, but they had remained friends, growing closer as time went on.

      Nick sighed heavily as he pulled into the small grocery store in the center of town. It was time to fish or cut bait. If he didn’t fess up, she would move on and find somebody else. It would kill him.

      He thought about the Castle and all of the possibilities it opened up. If he was ever going to show the real him, that would be the place to do it. Besides, she knew him well. His dominance wouldn’t come as that much of a surprise, would it? He sat in the car for a moment before entering the store, pondering the dynamics of their relationship. She definitely defaulted to him when they weren’t at work. She seemed to have an innate need to serve and please those around her. It was evident in the little things she often did, like making his favorite pizza or bringing him leftovers after she ‘cooked too much for herself.’ She made too much on purpose, but he would never complain or even point out how often she did it.

      In turn, he loved taking care of her. Bringing her coffee when she dragged her butt into work in the morning, buying her lunch when she refused to eat because of some new fad diet she was trying. He loathed her diets. No matter how many times he reassured her, her self-image was terrible, and she was constantly on some kick about ‘shedding a few pounds.’

      Huffing to himself, he got out of the car and strode into the store. “Just for that, I’m also buying dessert,” he mumbled to himself.

      She could not resist pistachio ice cream, especially if they had it in her favorite brand. He walked down the aisles grabbing what he needed and then headed to the beer cooler. How could he fully enjoy his special pizza without beer?

      He got in line to pay and his cell phone chimed. He looked at the screen and chuckled. It was a text from Terri.

      I’m locking the door and not letting you in unless you have ice cream and beer.

      I have a key.

      I will burn your pizza!

      Calm down, brat. I’m already in line. You will have to deal with what I got.

      Just remember, your pizza’s life is on the line.

      He shook his head and pocketed the phone. He loved her fire and sass. There were definitely times he would have liked to tip her over his knee and spank some sense into her, but she would never have let him. Not until this trip at least. She wasn’t going to have a choice in the matter any longer. He would make sure of that.
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      “I can’t believe I’m doing this. How did I let you talk me into this?” Terri paced back and forth in front of the luggage area, giving Champ the opportunity to check out the bags and cases stacked at the bus stop in Granger. It was only about the thirty-seven thousandth time she’d asked the same question, but she still couldn’t wrap her mind around the whole thing.

      Nick ignored her, sitting on the bench reading through the paperwork again. He had been studying it like his life depended on it, and she felt guilty about not having looked at it since the captain’s office. She owed it to her job to at least have some idea of what she was walking into, but this was all so crazy and so not what she had signed up for.

      Sighing loudly, she dropped onto the bench next to Nick and Champ sat in front of her, laying his head in her lap. The dog hadn’t left her side since they left the precinct the day before. He could feel her stress, and if he wasn’t right next to her, his eyes were trained on her.

      “I’m okay, buddy.” She scratched him behind the ear. “I never finished looking through that packet,” she confessed under her breath to her partner.

      “Are you kidding me?” Nick didn’t bother to hide the surprise in his voice. She didn’t blame him. It was not like her to half ass her job, but this was so different than anything they’d ever done, and he was so intrigued and invested in it, she figured he could handle this part.

      “I asked you to at least go over it once, T.” He closed the folder and set it in her lap. “Read.”

      She opened it without a word and started reading.

      The more she read, the more agitated she became. This place was unreal. They didn’t leave any stone unturned when it came to guests’ wants and needs. They provided everything, right down to underwear. It was so weird. She skimmed the section that listed programs because most of it made zero sense. She could definitely make enough assumptions to know that she did not want to be a part of any of them.

      The paperwork Nick had filled out for them was in the very back, and when she saw what program he’d actually chosen for them, her head spun.

      “Maid? You think I want to be a maid?” she screeched, smacking his shoulder as she yelled.

      “Lower your voice,” he warned, looking around at the crowd who gathered in the waiting area. “I gave you the chance to help me, and you chose not to, but think about it. It’s the logical choice for the mission. It will give us access to rooms and places other programs would not.”

      “Us? Are you going to be a maid too?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I will be watching over you to make sure you are behaving and getting your chores finished in a timely manner, young lady.” He raised a brow and gestured to the crowd with a nod of his head. “You need to get in character or stay quiet until we get to somewhere more private,” he whispered close to her ear.

      The warmth of his breath hit her skin and she shivered. “Okay, I’m sorry,” she mumbled. No one was anywhere near them or paying any attention, but Nick was right; it was better to be safe than sorry.

      He sighed and scooted closer to her, putting his arm over her shoulders. “Do you trust me?”

      “You know I do.”

      “Then read the information and absorb what you need for the mission, I will take care of the rest, okay?”

      She nodded, feeling slightly more at ease. It was like he said all along, this was part of their job and nothing else, she reminded herself, breathing deeply.

      So why was she freaking out? She looked down at the papers in her lap again and her stomach turned. Her strong gut reaction to everything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours left her unsettled. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t seem to look past all of the sexual fantasy stuff and focus on the job. And Nick with his jokes and good-humored threats wasn’t helping. Ever since the pineapple debacle last night, visions of Nick spanking her had flowed through her brain on a repeat track, and she didn’t know what to think about that. They had been intimate when they’d dated, of course, but this was entirely different. This was work, but with sex. Kinky sex, to boot.

      That was what was making her the most nervous. She was no virgin, but she wasn’t the most experienced either. To be surrounded by nothing but pure sex and fantasy for days, while working in close quarters with Nick and posing as a married couple… She still really liked him and found him sexy as hell, so how was that going to work? She didn’t want to fall into bed with him because it was convenient, knowing that a relationship between them was a dead-end road, but she could already feel her resolve weakening at the thought of sharing a room with him. Especially a room at a kinky sex resort. She needed to forget Nick and his gorgeous dimples and sexy abs and focus on the job. The quicker they could find the bad guy and get him out of there, the quicker they could put this mess behind them.

      They weren’t dating anymore, she reminded herself, and there was a reason for that. As close as they were as friends and partners, they had never been able to make it work between them romantically. There had always been a disconnect, something missing, and she had never quite been able to put her finger on what that was. She finally gave up and assumed that Nick just wasn’t that attracted to her, which sucked, but was the one thing she couldn’t really control. The break-up had rocked her world, and the pain she had felt was not something she was interested in revisiting. Like ever. Only by sheer determination were they able to repair and maintain their close friendship and solid work relationship. She was adamant about not going there again, so why was she all of a sudden thinking about letting him do all sorts of delicious things to her naked body? Delicious kinky things to her naked body.

      That was the part that was really bugging her if she were being totally honest. She wasn’t like these other women. She didn’t need pain to get off. She didn’t need to bow to some man and act like he was above her. She had worked her whole life and career to be considered a man’s equal, and the idea that she could lose it, even for the sake of sexual satisfaction, was terrifying. She didn’t want to crawl around on her hands and knees, begging for attention, and doing everything Nick told her to. And she definitely didn’t want to let him spank her.

      He snuck up on her from behind, his hand closing over her mouth as she stood in front of the full-length mirror critiquing her body, clad in only her bra and panties with a matching garter belt she had bought on a whim.

      Her muffled scream was trapped in the thickness of his hand, the reverberation echoing back at her. She could feel the vibration as it kicked back against her parted lips.

      Equally angry and terrified, she met her captor’s reflection in the mirror.

      When she recognized his face, she didn’t know if she should be outraged or relieved.

      He didn’t give her time to be either. “Not a word,” he whispered gruffly into her ear. “I’ve had quite enough of your bratty whining and complaining. From here on out, what I say goes. You are mine for the duration of this mission. You do what I say, when I say, and how I say to do it. If you have an opinion or complaint, choke it down, because the next time you open this pretty little mouth, I’m going to shove a ball gag in it. Understand, brat?”

      Her eyes wide, she nodded, saying nothing else.

      “Good.” Grabbing her roughly by the shoulders, he turned her body, and before she knew what was happening, he had her pinned against the wall.

      Her mouth was free from his covering, but she instinctively knew better than to speak.

      His eyes raked over her nearly naked body, and she fought the urge to cover herself in shame.

      He opened his mouth, and she braced herself for the words of beratement that were sure to follow. If only she exercised a little more, ate a little less, tried harder…

      “Very nice,” he murmured. One hand kept her pinned to the wall, but the other raked roughly over her body, starting at her breast. He squeezed and pinched and poked and prodded. It hurt, but she willed herself not to react.

      His head bent, and he bit the exposed flesh at the top of her breast. His teeth left dull bite marks on her soft skin.

      Her eyes filled with tears as she looked down at the small bruises already forming.

      Rough, calloused hands continued their trek down her small frame, seemingly claiming every inch of her with his punishing touch.

      She gasped when he tore her sheer black panties down the middle, neatly exposing her freshly shaved pussy.

      Her hand flew to cover herself, but he caught it and slapped it away. “No,” he growled. “Mine.”

      Her throat contracted with a mixture of fear and arousal as she met his hard gaze.

      “Keep me from what is mine again, and you will be fiercely punished,” he warned, cupping her mound with his free hand. His voice was thicker and deeper now, nearly unrecognizable with its guttural twang.

      Before she could catch her breath, he entered her with three fingers, breaking past her barrier with abandon, giving no heed to the fact that she wasn’t ready for him. Her gasp of pain seemed to excite him. Beady eyes darkened and dilated. His fingers plunged in and out of her tight hole, fast and hard. Her throat dried, and her breathing grew labored.

      Her tongue darted between her lips, wetting the chapped skin, and he took the opportunity, his mouth closing over hers in a kiss that was all-consuming. He shoved his body against hers until there was no space between them and the hard, cold stone of the wall abraded her bare skin.

      Her hands stayed tight against the wall. She feared touching him, she had never seen him like this and had no idea how he would react if she dared to disobey. She was, as he said, no longer her own woman, but his. The blatant ownership hit her hard and heavy, filling her with sensations she had never felt. When he teased her clit with the tip of his thumb, she cried out, slapping an open hand against his broad chest.

      She knew immediately that it was a mistake. Her heart was beating out of her chest while she waited to see what he would do. Was he going to keep his word and punish her? What did that even mean?

      She didn’t have to wait long to find out.

      He caught her around the base of her throat with one large hand, adding just enough pressure to restrict her breathing, but not choke her.

      Panic rose in her chest, but she held back the urge to fight, reminding herself that this was still her Nick.

      Leaning close to her ear, he whispered thickly, “You’re going to pay now, brat,” as his free hand snaked around to the back of her neck, grabbing a large handful of her honey brown locks. He used her hair as a lever, pulling her away from the wall. His right hand remained tight against her throat as he threw her onto the bed.

      “I ought to spank that tight little ass of yours,” he growled, as he advanced, covering her body with his own. “But there’s no time, so I think I’ll just fuck you good and hard instead.”

      Her head bobbed up and down in response, and he stilled her with a light smack across her left cheek. His fingertips barely connected enough to sting, though the action itself was enough to shock her into compliance.

      “I’m going to take you hard, brat, and make you mine in such a way that you won’t be able to forget for the remainder of the mission who it is you answer to.”

      While she was still trying to process his threat, his hands left her hair and throat, moving to the waistband of his pants where they quickly moved to unhook his belt, a gesture that claimed her breath with much more force than his hand on her neck had.

      He had said he wasn’t going to spank her, but he wasn’t just unhooking his belt to undo his pants. He was slowly and methodically pulling it from each and every loop with a loud and sharp snap.

      Finally, he held it in his grasp.

      She couldn’t look away as he folded it over and pulled the stiff leather end through the metal buckle once again, pulling until he had a small loop attached to a long strip of leather.

      “Hands above your head,” he commanded, in such a way that had her obeying instantly and without thought.

      Her rapid breaths slowed and stilled as he carefully pulled her hands together and slid the loop over the both of them, tightening it until there was no give.

      “Do not move,” he instructed, using that voice again.

      She didn’t dare disobey. Lying there, half on and half off the bed, with her arms extended above her head, and her wrists tightly bound, she remained as still as possible.

      Finally, he unhooked the button of his jeans. Her eyes followed the trail of his zipper as it descended its track, exposing a pair of tight, black boxer briefs.

      His dark eyes raked over her body as he swiftly pulled the tight jeans off of his body, kicking them into a pile on the floor.

      When his hands hooked into the waistband of his briefs, her mouth opened into an ‘o’ of protest.

      Catching her eye, he shook his head, packing enough warning into the simple gesture that her mouth snapped shut of its own volition.

      A single push of the cotton fabric and his erection sprang free, hard and angry.

      He took two steps toward her, and she began to tremble. This was it. He was going to fuck her now, whether she liked it or not.

      “Terri. Terri! Earth to T!” Nick’s voice changed, dropping to its normal range. Instead of rough and grumbly it was smooth like butter. Her forehead wrinkled in confusion as he waved a hand in front of her face and then lightly grabbed her shoulders, giving her a gentle shake. “Terri! Are you okay?”

      She shook her head in confusion. Why was he asking if she was okay all of a sudden? He hadn’t cared a moment ago. He was about to practically rape her, for God’s sake.

      Wait, this is real life.

      She came to, pulling herself from her fog in time to see the large, luxury bus pull up along the sidewalk in front of them and roll to a stop.

      With a deep, shaky breath, she leaned heavily into Nick’s embrace as she struggled to separate fantasy from reality. One foot in front of the other, she reminded herself, as they formed a line to board the bus.

      Nick gave her a squeeze and smiled, offering her his hand. “Ready to go, little sub?”

      She rolled her eyes and smiled but took his offered hand and let him guide her onto the bus after everyone else was boarded. Champ sniffed each person as the trio made their way to the very back where their luggage was being loaded. He got a few sideways looks from the men, but most of the women cooed at him. As part of their cover he wore a vest that read ‘Therapy Dog’ and she wore a set of hearing aids. They weren’t only for show though. One could be used as a small listening device and the other was a recorder. She had been warned about their importance and expense and threatened with desk duty should anything happen to them.

      Nick assessed the situation and gave her the clear with a nod. Relieved, she sank onto the backseat, calming when Champ settled into the space near her feet, sitting up on his haunches and fully alert. She rested her hand atop his head, and he gave a low whimper. Poor dog. He could feel her distress. Good thing dogs didn’t understand everything. It was especially good that he was trained to sniff out bombs and guns, not sexual arousal.

      ‘Cause oh God, was she aroused. Her intense trip into fantasy land had left her panties soaked with the juices of her sex. So much for staying focused on the job. They hadn’t even made it to the fuck fortress yet, and she had transformed into some kind of desperate, hungry, nymphomaniac, wannabe sex kitten. And she apparently had some dark and fucked-up fantasies. Nick could never find out. He was about as innocent and all-American as they came. If he knew about the fucked-up thoughts she was having, it would just be another item to add to the never-ending list of reasons they would never work.

      The doors of the bus closed, and she forced herself to turn her attention to the front of the bus where the driver was speaking into a handheld intercom as he welcomed them all with a friendly wave. “Allow me to be the first to welcome you to the Castle. We have a short trip to the front entrance where you will find the admission tables. Please take a moment to make sure you have all the necessary paperwork.”

      Terri glanced at Nick questioningly, and he nodded. Opening the folder again, she pulled out the paperwork Nick had filled out for her. Skipping over the first few pages of basic information like name and date of birth, she went straight for the kink stuff. They were pretending to be married so as to easily blend in with the other guests, but what exactly was that supposed to entail? Would they have to do things in public? Would she have to get naked in front of people? Her body tensed and Nick grabbed her hand.

      “Relax, you will be fine. I promise. You need to trust me.”

      Trust. She could do trust, especially with Nick. He had never let her down in the past; he wouldn’t start now. The mission was too important. Lives were at stake.

      Reading the packet did not ease her mind so she closed the folder once more, making a silent promise to herself that she would study it in their room later. The bus bumped along the gravel drive, and she strained her eyes to catch glimpses of the buildings through the trees, but not much could be seen from the road. The trees led into beautiful meadows and fields full of wheat.

      The bus came to a stop in front of a gigantic, medieval, stone-block structure. The pamphlet boasted about it being a fifteenth-century Scottish castle rebuilt brick by brick, but no amount of description or even pictures could have prepared her for the overwhelming feelings it instilled. It was truly stunning. The massive stone castle dominated the area and the air sparked with excited energy as the guests filed out and headed for the registration tables. Costumed men flitted around the back of the bus retrieving the luggage.

      “Ready?” Nick asked, giving her an encouraging nudge, toward the crowd.

      Terri shook her head and groaned. “No, but we can’t turn back now.”

      Trying her best to ignore the lump of dread forming in the pit of her stomach, and the fantasies still occupying her brain, she turned to Champ. “How ‘bout you, boy? You ready for this big job?”

      He panted and wagged his tail, giving the leash a tiny tug to get her moving. At least one of them was excited about it.

      “Guess it’s time.” Her feet felt as if they were full of lead as she began to file off the bus, with Champ in front of her and Nick close behind her.

      “That’s my girl,” Nick cooed in her ear. She could feel him smirking.

      “Keep that shit up and I swear I am going to kick you right in the jewels.”
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      The tables were set up by last name and Terri had to look to Nick for help. They were supposed to be married, but she didn’t know what last name he had chosen.

      His jaw clenched and he pointed to the name on the top of the file folder. O’Connor. Only a few letters off from her real name. He was making this as easy as possible on her and all she’d done was complain. She hung her head in guilt and followed behind him as he headed to the table marked ‘M-O’ where a dark-haired woman in her mid-to-late twenties was waiting with a welcoming smile.

      “Welcome to the Castle, Mr.…”

      “O’Connor,” Nick answered smoothly, removing a few papers from the folder and handing them over.

      “Nice to meet you, sir. I hope you and your wife enjoy your vacation. If you have any questions or concerns, don’t hesitate to ask. Any of the Castle staff will be able to assist you.” She thumbed through the paperwork and glanced down at Champ. “He’s beautiful.” She smiled at Champ, and he let out a friendly bark.

      “He’s a ladies’ man,” Nick joked with ease. “I made sure his health records and license were in there as well.”

      The woman nodded. “There is a note right here on your folder. Everything is in order and you three are set to go.”

      Terri watched their easy exchange and noticed the girl hadn’t even given her a second look. Was that normal behavior? Was she going to be ignored the whole time they were here? It could be good for the mission if she could move around unnoticed, but it still irked her. She felt overlooked every day at work; she didn’t need it here, also. She was already pissed about having to spend her weekend at this overpriced fuck fortress.

      “Go ahead and take a seat, orientation will start in just a few moments,” the woman said, waving them off so she could assist the next couple in line.

      Terri snagged the folder from Nick’s hand and turned toward the building. Not far from the front entrance steps was a single step dais with a podium surrounded by simple folding chairs. Hugging the envelope to her chest, she abandoned Nick and walked Champ to the back row. Nick caught up and hooked her elbow.

      “Slow down, T. I know you’re nervous and you are not the only one, but you need to stay close to me. Subs don’t go gallivanting around without their Doms in a place like this. It raises questions.”

      She was really tired of being told what subs did and didn’t do all the time, especially since they hadn’t been here five minutes. And what was with Nick, anyway? His entire demeanor had changed the moment the captain had handed them the assignment packet.

      Her eyes narrowed, and she pegged her partner with a scrutinizing glare. “First of all, Nicholas, might I remind you that I am not a sub; I am a cop and a damn good one at that. And second of all, how do you know what subs do and don’t do at a place like this?”

      “I just do.” Nick’s voice was firm and his face a mask that gave away nothing. “Now call me Nathan and cut the crap or you’re going to ruin this mission before it begins.”

      His harsh words stung, but no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t shake the yucky feelings she had about this place. And she wasn’t one to fake being happy when she wasn’t.

      “I’m going to get tired of being babysat all the time.” She pouted.

      “Tough,” Nick scoffed, softening a little. “It’s for the mission and to keep up appearances. We have to do our best to blend in, you know that. Now, stop your whining and complaining. Save it for the privacy of our own room, okay?”

      Feeling chastised, she nodded and sank onto one of the hard-folding chairs. Nick sat beside her, plucking the small manila envelope from her grasp, and dumping the contents into his hand. “This is yours.” He handed her a yellow bracelet and put white and yellow bracelets on himself.

      “What do these mean?” she asked, waiting for the simple piece of rubber to reveal its nefarious purpose.

      “Put it on,” Nick instructed. All his softness was gone. Terri had mixed feelings about the firm tone and gruff instruction, but she knew he was right. Even if she didn’t like it, this was a job, and her attitude would put them at risk if she didn’t get with the program. “Yellow is the domestics program and white is for the Dominants.”

      “I still can’t believe I have to pretend to be a fucking maid,” she grumbled as she slipped the bracelet on and instantly felt the loss of herself. She stared down at her wrist with disdain. She did not want to be here. This would forever go down in her personal history as the worst assignment ever.

      “Well, believe it and get over it. You don’t have to like it, but you better at least pretend because if I have to discipline you, I will.”

      Her stomach flipped, and her eyes narrowed as she scowled at him. “You wouldn’t dare. That’s not part of the deal, Nick.”

      He jerked his body toward hers and took her chin between his finger and thumb, forcing her to look at him as he spoke. “Listen to me, Terri, and listen good, because this is the last time I am going to explain this to you.”

      She swallowed past the lump in her throat and nodded as best she could with her chin trapped. If he was any other man on the planet she would have flipped him onto his back and broken those two possessive fingers and one more for good measure.

      “You need to change your attitude about this place and focus. This is our job. I’m doing my part, and you need to do yours. Period, end of story. If you do that, you have absolutely nothing to worry about. If you don’t, I will help motivate you by any means possible. Got it?”

      At that moment, the massive doors to the Castle opened and a tall, regal looking woman approached the podium. She had a confident air about her, and when she spoke, the crowd fell silent.

      “Good morning,” she addressed them, clasping her hands over her stomach, her cool voice carrying easily across the open courtyard. “I am Mrs. Hardwick, both Mistress and head housekeeper here at the Castle. I hope you’ve all had a pleasant trip thus far. I know you’re eager to get started, but there are some rules that must be gone over before we separate Dominants from submissives and your fantasy adventures are allowed to begin.

      “First and foremost, this is a consensual establishment. That means consent must be given at all times, by all submissives each and every time play is enacted, for each and every aspect of play enacted, every single second of every single day, even when that play focuses on the illusion of non-consent. No means no, ladies and gentlemen, even here. To break this rule means, at a minimum, you will be expelled from the premises. At most, you’ll be prosecuted to the fullest extent of local jurisdiction. Every room, elevator, stairwell, darkly-lit corridor, and dungeon cell has cameras and voice-activated microphones and is never more than two minutes away from a rapid-response security team. Unfortunately, since ‘no’ only rarely ever means ‘stop’ in a BDSM crowd, even when you’re tied over a wooden horse with a ginger plug and bullwhip making very short work of your resolve not to scream, the Castle operates under a universal safeword: onion.

      “You can say onion or onions, it doesn’t matter. The immediate result is going to be the activation of every camera in the room. The microphones will switch on and one of the guards on duty will demand an immediate cessation of play. Security will be deployed, and they will not be stopped or waylaid until they reach the submissive in question. For that reason, I always recommend that you arrange a mediary word that you or your play partner can use to slow or stop the intensity of your play without bringing the entire Castle guard charging down upon you.” The crowd tittered nervously at the threat, and Mrs. Hardwick continued without pause.

      “But, Mrs. Hardwick, you ask. What if we’re gagged? How will we be able to use the safeword then? You can’t. Which is why gags are never permitted anywhere on the premises except under a very special set of circumstances. The Dominant will need to apply for permission, the submissive will need to give her consent, and her consent must be witnessed by the Master of the Castle. The play will then occur in a specific area of the Castle, and believe me when I tell you, you may be the only two people in the room, but you will never be alone when gags are in play. You will be observed from the moment you enter, until the moment you leave. Cameras randomly monitor all areas of the Castle at all hours of the day and night. Anyone caught using a gag outside of these set parameters will be automatically charged with breaking the rule of consent and immediate action will be taken to protect the submissive.

      “Also,” Mrs. Hardwick continued, holding up her arm to show everyone the yellow and white bracelets she wore, “Every single person here, be they guests or staff, wears at least one of these. Each bracelet is color-coded to match a particular aspect of play that we offer. Doms and Dommes wear two; a white band and a color-coded one to match them with a particular fantasy program. I cannot stress enough how much it doesn’t matter if blue matches your eyes or if green is your favorite color. Put on the bracelet you’ve been given, and do not take it off until you either switch programs or depart the premises. Bracelet swappers don’t get spanked here, ladies and gentlemen. They get prematurely sent home on the Bus of Shame. So while I’m watching, everybody get your bracelets out, put them on, and set your minds right now to leaving them on for the duration of your visit.” She paused and Terri found herself twirling and tugging on her own bracelet. The rubber was strong yet flexible, and it had such a foreboding presence.

      “Does everyone have their bracelet on? Arms up! I want to see those wristbands,” Mrs. Hardwick commanded, clapping her hands as she waited. She herself was a force to be reckoned with here at the Castle, that much was clear after only a few minutes.

      Hands were raised into the air, some tentatively and others waved wildly.

      Through the sea of arms, Terri watched the massive front doors of the Castle open again. This time a uniformed line of men and women all with yellow bracelets on their wrists filed out.

      “Masters and Mistresses,” Mrs. Hardwick announced as she slightly stiffened. “It’s time to say goodbye to your submissives. Please hand your information packets to Mr. Grimsley.” She gestured toward a tall, dark-haired man in a neatly-pressed butler’s uniform, who separated himself from the other men and women and marched forward, executing a sharp and formal bow. Like Mrs. Hardwick, he wore the white wristband of a Dominant coupled with his yellow one. “He will escort you to Wardrobe to receive your costumes, take you on a tour through the Castle and explain its equipment, and finally show you to your room assignments. If you did not bring one with you, your assigned submissives will join you shortly.”

      “That’s my cue, brat.” Nick stood. “I have to go, but I will see you in our room, and we will figure out our next steps as soon as your tour is over.”

      She grabbed at his arm, clinging to it as a rush of panic overcame her. “Wait! I thought we weren’t going to be separated.”

      He took her chin again, this time with more tenderness than frustration. “I thought you didn’t need a babysitter?” he teased with a wink. “Focus, T, you got this.” He kissed her forehead softly, his lips lingering longer than usual. Closing her eyes, she inhaled deeply as if doing so would somehow allow her to soak in his strength. It worked because she felt calm and was reminded of her own strength. She could handle this.

      Seeing that she was okay, Nick got up, patted Champ’s head, and headed up the center row and to the door. His gait was proud and confident. She wished she could be like him. They were both out of their element yet he was cool and collected while she was a hot mess.

      “Lords and ladies.” Mrs. Hardwick dipped her head in a respectful bow. “Welcome to the Castle.”

      The Dominants disappeared through the doors and Mrs. Hardwick’s demeanor shifted. She stood taller and more rigid as her eyes scanned the remaining guests. Terri found herself slinking down into her seat, wanting to avoid the icy glare of the stone-faced woman.

      “Where are my green bracelets?” the matronly woman asked, her tone changing from welcoming to no nonsense as she took charge once more. “Master Brody, please take possession of your ponies.”

      Ponies?

      A few women jumped to their feet and galloped to the large man dressed differently than all of the other staff members who had assembled behind Mrs. Hardwick. Terri watched as the guests shed their human traits and whipped their heads, making grunting noises and stomping their feet.

      Holy shit, I can’t believe this is really a thing.

      She watched with a mixture of horrified fascination and blatant curiosity as the one called Master Brody took their folders and led them toward the side of the building.

      “Blue bracelets,” Mrs. Hardwick called, once the ponies were gone, gesturing to a woman garbed in a Victorian-era grey dress. “Nanny Colleen will take you to the nursery.”

      Nanny? Nursery? Terri dropped her head in her hands. She didn’t know how much more of this she could handle. She didn’t look as a group of submissives boasting blue bracelets stood and followed Nanny Colleen into the Castle.

      “Pink bracelets,” Mrs. Hardwick announced, moving things right along. “Governesses Victoria and Odelette will take you upstairs. Hurry now, you are already late for classes.”

      Terri kept her head down and prayed they would call her color soon. Anxiety was choking her, and she wanted to throw up. Champ scooted closer to her and nudged her elbow.

      “I know, boy,” she murmured softly. “Thank you.” As it always did, his presence calmed her.

      Champ licked her face, and she giggled, the knot in her stomach dissipating as she scolded him half-heartedly. “You aren’t supposed to do that while we are working, naughty boy.”

      “Yellow bracelets.” Thank God. Terri sprang out of her seat, thrilled she didn’t have to sit there any longer. The sooner she got inside, the sooner she could stop thinking about this place and all of its weirdness and focus on her job. She hoped.

      “Our turn,” she told Champ, after taking a deep breath. He was the only thing keeping her calm at the moment. Maybe this therapy dog thing is more than just a cover story, she told herself as she made her way to the front, not bothering to look around to see who was joining her. One foot in front of the other, it was all she could focus on in that moment.

      The same man who had taken the Dominants inside stepped forward to greet them.

      “Master Grimsley will be taking you ladies under his wing. I’d advise you to be mindful of his switch,” Mrs. Hardwick warned with a grin, as Terri and the other submissives assembled in line. Master Grimsley was the most proper man Terri had ever encountered. He stood tall and firm as he stared down at each one of them. His slender form was wrapped in a black and white tuxedo. Images of a waddling penguin traveled through her brain, and she giggled nervously, earning a hard glare from both Mrs. Hardwick and Master Grimsley. Their stern but silent admonishment was enough to subdue her. Note to self: No laughing. With a gulp, she looked back down at her feet. It was safer that way.
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      “Dammit, how far behind me could she be? What the hell is taking them so long?” Nick paced the room as he waited for Terri. With the attitude she had been throwing all day, he was paranoid that she’d blow the mission given the first chance. More than that, he just didn’t like being away from her. Glancing at the clock, he scowled. Grimsley had informed him it would be about an hour until she joined him. He had been up here without her for forty minutes already. He had gotten a full tour of the Castle and been outfitted in his own butler uniform. He wasn’t used to such formal attire, and was already contemplating the wisdom of his program choice.

      Grimsley had shown him to his room last, presenting him with a map of the Castle and its grounds, with a giant red X marking the spot where they were expected to report for their first meeting with Master Marshall. The Master Butler was one of only a handful of Castle employees aware of their presence and purpose. To everyone else they were Nate and Tara O’Connor, a happily married young couple who were brand new to the world of kink.

      To keep his mind off all the possible ways this mission could go wrong, he busied himself with unpacking their toiletry cases. They had packed extremely light because almost everything they could need would be provided by the Castle. It was the least they could do, he thought, given that the hefty price tag on a trip here would normally cost more than he could ever fathom spending on a vacation. Of course, being that this was work, and they were providing a service, their stay had been comped, and he planned to take full advantage of the time he had here, while still staying focused on the mission. As far as he was concerned, this was a win/win for all involved. Now, he just had to convince Terri of that. A feat that was looking more and more impossible with every passing minute.

      Muttering to himself about stubborn brats and obnoxious captains, he took his laptop out of its case and opened it, intending to get a jumpstart on their initial reports. He had barely started typing when the door opened and Terri appeared, spitting mad, and clad in a skimpy and sexy as hell maid’s uniform.

      He let out a low whistle before he could stop himself. “Holy shit, T.”

      “Don’t!” she shrieked angrily, raising her hand in front of her as if that would stop him from commenting. She was pissed, but that only added to her sexiness, in his opinion. He had always found her to be cuter when she was all riled up. Before he could say another word, she stomped into the room, all but slamming the door behind her. Champ, unaffected by her temper tantrum, strutted proudly next to her, a black bowtie fastened smartly around his neck. Damn. They really did have everything. Terri dropped Champ’s leash, and he ran to Nick.

      “Well, don’t you look dapper?” Nick unclipped the leash. “Go do your thing, boy.” Champ wagged his tail and set forth on his mission, slowly walking around the room, sniffing every inch as Terri stayed close to the door, seething.

      “You’re making Champ nervous with your attitude,” he scolded. “Champ is our radar to tell us when something is amiss. We can’t have him on edge all the time because you can’t control your emotions.”

      He could see that his harsh words had the intended effect when her face fell and softened. “This stupid uniform sucks,” she whined. “It’s itchy and I feel exposed.”

      “I’m not exactly comfortable either,” he commiserated, gesturing to his suit. “But we can’t sit around here pouting about it. We have things to do. Master Marshall is expecting us, we need to write up our initial reports and send them in, and we need to find food because I’m starving.”

      Terri didn’t respond, but she did take a moment to give him a once over. A smile spread across her lips, lips that were currently painted a bright shiny red. She wore make-up every day but never as bold as what now adorned her features. His cock twitched as they continued to stare at each other from across the room.

      “You look like a penguin, only not as cute.” She giggled.

      Rolling his eyes at her sass, he crossed his arms over his chest. “Get it all out now, brat. Once we leave this room you need to find your inner submissive and behave as such or suffer the consequences.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. You won’t hesitate to punish me if I make you look bad and all that. So you’ve said.” She rolled her eyes dramatically, and it took everything inside him not to spank her sexy ass right then, but he wasn’t sure how she would take it, and they did have to work cohesively and share a room for the foreseeable future.

      “I’m going to make you apologize for that later. Just you wait, little girl,” he growled between clenched teeth. He wasn’t mad. He was frustrated. Physically, emotionally, and sexually. Especially sexually.

      Her response to his threat was to shake her head, roll her eyes, and stick out her tongue. “C’mon, Champ, we need to go meet the crazy man who owns this place.”

      Having calmed and made his rounds, her companion was happily lounging on the large pillow on the floor watching their exchange.

      “Did they really provide us a dog bed?” Terri asked, her brow wrinkling in surprise.

      “It appears that way. We should remember to thank that ‘crazy man who owns this place,’” he deadpanned. “Let’s go, boy, we have work to do.” Champ jumped up and went to his side.

      “How come he never listens to me when you’re around?” Terri pouted.

      “Because he knows the chain of command around here, unlike some people,” Nick teased with a smirk, placing the leash in her outstretched hand.

      With a huff, she turned to open the door and Nick couldn’t hold back any longer. The way the short skirt of her uniform framed her curves and stopped just below the swell of her ass was too much temptation for him to bear. Without thinking, he pulled back his arm and swatted her, hard. Her squeal of surprise was the most satisfying thing he’d heard all day.
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        * * *

      

      Contrary to what Nick had thought when Grimsley first handed him the map, they did not meet Master Marshall at his office. Instead, Nick found himself negotiating through a maze of dark hallways on the second floor, far away from high traffic guest areas, past lines of benches and intricately carved doorways. If there was any doubt in anyone’s mind that this was an original castle, all they had to do was look at the doors. Each was handcrafted with details that could not be duplicated by any machine. At last, they arrived at a dead-end corridor behind a door marked ‘Employees Only.’ Although the first to arrive, they weren’t alone for very long.

      “What the hell?” was all Terri had time to say as they took in the only two closed doors, each of which punctuated two completely barren walls. One door was marked ‘Security.’ The other read ‘Janitor Only.’ The only light provided came from the flickering electric torches so realistic that they could almost have passed for the real things. The door swung open behind them again and in swept Grimsley.

      “Pick a wall,” he announced to the group of men and women filing in behind him. “Line up. Straight lines, now. Quickly, quickly.”

      Nick looked at Terri, who stared back at him with a ‘See, crazy place’ grimace on her face. Grimsley snapped his fingers at them and they too found a section of wall at the end of one line.

      “Welcome to the Castle,” Grimsley announced, nowhere near as cheerfully as Mrs. Hardwick had.

      “Didn’t we already sit through this speech?” Terri whispered out of the corner of her mouth.

      Palm tingling, Nick fought the urge to swat her again. The privacy of their room was one thing, but he knew better than to dare take that kind of liberty in front of a bunch of strangers. He settled on a whispered chastisement. “Be nice.”

      “I am being nice,” she hissed. “I’m just not being quiet.”

      “I understand,” the Master Butler continued, oblivious to Terri’s mocking, “that most of you consider this to be your dream job, the best work environment you’ve ever been in, particularly if you identify yourself being a Dominant or a submissive. Fun and spankings all day long, right?”

      Terri rolled her lips to keep from laughing at the withering look he gave the new employees lined up along both sides of the hallway.

      “Wrong,” Grimsley boomed. “If you behave with anything less than absolute professionalism while you are here, all you will succeed in is winning yourself a top-rated position on my shit list. Let me assure you, I can be either your best friend or your worst enemy. But either way, I am your immediate supervisor. If you don’t do exactly as I tell you, when I tell you, I’ll make each and every one of you wish you’d never met me.”

      “This is the same speech I got from my seventh-grade math teacher,” Terri whispered.

      The itching in his palm intensified even more, but his urge to swat her took a sharp backseat to the sudden realization of what was happening. They weren’t being introduced as guests anymore. He and Terri were standing amongst a group of newly hired employees. Is this Marshall’s plan? Being employees could only strengthen their cover, especially if they got caught checking a room or anyone questioned their right to do so.

      Warning given, Grimsley promptly fired a girl not two up from where Nick was standing for snickering. It was so soft, Nick barely heard it, which only proved there was nothing wrong with the man’s hearing. He shot Terri a censuring frown. She didn’t miss the eye roll, but she did press her lips together in a belated promise to take this more seriously. Nick gave her a nod of approval and stood a little taller himself. He knew the man couldn’t fire him, but he didn’t want to be on his shit list either.

      With his point made, the Master Butler opened the door they’d filed in through and in walked a handful of men and two women, one of whom was dressed in a more conservative maid’s outfit than the rest of them wore. One of those men caught his attention right away. Even if he didn’t recognize the man from the Castle brochure that had been included in their initial assignment paperwork, Nick couldn’t help thinking he’d have known on sight that that particular Master was Marshall. It was the way he carried himself. He just… looked like a man accustomed to being in charge, and all he did was quietly prop himself against the wall, watching from the shadows as Grimsley divided the employees into two groups and sent them on their way. The Dominants left with one of the men who’d entered with Marshall. The submissives followed the maid, and before Nick knew it, he and Terri were the only two ‘employees’ still in the hall with Grimsley, Marshall, and two other men.

      “You must be the O’Connors,” Marshall said, stepping out of the shadows at last to introduce himself. “Welcome to the Castle. I hope you are enjoying your stay thus far. I realize this isn’t the ideal place to hold such an important first meeting, but I thought the less you are both seen coming and going from my office, the less attention you’ll gather simply walking through the halls.”

      Coming down the hall, he held out his hand to Nick, who took it in a firm handshake. From the corner of his eye, he saw Terri eyeing not just him but the two other men following in his wake. Although she did eventually shake Marshall’s hand when he offered it, she put Champ between herself and them first. Nick couldn’t help but chuckle, although he had to give her credit. Her self-preservation skills were on point.

      “Well,” Marshall said cheerfully, pretending not to notice. “This may not be the ideal place, but you came at a good time, I didn’t have any submissives that need tending to.” He winked. “Yet.”

      “I’m not a submissive, sir,” Terri snapped.

      Nick could tell she was barely holding back her rising contempt for this man and his facility, and he hoped this meeting with Marshall would at least help her to focus on their case.

      “I never implied that you were, Officer. Please let me introduce two among my chief of staff. Nate and Tara, this is Master Jackson and Master Eric.”

      The first of the two men stepped forward, extending one burly arm to catch Nick’s hand in a firm shake. He wore his black t-shirt as tight as a second skin, with the white words ‘Chief of Security’ emblazoned across his chest. The man looked as if he bench-pressed tour buses every day before breakfast.

      “Jackson is my head of security,” Marshall explained, before extending an arm to include the other man, “and Eric has graciously—”

      “He threatened to fire me,” Eric corrected with a smile.

      “—albeit reluctantly,” Marshall smoothly continued, “volunteered to help keep track of all the added security and to provide anything either you or the other officers might require. Should you have any questions regarding the Castle or its workings, please don’t hesitate to ask him. He will be working closely with Master Grimsley, who oversees the Little Maids program, so between the two of them, someone should be available for whatever you need, whenever you need it. I just wanted to introduce you all before we got down to business.”

      “Thank you very much.” Nick nodded, keeping a close eye on Terri. She gripped Champ’s leash tightly, turning her knuckles white, and her jaw was clenched tight. Situations where she felt uneasy were hard for her to deal with cordially. They would be lucky if her mouth didn’t get them kicked out of this place altogether. “It’s nice to meet you, gentlemen. Tara and I are glad to be on board, and we want to do everything possible to help keep Grace and everyone else here safe.”

      Neither man spoke, and although Eric never stopped smiling, that smile fell far short of his eyes. Nick sensed reserve in their stares.

      Marshall cleared his throat. “That’s what we all want. Thank you, gentlemen,” he dismissed his two employees with a nod, but although Jackson, Eric, and Grimsley all retreated, they didn’t leave the hall. They took up sentry positions by the door instead. “Allow me to apologize for their lack of interaction. We aren’t used to opening our doors to law enforcement. I know that there are uncertainties on your end as well, but I could not let my cousin be taken care of by strangers when I have my own resources at my fingertips.”

      Nick had to hand it to the guy; he imagined he would do the same thing in his shoes. While they were pretty certain the killer would follow her here, it was understandable for Marshall to believe she was safe.

      “None of that matters now. We are here to do a job, and we need to know the best ways to go about it,” Terri spoke up.

      Marshall leaned forward and lowered his voice. “All that I ask, Officer O’Connor, is that you do your best to blend in and refrain from infringing on my guests’ privacy. My employees and I are happy to cooperate as long as you can abide by those two rules. Do you think you can manage that?”

      She hunched her shoulders the slightest bit, but Nick saw it and Marshall hadn’t blinked so there was no way he missed it either. Terri’s resolve was melting and she dropped her gaze. Nick was stunned. She never relented like that. She may keep her mouth shut and avoid confrontation, but she never allowed someone to best her.

      Nick turned toward Marshall and the other man smirked. He knew exactly what he was doing to her, and he was enjoying doing it as much as Nick was enjoying watching it. He could stand to take a lesson or two from Master Marshall, it seemed.

      “The master keycard,” Marshall said, handing Nick a credit-card-sized electronic pass card that looked exactly like every other hotel room card he’d ever received. One side had a black electronic strip; the other side was nothing but a photograph of dark-stone castle walls. “Simply tap this to the latch of any locked door handle, and you’ll gain access. I would prefer, for insurance purposes, that you have a Castle employee with you any time you do guest room searches. I don’t yet know who that will be, but—”

      “What the—” Jackson suddenly said, capturing everyone’s attention as the door he’d stationed himself at suddenly bumped into his back.

      “Well, look what I just caught!” Eric crowed, wrenching the door fully open and grabbing.

      A startled shriek accompanied the eavesdropping woman he’d jerked into the hallway. Short and blonde, she nearly fell over her own feet before Eric got a better grip on her. Just as quickly, Jackson shut the door, sealing her in with them. Nick’s hand was on his hip, where his holster should have been if only he weren’t dressed as a butler. Terri made the exact same movement. She also caught a tighter hold on her leash as Champ stood up, ears perked and muscles tensing as he waited for a command to act.

      The blonde woman squeaked, her eyes huge. That she looked more embarrassed than scared went a long way toward convincing Nick she probably wasn’t the mafia assassin they were looking for. In fact, something about her tickled his memory. She looked an awful lot like one of the newly hired submissives they’d just led out of this room some minutes before. Some of the tension he hadn’t realized was pinching his shoulders eased. He didn’t know what had brought her snooping back to spy on them, but she definitely wasn’t one of the bad guys.

      Coming to the same realization, it was Grimsley who marched forward to take the woman by the ear. “I’ll take care of this.”

      But Marshall stopped him. “Wait… as much as I would like to, we can’t fire her,” he said, and then sighed. “If we turn her loose now, there will be no keeping this quiet. If this… Carmen ‘The Butcher’ is here, not only would he know, but all of our guests and future guests would as well.”

      “There goes our billing as a safe place to explore BDSM.” Jackson frowned.

      “Not to mention our investigation,” Nick growled, following the consequence that mattered the most to him.

      “We could arrest her,” Terri suggested. “We can’t hold her indefinitely, but it could give us a few days. Unless you want to press charges, but I don’t think there’s anything you can stick her with that she can’t bond out of, and then you’re back to not keeping this quiet.”

      “She’s been through orientation, though, hasn’t she?” Marshall asked. “So she’s signed the confidentiality clause. Legally, she can’t say anything anyway.”

      “That’s no guarantee,” Jackson said dryly.

      “No kidding,” Eric agreed. “She’s listening at keyholes. Her morals are already questionable. You really think the threat of legal action will be enough to hold her to what she signed?”

      “I won’t say—” the eavesdropper tried to say, but Grimsley twisted her ear, bringing her dancing right up onto her toes.

      “Silence,” he told her sternly.

      A wry smile twisting his lips, Marshall turned to Eric. “Did you, or did you not, tell me you wanted no part of babysitting the bomb-sniffers?”

      All right, that was insulting. Nick couldn’t blame Terri for stiffening over that.

      “We do not need babysitting,” she said through her teeth. “It’s not the first time we’ve been undercover, either.”

      “It’s your first time here,” Marshall pointed out. “And rather than recruit someone else whom we will then have to share the details of our dilemma with, why not use the volunteer who already knows?”

      He rolled his hand in the wide-eyed eavesdropper’s direction, and Nick followed. He stifled his groan; Terri didn’t.

      “From now on,” Marshall said magnanimously, “consider our new friend…” Pausing, he turned to the woman. “What is your name?”

      “Eden,” she squeaked, her eyes wide with fear.

      “From now on, consider our new friend, Eden, your own personal escort. Do what you feel you need to, search anywhere and everywhere, but I ask that she be with you if you enter any employee’s or guest’s private rooms. If you fail to honor my request, then I will have you both removed from the premises.”

      Nick could see Terri trembling with all the comments Marshall’s high-handedness was sending straight to the tip of her tongue. He caught her arm when her mouth opened. “You’re the boss,” he said. He was pretty sure whatever she had to say wouldn’t have been half that diplomatic.

      “Splendid,” Marshall said, because he was the boss and he knew it. Just like he knew exactly what he was doing to Terri. “Well, if there are no more questions or concerns, I won’t keep you folks any longer. I know you have business to tend to during your stay, but do feel free to explore all we have to offer here. There is something for everyone, I can assure you.” That part he said straight to Terri, smiling as he did so. Nick didn’t doubt for a second that it was because he too could sense the unspoken comments gathering on her tongue and was mildly amused by them.

      On the one hand, Nick had to admire that kind of confidence in one’s own dominance. On the other, it kind of annoyed him because it was all aimed at his submissive—er, his partner, he mentally corrected himself.

      “Thank you,” Terri said, in the same tone one might use to address the rattlesnake curled up in one’s boot. “That won’t be necessary, however. This trip is strictly business.”
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      The miracle of getting her out of the short hallway before she said anything more would go down as one of his prime accomplishments. Only one man followed Nick out the door—Master Eric, the man who would be their liaison for the duration of this investigation. Nick followed Terri, deep in thought about how he was going to change her attitude about the Castle. He was itching to explore and wanted to get the most out of their time here. And God help him, the only person he wanted to explore it with was his bratty little partner. The more they were willing to experience, the more access they would have to the different areas of the Castle. Not only that, but her sass made him ache to spank her daily. Between the kink friendly atmosphere, their cover story as a married couple exploring the lifestyle, and her sexy as fuck Little Maid’s outfit, the urge was now impossible to ignore. His cock and his palm ached with need.

      Terri walked off as soon as Eric opened the door. He exchanged a knowing look with Nick, who held up the map Grimsley had given him earlier.

      “The 101 classes take place through there.” Eric penned a quick X over a portion of the second floor. “There is a schedule posted on the wall just outside the doors and there is an information packet in your room. I believe there is a spanking class first thing tomorrow morning.” The last bit was said with a knowing wink.

      Nick looked back and forth between Eric and Terri, who was about to disappear around the corner with Champ at her side. “Do you think it will work?” he sighed.

      “No better way to get through to a stubborn submissive, if you ask me.”

      “And if she isn’t truly a submissive?”

      Eric chuckled. “Then I have lost my touch, and I have no business working at a place like this any longer.”

      Smiling at the self-assured response, Nick nodded and shook Eric’s outstretched hand, hoping against hope that his assumptions proved to be correct. They didn’t call him a Master for nothing. Every pore in his being exuded the aptness of the title. It seemed they all had an uncanny way of reading people, and Nick decided to follow his lead. “Here goes nothing.”

      Eric nodded, clapping him on the back supportively. “Keep your head up, my friend, and don’t hesitate to ask questions. She will come around. Her submissive side may have gotten shoved down deep, but it’s in her heart. Once there is a strong, trustworthy Dom around, they can’t hold it at bay any longer.”

      Nick nodded and jogged after Terri, who had rounded the corner and was leaning against the wall, pouting. He was glad she hadn’t gone too far and gotten herself lost.

      “Couldn’t get out of there fast enough, huh, brat?”

      “Are you kidding me? That so-called Master Marshall is an arrogant, misogynistic asshole.”

      “Watch your mouth,” he hissed.

      Terri glared, but grudgingly acquiesced. “Fine. He is an arrogant, misogynistic butthole. Better, sir?” she responded with saccharine sweetness.

      “Much, thank you.” Nick refused to let her smartass demeanor faze him. “Think whatever you want about Master Marshall, but unless you think he’s the killer, keep it to yourself. Let’s go grab some food from the café and we can talk more in our room. And if you want, we can tuck in for the night, and get out of these ridiculous costumes.”

      Her eyes brightened for a moment, then she sighed. “But I didn’t bring anything to change into.”

      Nick smiled widely, allowing his eyes to sparkle with mischief, as he wiggled his eyebrows at her. “Even better.”

      Terri’s jaw dropped open, and her face flamed with a mixture of haughty anger and a touch of embarrassment. Without responding, she stomped off. Nick simply crossed his arms over his chest and waited. She had a terrible sense of direction and the stairs to the first floor were in the opposite direction. It took about ten steps before she stopped. Her fists tightened, and she stomped in place for a moment, throwing a silent hissy fit. Nick laughed out loud when she turned to face him again, her cheeks as red as the bright paint on her lips.

      “You know how cute you look stomping around in that sexy outfit?”

      “I. Hate. You. I. Hate. You. I. Hate. You,” she chanted through her clenched teeth as she made her way past him in the correct direction.

      Nick reached out and grabbed her elbow, tugging her back toward him. He lowered his head to speak quietly into her ear. “You’re making it really difficult to be professional right now, brat. All I can think about is what I know lies beneath this costume, and if you aren’t careful, I’m going to have to figure out a way to get you out of this snit you are in.” Her body shook against him and goosebumps appeared on her skin. She wasn’t as unaffected by everything as she was letting on. With an evil grin, he decided to go one step further. “I promise you, we would both enjoy my efforts.”

      She leaned back into him and the tension left her. Kissing the pulse point on her neck, he waited for the faint moan she was never able to hide when he brushed his lips over that spot.

      “You aren’t playing fair,” she whimpered.

      “And you have been?” he questioned, his hold on her still tight. “Prancing around in that hot little outfit, with that naughty little attitude, and then telling me to stay professional and focused on the mission? That’s not exactly fair either, is it?”

      “The outfit is not my fault,” Terri grumbled.

      “Maybe not, but your attitude is. It’s one of the things I have always loved about you, but right here, right now, you can’t imagine the things it is doing to me and making me want to do to you in return.”

      Her knees bent as if she couldn’t bear the weight of his words.

      “So, you might want to behave, because if you don’t, I make no promises about what my next move will be. Understand, little one?” He waited for her to nod and nuzzled her one more time before releasing her, but only far enough to slide his hand down her forearm.

      Her eyes opened wide as his warm hand engulfed hers, and she looked down at their entwined fingers before looking back up at him, surprise and confusion etched in her features.

      He winked and leaned in to lay a gentle kiss on her raspberry-red lips.

      “We’re married,” he reminded her with a wink. “And maybe, I just want to touch you right now.”

      Her throat contracted, and he could see the pure want in her eyes.

      “Do you think they have room service?” she whispered, her eyes closed as she leaned in for more.

      “I’m sure they do. They have everything else,” he stated dryly. “But right now, we are going to grab some coffee and a quick bite at the café.”

      Terri’s answering whine matched the way he was feeling, but he stayed firm in his plan. Room service was the last thing they needed right now, unless she really wanted to end the night flat on her back with his face buried between her legs, and a red hot ass to boot. Pushing out the dirty thoughts that kept coming, he started toward the café, light headed from his own lust.

      The café was surprisingly quaint with a vibe that was more hometown diner than luxurious Scottish castle, but somehow it still worked. The only offerings were sandwiches, coffee, and soft drinks, but that was fine with Nick. There was a full buffet in one of the dining rooms if they needed something more substantial. Out of habit, he scanned the room before they entered. There was a man dressed like some sort of Greek warrior seated at a table near the door, but other than that, the place was empty. Maybe the other vacationers were all still busy working up an appetite.

      Turning to Terri, he gave a slight nod to let her know it was clear and jerked his head toward a set of tables on the other side of the room. “Go grab a seat. I know what you want.”

      Terri smiled and did as she was told. The first sign of something other than attitude from her was encouraging, but he knew it was more to do with the circumstances of the interaction than any major change of heart on her end. She had told him once before that it made her feel taken care of when he ordered for her. She was a creature of habit in all aspects of life, but especially with her food. She liked what she liked and she stuck with it. The same applied in the bedroom. He had always enjoyed that little quirk of hers but now, looking back, he could see it might have been the downfall that made her seem unapproachable with his own bedroom proclivities. He grinned to himself. Maybe it was time to shake things up a bit, he thought as he headed to place their order.

      He ordered their lunch and joined her at the table. Champ sat sentry next to her, his body rigid and his ears perked up at attention. No doubt he was confused as to why they weren’t giving him some freedom to do his searches.

      “Stand down, boy, it’s okay.” Nick patted his head, but it didn’t calm the canine in the slightest. Concerned, Nick looked around, but nothing seemed to be out of the ordinary. “Champ, lie down,” he ordered.

      “What do you think is up with him?” Terri asked as he reluctantly lay at her feet with a loud unamused groan.

      “He just isn’t used to being this casual on a job, I’m sure.”

      Terri nodded, but kept on high alert, her posture was rigid and she scanned the space over and over with her eyes. She was trained to trust Champ’s instincts. He had never failed them before.

      Their number was called, and Nick went to grab their meal, deciding at the last minute that they would be much better off eating in their room.

      “Can we get this to go?”

      “Yes, sir, no problem,” the cashier responded, grabbing a bag from under the counter and gently putting the boxes inside. Nick nodded, thanked him, and took the bag and the two coffees back to the table.

      “Let’s eat upstairs, we have reports to send in, and Champ needs to be in a space where he can relax a bit.”

      As they left, a chill ran up Nick’s spine. He turned back and caught the other customer watching them. The man lifted his cup toward them before taking a drink. That was odd. Nick made a mental note to keep an eye out for him.
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      Champ had relaxed as soon as they left the café, which made Terri wish she had paid more attention to the lone diner dressed in the red cape.

      Then again, maybe it was nothing. It might just be that Nick was right, and Champ wasn’t used to this casual a job. While Champ was her constant companion, his on the job time was pretty much get in, get the job done, get out. Undercover wasn’t really his gig. It wasn’t any of their gigs.

      Terri was glad Nick had a map, and knew how to get back to their room, because she would have easily gotten lost. She couldn’t help but gaze in awe at the artwork and details as they made their way down the long castle corridors, and she really had no idea where they were going or where they had been, at this point.

      When Nick stopped in front of a door and pulled open his wallet to retrieve their key card, Terri looked up in surprise. Champ barked happily, jaunting ahead of them both to make his rounds before they entered. They watched from the doorway as he shuffled around the room, sniffing each and every corner, as well as their open suitcases to make sure everything was as it had been when they left. When he finally stopped and settled into the bed Master Marshall had provided for him, they entered the room, closing the door behind them.

      Terri all but threw herself onto the king-size bed, while Nick moved to the small table in the corner of the room that he had already turned into a makeshift work station for the two of them. He preferred neat and organized work spaces, where, in reality, she would probably end up typing her reports in bed, sitting cross-legged while sipping her coffee.

      Nick shuffled around a bit, first feeding Champ and then handing her a wrapped sandwich and a small iced coffee.

      Her stomach growled at the sight of food, and she sat up on the bed with a sheepish smile. “Thanks. I guess I’m hungrier than I realized.”

      “You get stressed and forget to eat. I remind you. That’s how we do,” Nick said with a wink, turning to set up his own food on the small table near his computer.

      Her eyes were on him, and she absentmindedly bit into her sandwich. Her taste buds were immediately assaulted by a strange texture and an unfamiliar taste. She spat the bite into her hand with a grimace of disgust.

      “Dammit! They gave me the wrong sandwich,” she complained, staring down at the blob of chewed up bread and dark brown meat in her hand. “Nick, you should have checked the order before we left the café.”

      Nick didn’t turn or acknowledge her distress in any way until she jumped off the bed, discarded the soggy half eaten lump of bread and meat, and began to march toward the door, fully intending to find her way back down to the café somehow and give them a piece of her mind, and return with a sandwich that was edible.

      Before she made it to the door, Nick stopped her. “Where are you going, brat?”

      “Ugh!” she exclaimed, fighting the urge to stomp her foot at his obtuseness. “Haven’t you been listening? The café gave me the wrong sandwich. I’m going down to get a new one.”

      “The café did no such thing. I gave you the sandwich I ordered for you. Now sit down and eat it.” His voice was calm, but firm.

      Her forehead wrinkled in confusion. “Why would you order me roast beef? You know I only like turkey.”

      “I do,” Nick agreed jovially. “I also know that it won’t kill you to try something new every once in a while. You get so stuck in your habits that you sometimes miss out on really good stuff. Open your mind, Terri. I promise it won’t kill you.”

      Her nose wrinkled as she eyeballed him doubtfully, still lingering near the door.

      “If you look at your sandwich more closely, brat, you’ll see that only half is roast beef. The other half is your turkey. My own sandwich is the same.”

      “You hate turkey,” she sputtered in surprise.

      “I don’t hate it,” he corrected. “I just don’t prefer it. But it’s not going to kill me to try something different either. If you really can’t stomach it, we can trade halves. Now sit your butt down, eat your sandwich, and help me get these reports done.”

      Terri munched on her sandwich as she robotically filled in her preliminary reports. If she was being honest, the roast beef wasn’t awful, it was just different. She supposed that had been the point Nick was trying to make with the sandwich switcheroo. Just because something wasn’t for her, it didn’t make it wrong or bad. A lesson she could stand to keep in mind during their time here at the Castle, she supposed. Not that her forced change of heart meant anything other than she would relax a little and try to be less judgmental toward the other guests. Just because they enjoyed something she wasn’t even interested in trying, didn’t mean there was anything wrong with them. It would be like her judging them for not wanting to be cops. The weight of her convictions wore heavy on her heart and she sighed. Nick did that sometimes, found sneaky little ways to make her look at things from a different angle. It was annoying as hell, but he was usually right, and his little life lessons had a way of changing her for the better. She still wasn’t going to let him spank her though. If that was his endgame, he had another think coming.

      Across the room, Nick closed his laptop, and turned to her. “How’s that report coming?”

      “Are you finished already?” she asked, sighing when he nodded. Her own blinking cursor had been stuck in the same spot for the last twenty minutes. Between the whole sandwich epiphany, and the fact that she could still feel the warmth of Nick’s kisses tingling on her neck, she had no focus. Staring at him, she could no longer find the hilarity of the penguin costume. Instead she focused on the perfect way it hugged his body, accentuating his muscles instead of hiding them. She thought about how much she looked forward to later in the evening when he took it off. Oblivious to her roaming eyes, Nick got up and walked over to her spot on the bed, bending at the waist to squint at her screen. Giggling, she shook her head before getting up and retrieving his glasses. They were a recent acquisition, and he constantly forgot he owned them. Hell, he hadn’t even packed them himself. Terri had grabbed them off his coffee table at the last minute and thrown them into her own luggage.

      “Here, old man,” she teased, sliding them onto his face from behind.

      “Old, huh?” Without missing a beat, he grabbed her arms and pulled them both down onto the bed, knocking her laptop to the ground.

      She struggled to sit up, but he pinned her with one arm and attacked her most ticklish spots on her tummy and sides with his free hand.

      “Let me go!” she forced out through her laughter.

      “I’m only a few years older than you,” he reminded her, as he continued his tickle torture, attacking the sides of her neck. “Take it back, brat.”

      “I caaan’t.” She forced her response through breathless laughter. “Lying is a bad habit!”

      Nick sped up his ministrations and dug deeper, robbing her of any chance to speak. Forget speaking, she could barely breathe.

      Going into fight mode, she wrenched up as far as she could and bit down, hard, on his forearm.

      “Ow, you little piranha!” he exclaimed, finally stopping. “You want to play hardball, is that it?”

      Still catching her breath, she was unable to respond verbally, and he ignored her shaking head. “Okay, we can do that.”

      Before she could even begin to guess what he meant by that, he scooped her up and flipped her onto her stomach over his knees. All of the air was forced from her gut but she fought as hard as she could, bucking and kicking.

      Oh, hell no. Scrambling, she flung her body away from him, but he caught her and lifted her again, hefting her forward and wrapping his leg around both of hers. She could still kick, but not as effectively as she would like.

      “Champ! Where are you? Aren’t you supposed to protect me?”

      Champ lifted his head and groaned, but he didn’t give any indication that he cared about what was happening between the two of them.

      “You lazy jerk!” she yelled at him, before turning her attention back to Nick. “I swear to God, if you don’t let me go in three seconds I’m going to shave your eyebrows while you sleep!”

      “Let me count out those seconds for you, sweetie. One…” His hand cracked hard against her ass, and she froze in shock. It hurt, but it was a strange kind of pain. The sting was immediate and followed by a warmth that spread slowly across her left cheek where he had struck. She sucked in a breath, but before she could scream at him, he spanked her again!

      “Two.” His hand fell harder on the opposite cheek and she reached back to cover herself.

      Catching her wrist and pinning it against the middle of her back, he laid down the last swat. “Three.”

      “You son of a bitch!” she cursed, finally catching her breath as she punched his leg with her free hand “Don’t you dare hit me again!”

      “I’m not hitting you,” Nick explained calmly. She could hear the hint of amusement in his voice and it infuriated her. “I’m spanking your ass for biting me. Also, did you just call my mom a bitch?”

      “Arrgh,” she growled, rearing up as far as she was able to under his constraining hold. “Nicholas Caruso, don’t you dare spank me again, or I’ll… I’ll…”

      He didn’t wait for her to finish her threat, nor did he pay it any heed. Instead, he lifted her skirt and rained down five swats to the peak of each of her southern cheeks. She screamed the entire time, even though the pain was not entirely unpleasant. It was not like she was going to let him know she didn’t hate it. She still hated the idea of it.

      “You ready to apologize yet?” She could sense Nick’s hand still poised in the air above her exposed ass.

      Freeing the hand, he had caught behind her back, she reached up, grabbed him by the wrist, and used the leverage to propel herself off his lap.

      Glaring daggers at him, she stomped across the room, righting her skirt, and smoothing her now wrinkled uniform as she stared him down.

      Nick met her gaze and shrugged. “You started it.”

      “Bite me.”
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      She was never leaving this bed. Between the crazed mafia assassin on the loose and her partner who had apparently caught leave of all of his senses, it was the only place in this godforsaken fuck fortress where she and her ass were safe.

      Though she was turned and staring at the wall, as she had been for several hours, Terri could feel Nick’s movement as he rushed around the room, getting ready for dinner. Hmph. If he thought she was going anywhere with him, he had another think coming. She wasn’t even speaking to him at the moment.

      His footsteps approached the bed, and she lifted the blanket over her head, pulling the covers tightly around her. He plucked the blanket off her head with two fingers, and she covered her face with her hands. He knew she was angry, and he would apologize. “Terri, I’m sorry. We were playing. I didn’t think it would upset you that badly. I should have known better. You told me how you felt about this place and that you didn’t want to participate. I should have listened.”

      Tears pricked her eyes as he delivered his sincere apology. She was angry, that was true, but more at herself than at him. She was also embarrassed and confused, and most frustrating of all, she was horny as hell and wanted to feel his hands on her ass again. Not that she would ever admit that to him.

      Nick sighed and dropped onto the bed, pushing her body over to make room as he sat.

      “I would let you stay here for the rest of the night, brat, but we have to go down to the dining hall for the dinner rush and let Champ do some sniffing around.”

      Terri groaned and pulled the blanket back over her head. Work was the last thing on her mind. “I don’t wanna. We can do it tomorrow.”

      Champ jumped up, joining them on the bed, and barked. Damn traitor.

      She flipped the covers down and sat up, leveling the dog with a glare. “You’re a workaholic, you know that?”

      Seeing that she was, indeed, just fine, Nick tossed his head back and laughed.

      “Champ is right, don’t argue. We’re here because we have a job to do. Anything else is just icing on the cake.”

      Icing on the cake, huh? Her jaw tightened in anger at the stupid little cliché. Before he could see her reaction, she rolled to the opposite side of the bed and flopped off, shuffling to the bathroom, where she locked the door behind her. It was such a stupid line, and she knew well enough to know he didn’t mean anything by it, but in her anger and lust-filled brain, it brought them back to the crux of the problem. She would never be enough for him. She didn’t want to be his icing. She wanted to be his whole damn cake.

      Taking stock of herself in the mirror because she knew she was fighting a losing battle on this dining hall thing, she patted cheeks that were still flushed. Her eyes were a little puffy from the tears she had cried, and the ones she had held back, but a little concealer would fix that. She quickly applied the necessary makeup that would make her feel less like death warmed over and more mingle-ready. Concealer, blush, lip gloss, mascara. Boom. She was ready to mingle. With everyone but Nick.

      They were best friends, but they had been down this road before, minus the spanking, of course. It didn’t work. They didn’t work. Not to mention the fact that they were currently on a job. Giving in to urges, kinky or otherwise, would only muddle their brains, potentially putting themselves and everyone else in grave danger if the criminal they were waiting for really had followed Grace to the Castle. She was going to have to make Nick realize he couldn’t just go around spanking her every time she got sassy because it was the thing to do here. Sass was her middle name, for fuck’s sake.

      Besides that, she was a spanking virgin. A grand total of thirteen swats he had given her, and she swore she could still feel it hours later. Curiosity got the better of her and she spun around, flipping up her skirt, and peeking at her backside in the mirror over her shoulder. To her absolute shock and horror, the skin on her cheeks was tinged the lightest pink and… was that a handprint? He hadn’t hit her that hard… had he?

      Great. Just great. It was going to be kind of hard to forget about that moment of weakness and move on if she was branded by way of his handprint embedded on her ass all weekend.

      “Terri?” Nick rapped on the door with his knuckles, and she flipped her skirt down as quickly as she could, as if he would somehow know what she had been doing or thinking. “Are you almost ready?” His voice was even and professional. His on-the-job voice. She opened her mouth to answer, and then remembered she wasn’t speaking to him yet. Instead she unlocked the door and swung it open. His balled-up fist almost connected with her face. With a smirk, she sidestepped him. “Ready when you are.”
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        * * *

      

      Nick led the way downstairs deep in thought. Terri had barely spoken to him since he had flipped her over his knee. A small spanking, and all it had done was make him hungry for more and perma-hard. Oh, and it had pissed off his best friend and partner to the point where she would barely look at him. All of her walls were up and she was on auto-pilot, hyper-focused on the job at hand. She was a stubborn little shit too. She could keep it up all weekend if she wanted to. He knew that from experience. And then where would he be? He had really messed up, jumping the gun like that. This place and that damn outfit had gotten the best of him, but he had to step back and keep his mind on the endgame.

      The endgame was finally letting Terri in on the truth about who he was and what he liked. No more secrets and no more lies. The dream was opening her mind enough to not only accept him, but experiment with the lifestyle herself.

      Tonight, he had taken a step backward on that. He was trying not to beat himself up over it. Tomorrow was a new day, and one that would allow them to be surrounded by and immersed in the Castle culture, even if it was simply for the sake of doing a job. He wasn’t giving up hope yet. Tonight, Terri needed space. And he would give it to her. To tell the truth, he needed it too. Space, and a cold shower.

      He let Terri enter the dining hall ahead of him, with Champ in the lead. The dining hall was bustling, and Terri allowed herself to be led off by a curious Champ almost immediately. She was doing her best to lose Nick, and he was letting her. The large room was full of people, but empty enough he could still have an eye on her at all times. Champ would keep her safe. The dog’s nose was going a mile a minute as he investigated every passing stranger. Nothing seemed to be triggering him, and he earned a lot of love from the ladies. Especially the ones in the Littles program. Girls dressed in little dresses with ruffled panties pulled their ‘mommies’ and ‘daddies’ over to ask if they could ‘pet the puppy.’

      Terri nodded, but he could see her inner struggle and how hard she was working to keep her face free of judgement. He would be lying if he said he understood every single kink represented here at the Castle. He smiled thinking about how much more she would be exposed to as the time passed. With no timeline, they could be at the Castle for days to come. No one knew for sure when or if the threat on Grace’s life was going to come to fruition.

      Champ sat next to Terri soaking in the love and attention, but still doing his job. It was as if he understood he had to be discreet about investigating each one of them. The K-9 never ceased to amaze him.

      The crowd thinned and Nick spotted Marshall making a beeline for him, stopping when he reached Terri and Champ and motioning for Nick to join them. He was accompanied by a blindfolded young woman holding tight to his arm. Interesting.

      “Good evening, O’Connors.” Marshall’s voice was smooth, and professional, all business. “I wanted to introduce you to someone. This is Ella,” he stated, indicating the young woman gripping his arm. “Ella, these are friends of mine, Nathan and Tara, and the one nudging your hand is Champ.”

      Smiling, Ella knelt down and rubbed Champ’s face. “Hey there,” she cooed, making a friend for life, before rising and turning her attention back to Nick and Terri. “It’s nice to meet you both. I trust you’re having fun so far?”

      “We are definitely impressed and excited to learn more about the lifestyle,” Nick responded, trading a knowing look with Marshall while silently willing Terri to keep her mouth shut. A quick glance at her face told him she had assessed the situation and come to the same conclusion he had. This was the girl they were there to protect.

      “Well, you are in the right place. Marshall does everything to the fullest so no doubt you will get what you came for.” She nodded before turning her attention back to Champ. “I’ve always wanted a dog, but up until a few years ago I thought I was allergic and now my apartment won’t allow me to have one. How old is he?”

      “He’s two, still a pup, but he’s great. He takes good care of me,” Terri answered quickly. He could tell she couldn’t wait to get away from this conversation, however normal it seemed.

      “We got him when Tara began to lose her hearing,” Nick added, using their cover story. He never knew who was listening, and it was always better to be safe than sorry. If the bad guys were tipped off to their presence, they would be of no help to Marshall or Grace. “He’s been a great addition to the family, and he reduces any risks that could come our way.”

      They chatted for a few more minutes, and even Terri relaxed a bit, as Champ was one of her favorite subjects. Then Marshall cleared his throat and turned toward his companion.

      “Ella, I need to get back to Kaylee.” Ella looked sad, but nodded, linking her arm with his once more.

      “It was nice meeting you folks, I hope we run into each other again before your stay ends.”

      “This is a big place, but there’s always a chance.” Terri smiled. “It was nice meeting you too.”

      The sincerity in her voice was evident, and Nick knew the mission had finally become personal for her. Grace was no longer a name on a piece of paper. She was a person. An innocent woman their own age who was in need of their protection.

      “Enjoy your dinner.” Marshall nodded at them both as they took their leave.

      “That man is dangerous,” Terri mumbled as soon as they were safely out of hearing distance.

      “How do you figure?”

      “He knew how it would affect me when I met her. He knew that I needed that interaction to take myself out of my head and into the mission. Nick, she’s so sweet, and young. We have to keep her safe.”

      He reached out and took her hand. “And we will, I promise. That’s the job, and we’re going to give it everything we’ve got.” She let him lead her to a table and sat when he pulled out a chair for her. “Stay here and keep an eye on the room. I’ll go get us some food.”

      He went through the buffet line, filling a plate with all her favorites. No need for the bait and switch routine he’d pulled at lunch time.

      When he returned with her plate, she took it, forcing a smile, and thanked him between gritted teeth, her walls back firmly in place. Endgame, he reminded himself as she took her plate and scooted her chair as far away from him as she could manage. Endgame.
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      Something jabbed her in the side, and Terri opened one eye to see Nick standing over her, poking her with one finger. “Ugh,” she groaned. “Leave me alone.”

      “Rise and shine, sleepyhead. We need to get down to breakfast and then Wardrobe, we have things to accomplish before the new guests arrive.” Nick prattled on with way too much energy for anyone to have at o-dark-thirty and before coffee.

      Terri yanked the covers over her head and groaned. “I hate you so much.”

      “That’s fine. Hate me all you want once you’re out of bed and dressed. As you keep reminding me, we have a job to do.”

      “Where’s my coffee?” She peeled the covers down just enough to peek out and search for any signs of the magical brew. Nick knew how much she hated mornings and he usually brought her coffee on the occasions he had to be there when she got up. He did it for his own sake as much as for hers.

      “It’s downstairs. Coffee delivery is for good girls who don’t make their partners sleep on the floor.”

      Terri’s face heated with embarrassment as the memories of the day before came flooding back to her. She had been pretty awful to Nick ever since the tickling incident. If they were being honest, she had been pretty awful before that too. But he had threatened her all day, and he had spanked her. Not cool. Lying there with the covers tight around her, she took stock. Her ass was no longer tender, and she was sure the handprint had faded by now.

      “Apparently, you didn’t learn your lesson or you would have brought me coffee,” she muttered, closing her eyes and rolling away from him.

      Nick’s answer was a low growl that had her stomach running away from her.

      “Get out of bed now, brat, or we are going to have a repeat performance of yesterday afternoon, and this time I won’t be apologizing afterward.”

      God damn, he was a persistent fuck. Fuming, she weighed the odds of him carrying out his threat against the torture of getting out of bed, getting dressed, putting those damned ‘hearing aids’ in, and having to go all the way downstairs for coffee.

      The problem with being threatened before coffee was that her brain wasn’t working properly. Sitting up, she crossed her arms over her chest and mimicked his dour expression. “I dare you.”

      His smile deepened and his eyebrows rose to his hairline. “Feeling brave this morning, brat?”

      “No, I just think you’re full of shit,” she grumbled, lying down again, pulling the covers tightly against herself just in case he wasn’t as full of it as she thought.

      When he moved toward her with a grave expression on his face, like he truly meant to carry out his threat, she took a moment to reconsider her life choices. Being spanked hurt and it was humiliating, and the fact that it turned her on and made her hungry for the one thing she couldn’t have was the worst part of all.

      In one swift move, he tore off the blanket that was serving as her only layer of protection and flipped her onto her stomach. Panic rose in her throat, and she did the only thing her un-caffeinated brain could think to do. She screamed.

      “Mushroom! Celery! Pickle!”

      Nothing happened, except Nick laughed at her and raised his arm above her panty clad ass. Shit. Think, Terri, think.

      “Onion! Onions! Whatever the fuck!” she screamed at the top of her lungs, triumphantly, knowing she had gotten it right this time.

      “Dominant, step away from the submissive,” a deep male voice announced from speakers hidden somewhere around the ceiling, and they both froze. “Security has been dispatched and will arrive momentarily. Submissive, what is your name?”

      “Security? What? No! I just needed him to stop. I’m good now, we don’t need security,” Terri stammered.

      Nick sprang off the bed and moved away from her, almost tripping over Champ in his haste. “You’re kidding me, right?” Nick leveled her with a hardened expression he usually saved for criminals.

      She gulped.

      “The team has already been alerted,” the voice continued. “Submissive, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” Terri shrieked toward the intercom. “Dear God, please call off the security. He stopped and I’m fine.” She rambled, hoping something would stick and…

      Champ jumped up as their suite door was opened and three large men barreled into the room. She recognized the leader instantly as one of the men Marshall had introduced them to. Fabulous. Champ stood rigid, growling and waiting for the command to get rid of the intruder.

      “Down,” Nick snapped at him. He sat, but the rigidity did not fade.

      “Mr. O’Connor, step out into the hall please, we need to speak with you two separately,” Jackson instructed.

      “I’m fine, I swear,” Terri begged as she scrambled to cover her half-naked form with pillows.

      Without a word, Nick walked to the edge of the bed and picked up the blanket, tossing it to her before leaving the room. Jackson followed close behind, shooting her a very disapproving look as he passed.

      In that moment, Terri realized she had made a huge mistake.
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      Nick was mortified as he paced in the hall waiting to see what the outcome of this was going to be.

      “Take me through the events of the morning again.” Jackson sighed with a look of disbelief on his face. Nick tried not to be offended by their relentless drilling. The truth was, police officer or not, they didn’t know him from Adam, and for all intents and purposes they were guests here for the foreseeable future. Jackson and the security team were just doing their jobs and following protocol to make sure that everything was above board and safe.

      “I was trying to get her out of bed and downstairs for breakfast,” Nick repeated dumbly. “She was uncooperative, and I moved to spank her. Before I had even laid a hand on her, she screamed the safeword. She screamed a couple of other vegetables first, before she got to the right one,” he added, without a hint of amusement.

      Jackson crossed his arms over his chest. “You never spanked her?” he questioned for the third time.

      “I didn’t lay a hand on her, save to flip her onto her stomach,” Nick confirmed.

      The door opened, and the two members of the security team who had been with Terri stepped out. Nick sighed in relief as both he and Jackson turned their attention toward the two burly men.

      The bald one stepped toward Jackson with a grave expression. “It would appear that we have a boy who cried wolf situation on our hands, boss.”

      “I’m sorry?” Jackson repeated, looking tired and annoyed. “She cried wolf?”

      “It would appear that way,” the guard confirmed. “Swears up and down that he,” the guard nodded in Nick’s direction, “never laid a hand on her.”

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,” Nick growled before a hard look from all three men shut him up. Right, he reminded himself. Protocol.

      “Has this ever happened before, boss?” the second guard, who had been silent up until this point asked, directing his question toward Master Jackson.

      Jackson looked pained, rubbing his forehead with an open palm. “Once,” he answered grimly before turning his attention back to Nick. “Marshall’s not going to like this.”

      “I’m more than aware of that.” Nick was silently fuming at the mess Terri had gotten them into. How were they to be taken seriously on the job after this fiasco?

      Jackson was silent for a full minute. When he spoke again, it was to dismiss the two security guards. Content that their job was done, they nodded and ambled down the hall. Once they were safely out of earshot, Jackson stepped in to stand closer to Nick and lowered his voice. “Being that you two are actually here on assignment, I’m going to assume the whole married couple exploring the lifestyle cover is just that?”

      “You assume correctly.”

      “Is it also safe to assume that neither one of you have any experience in the realm of BDSM?”

      Nick hesitated, scuffing the toe of his boot against the floor. “I do,” he began, “but she doesn’t know that.”

      Jackson smiled sardonically. “Well, I think you might have to tell her. We cannot have submissives going around using the safeword willy-nilly. It wastes time and valuable resources and sets a bad example for the other subs. Something has to be done about this, and if you’re not up to the task, I have no doubt in my mind that Marshall will be more than willing to handle it himself.”

      “I’ll handle it,” Nick promised, his chest heavy with the decision he had to make. Terri was going to be spitting mad, but not as mad as she would be if she had to answer to Master Marshall. For reasons Nick didn’t fully understand, she hated the man with a passion.

      “I’ll talk to her now and punish her tonight. I’ll make sure she understands the consequences of her actions on all levels,” Nick promised.

      Appeased, Jackson nodded and turned to leave. “Very good.”

      “There’s just one more thing,” Nick said, stopping the man in his tracks. “When I deal with her later, I’m going to need to gag her.”

      He didn’t miss the smirk that crossed the other man’s face or the mirth that crept into his eyes when he nodded. “I’ll let Marshall know.”

      Nick took a moment in the hallway to compose himself and plan his attack before stepping into their room and shutting the door behind him.

      When he entered, Champ had calmed and settled back onto the provided dog bed, and a wide-eyed Terri was dressed in the hated maid’s outfit, hair pulled back, make-up done, ready to go and looking thoroughly chastised and apologetic. She hadn’t seen anything yet, he thought, crossing the room with his jaw set in a hard line.

      For each step he took, she took one backwards, until she was backed up against the wall, a position that he planned to take full advantage of.

      “Nick, I’m so sorry. Really. I wasn’t thinking. I didn’t mean to get you in trouble,” she cried, speaking before he could.

      Nick closed the space between their bodies, effectively pinning her between him and the wall. “Only one of us is in trouble over this morning’s little charade, brat, and I assure you it isn’t me.”

      Her eyes grew wide, and the squeak that escaped her lips was endearing. Saucy red lips. He was going to enjoy shoving a ball gag between them later.

      “Nick, please, I’m sorry,” she whispered frantically.

      “It’s too late for sorry,” he informed her, grabbing a handful of hair and yanking her head up to meet his gaze. “You went too far, brat, and now you have a choice to make. The only choice you have in the outcome of this is the answer to this question: Am I going to be the one to deal with you, or is it going to be left up to Master Marshall?”

      Her lip quivered and her eyes filled with tears as she realized just how much of a shit pile she had created with her antics. “Oh God,” she squeaked. “Nick, please no. Not Marshall.”

      He raised his eyebrows and regarded her with scorn, “Oh, now you want me to deal with you, is that it?”

      She nodded, her eyes shut tightly against the tears that were threatening to fall.

      “I won’t be going easy on you,” he warned. “So, if that’s your thought, you can forget it right now. You might be better off with Marshall.”

      Her head shook back and forth emphatically. He knew that would be the last thing she wanted.

      Nick released her hair and snapped his fingers, pointing to the floor. “Get on your knees and beg me to punish you for your misbehavior.”

      Her eyes opened and flashed with anger. For just a brief moment, he saw the spark he was used to and wondered if she might decide to take her chances with Marshall instead.

      Her jaw twitched, her chin jutted out. She met his eyes, and then, without a word, she carefully lowered herself to kneel on the floor beside his feet. He took a moment to enjoy the picture she made. She might have thought she was winning but the taste of her submission did nothing but encourage him.

      “Nick, please forgive me. I’m so very sorry for the trouble I put you through and for not taking this mission seriously. I understand why I have to be in trouble, and I really don’t want to be at the mercy of Master Marshall. Please take pity on me and deal with me yourself. You’re the one I hurt. Let’s solve this between the two of us.”

      He had to hand it to her, she could beg like a pro. If he didn’t know better, he’d think she had some experience in getting out of this kind of jam.

      He grabbed her hair again and used it to tug her to her feet, ignoring her hiss of pain.

      “Listen up, brat,” he whispered in her ear, pulling her close enough that he could feel her breath on his neck and see the goosebumps on her skin as she trembled. “Your piss-poor attitude toward this place and the people here got old quick. Whether you like it or not, we are on assignment. Your behavior has been less than professional. I’m not about to risk you messing everything up because you can’t get past the activity in this so-called fuck fortress, as you like to say. Lives are at stake here, Terri. I need to be able to count on you.”

      “You can!” she promised but Nick wasn’t hearing it. He silenced her with a look.

      “You’ve already proven otherwise,” he growled. “And we don’t have time for you to attempt to prove yourself again. So, let me tell you how this is going to go. From here on out, you will act as my sub. I don’t care if we are in public or the privacy of our own room. You do what I say, when I say and how I say. I will give the orders and, if they aren’t followed, I will punish you as I see fit. If, when this is all said and done, you want nothing more to do with me, then so be it, you can ask Captain for a new partner. But, if you could just cut the crap and open your mind for two minutes, you might actually find that you enjoy the experience.”

      Her lip quivered, and she blinked back tears again, but he watched as she steeled herself and nodded her agreement. It might only be her pride speaking, or the fact that there was a challenge in his tone she couldn’t back down from, but she agreed to his terms. Breathing rapidly, he dropped her hair and took a step back.

      “It’s time to go down for breakfast,” he spat. “I’ll deal with you later.”

      They got Champ and were out the door and down the hall before Nick decided it was time to torture his little sub just a smidge more. “I’ve signed us up for a spanking 101 class after breakfast,” he informed her with an evil grin. “Behave, and I won’t be tempted to volunteer you as the test dummy for today’s lesson.”
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      “Welcome to Spanking 101, folks. My name is Master Kade and this is Chelsea, one of our Castle submissives. She has gleefully volunteered to be my test subject for the morning. Right, Red?” he asked, with a flirtatious wink in her direction.

      “Yes, Sir.” Chelsea’s enthusiasm was evident in her body language and her eyes sparkled with eagerness. Now this was a woman who knew what it meant to be a submissive, Nick thought. Terri could learn a thing or two from her.

      Nick held tight to Champ’s leash while keeping one arm around Terri’s shoulders, holding her close. She had been quiet since they left their room, but the fight had left her. She was taking his threats seriously, as she should, and was so far on her best behavior. If he didn’t know better, he would think she was more than a little turned on by his earlier show of dominance. And she hadn’t really seen anything yet. He had big plans for later. Right now, however, he was content to watch the class, and observe Terri’s reaction to it. After all, she was the reason he had signed them up for this particular course. He certainly didn’t need a class that was 101 anything.

      Now more than ever, he wanted to feel the way her body reacted to what she was seeing. If she tensed, he would be able to look over and read her facial expression. And when she squirmed, well, that was when he would remind her of what she had coming.

      Kade started with the bare bones basics, molding Chelsea into various spank-friendly positions and naming them.

      “Who would have thought there were so many ways to smack a sexy ass?” Nick whispered in Terri’s ear and smiled as the shiver traveled down her spine.

      After all the positions were thoroughly explained, including how access to the submissive’s pussy and anus would change with each, Kade moved on to implements. An enormous armoire was rolled onto the stage and the double doors were swung open. Terri sat up straight in her seat and leaned toward the stage ever so slightly, her eyes wide and her jaw slack. Nick could feel the unspoken questions lingering in the air as she watched Master Kade bring out the implements one by one.

      He leaned toward her, grabbing a loose tendril of her hair and twirling it around his finger. “All those devices to thoroughly punish a naughty submissive. Each one has its own special way to redden a naughty bottom, and each brings its own brand of pain. I wonder which ones I should use on you tonight?”

      She opened her mouth to protest and Nick lifted a finger to his lips, reminding her of their agreement. “I wasn’t planning on gagging you until tonight. But, if it’s necessary to do it before then, it can certainly be arranged.”

      “The possibilities are endless as to what can be used as an implement.” Master Kade was speaking again, beckoning their attention. “I have seen many innocent household items used in a pinch, but for the sake of this course, we will focus on items specifically crafted for spanking bottoms. Anything you see here can be purchased in our gift shop and, for convenience sake, the most popular items can be found in your private guest room. Whatever you choose to use will simply be charged to the room.”

      “Oh, a gift shop,” Nick murmured close to her ear. “I think we’ll have to make a trip down there later. I have several things on my list that I need to acquire before your punishment session tonight.”

      The change in demeanor was instant and intriguing. She was mad as hell about her current situation, but there was an underlying curiosity that was unmistakable. He would bet money her panties were wet underneath her short flouncy skirt. Her gaze met his, and he tapped the table in front of her, directing her attention back to Master Kade who had continued his speech.

      “So, what we have here are paddles, straps, canes, floggers and whips.” He pointed to the different sections of the opened cabinet where multiple examples of each one hung. “Leather is among the favorite of most of the girls, but even that can be very effective in the hands of the right Dom. Wood is solid and unforgiving, fabulous for meting out a quick punishment. Lexan and acrylic are hard plastics that pack the punch of wood and leave a sting that is unrivaled. They can be smooth or textured. I find that the smooth ones carry more of an intense sting, but the textured ones leave beautiful marks and a more lasting impression. Lastly, we have Delrin, which is a thermoplastic polymer that feels like hard rubber. If you are taking this class for its true intent and purpose, you should stay away from rubber. It is intensely painful and leaves deep bruising. For more information on anything I’ve said you can check out the Implements 101 class later today.”

      A murmur of interest buzzed through the room as he picked up each implement and swung it through the air as he described it.

      Kade clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “Today, ladies and gentlemen, we are going to use one thing and one thing only. The most tried and true implements that you never leave home without, your hands.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Nick caught Terri shifting in her seat. The small spanking he had given her Thursday night had been with his hand, and he had planned to stick with that method for as long as possible. This morning’s events had changed that. The only question now was which sort of implement would he be purchasing in the gift shop later?

      He would miss the skin-to-skin contact of hand to butt, but he would be lying if he said he wasn’t looking forward to watching her squirm and squeal at her first taste of wood or leather.

      There was still nothing like a hand, and he knew he would return to it at the first opportunity. Feeling the soft skin beneath his hand grow warm fed something inside of him. Sliding his fingers through the moisture her body created in response to his dominance was heady and an implement tended to lessen the intimacy of a good spanking. No, the hand was definitely his tool of choice.

      A loud smack echoed through the room and Nick turned his attention back to the stage. Champ sat happily at his side, taking the whole thing in stride, seeming to sense that there was no real danger here. Nick knew the dog’s keen sense and relaxed demeanor would come in handy later when it was time to punish Terri.

      “The hand is not a quiet implement, as you can tell, keep that in mind if noise is a concern for your everyday life,” Kade instructed in a voice that boomed through the small room. “My Red here marks nicely; you can already see the print of my hand. Comfy, sweetheart?”

      The submissive was draped over a spanking bench, her bare ass facing the crowd. She did not wear a microphone, making it impossible to hear her response.

      “Good girl.” He patted her butt, then turned to address the crowd. “When spanking, you want to focus on the area from here to here.” He framed the fleshiest part of her butt with his hands. “Going too high could result in an injury to the tailbone, especially if you are using an unforgiving implement. Going lower will not harm your submissive, if you are giving a hand spanking. Extended spanking with an implement to that area can, in some cases, result in ruptured blood vessels and muscle or tendon damage. However, don’t let that scare you off from spanking this area altogether; it is a lot more painful for the spankee and may elicit some verbal and physical protesting. Just be careful and responsible.”

      He pulled his hand back and let it fly, hitting Chelsea where her ass met thigh. Her foot flew up and she screeched out her displeasure, as if to illustrate his point.

      “See?” he patted her again. “Relax, that was the only one as long as you continue this exemplary behavior. You’re not the one in danger of a punishment today.” He winked at a brown-haired girl in the front row and she sank low in her seat.

      Terri’s body sank in unison with the other naughty submissive’s as she remembered her own predicament. “Can we at least leave before that part?” she whispered.

      “What? No, that would be rude. We were the last ones to arrive, it’s a miracle we weren’t late. We’re staying for the whole class. After this, we are meeting with Grimsley and Eden.”

      “Thank you for joining our class this morning,” Kade said, drawing the informative section of the class to an abrupt close. “Before you go, we have in our audience several subs who have earned themselves demerits over the last week. I want a few of our disobedient ladies to stand up and volunteer as demo partners for anyone who needs one.” There were no immediate volunteers and Kade scowled. “All right, then. I’ll sweeten the pot. If I think your partners have done a sufficient job reddening your little backsides, I’ll waive the full hour of demerit time.”

      A hand in the front row shot up. “I volunteer as tribute.”

      Laughter filled the room, and Kade clapped his hands once to get everyone’s attention. “All right, kajira Holly. Do I have anyone who’s interested in teaching our lovely comedienne here the error of her ways?”

      She was obviously with the man next to her, but he was not the one to volunteer. Instead another man came from the very back and joined them in their row.

      “Me.”

      “All right then. The floor is yours, remember she is technically owed an hour of punishment so feel free to make it count.”
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      “I wonder what she did to earn a punishment?” Nick teased close to Terri’s ear. “Surely nothing as dangerous or naughty as crying wolf and sending a three-man security circus to come interrogate her Dom?”

      “You’re not my Dom.” Terri scowled. “I don’t have a Dom, because I’m not a submissive.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, sweetheart, because I am a Dom, and until further notice, you are my submissive. The sooner you get with the program on that, the better.”

      Terri’s eyes narrowed at Nick’s whispered confession. There was no mistaking that was what it was, and the feeling she had had about him since the assignment literally landed in their laps in Captain’s office was finally confirmed. Nick hadn’t raised an eyebrow about the contents of the folder because none of it was new to him. He seemed happy to be at the Castle and explore all of its inner workings because he was happy to be here. For Nick, this was a glorified vacation, and one he was getting paid for. Her eyes darkened as the pieces began to fall into place, and she turned to scowl at him.

      “You tricked me,” she accused, crossing her arms in front of her.

      Nick shook his head. “I did no such thing. All I did was encourage you to be open-minded and professional. You were unable to do that so here we are.”

      “How long have you been into…” She trailed off, making a sweeping motion with her arm.

      “Long enough to give you what you’ve got coming without blinking an eye,” Nick retorted smartly. “Now stop chirping and turn your attention to the front. You’re being quite rude.”

      Terri sighed and slouched low in her seat. “I don’t want to watch this.”

      “Then don’t watch. I’m sure it’s tame compared to the ass whooping I’m going to be giving you later,” he offered flippantly, smiling when she squirmed.

      Sadistic prick, he was enjoying this far too much, Terri decided. She resolved right then that no matter what he managed to dish out this weekend, she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of the reaction he seemed to be expecting.

      “Why can’t I leave then?” she questioned, turning around in her seat as she angled her body toward the door.

      “Because I said so.”

      “That’s not a good reason.”

      “Because if you even think about walking out that door before this is over, I will raise my hand and volunteer you to be the next hands-on demonstration dummy, and if you think for a second that would make me go easy on you later, you’re wrong. All it would do is give me a nice tender canvas to start with and make sitting an impossible feat for my naughty little sub.”

      She didn’t answer, she also didn’t move.

      Nick gave a curt nod. “That’s what I thought.”

      There was nothing left to say, and they both turned their attention to the interaction happening in the front of the room.

      The man said something close to Holly’s ear and she bent at the waist, giving him easy access to her ass. Without addressing her or the room further, he flipped up her skirt and went to work, spanking with gusto. It was obvious that Holly felt differently about this spanking than Chelsea had about hers, but Terri supposed that was due to it being a true punishment. The difference was sobering, and Terri was unable to draw her eyes away from the sordid display as the Dominant cracked his hand hard against Holly’s ass again and again. She wiggled and bounced, but kept surprisingly quiet. Terri slunk down in her chair, just like she did when something on television was especially creepy.

      Nick took her hand in his and gave a comforting squeeze. Rolling her eyes in annoyance, she pulled her hand free and scooted as far away from him as the small space would allow.

      Thankfully, it was over pretty quickly. Master Kade, who had been standing off to the side as he watched, walked toward the demonstrating duo, dismissing them with a nod.

      “All right, Holly. Your demerits are taken care of and you’re free to go if your Master has other plans for you.”

      “Thank you, Master Kade.”

      “This ends our demo for the morning, ladies and gentlemen. Check the schedule on your way out so you don’t miss any of the other classes we have to offer. Other than that, enjoy this beautiful morning and the rest of your stay here at the Castle.”

      He helped Chelsea to stand and scooped her into his arms, exiting stage left.
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      As Champ led them through the Castle to their meeting with Grimsley, Terri could not get the visions of leather paddles and reddened asses out of her mind. She was tortured by the way Chelsea had so willingly bent over the spanking bench, baring it all for the crowd without hesitation or thought to modesty. Then there was Holly’s punishment. Just thinking about it brought a heat to Terri’s cheeks and made her panties inexplicably wet. How had that scene affected her the way it had? She definitely was not an exhibitionist and the idea of getting spanked or watching someone else get spanked was still horrifying to her. The fact that Nick kept taunting her with threats and promises of what was to come had her in a constant state of aroused unease. What the hell was wrong with her? She could only hope that Nick was right, and his plan to make her his submissive for the time being actually would help her stay focused on the job somehow, so she could catch the criminal and leave this fuck fortress far, far behind.

      For now, she needed to focus on getting through the day. She knew Nick well enough to know the torture would continue, especially if he knew how her body and mind were reacting to it. If she could find her anger and convincingly pull off unaffected, it would be best for all involved. Well, at least for her. There was no way she was getting through the day otherwise.

      The unknown killed her. She had always been that way, and right now there were too many unknowns buzzing around in her brain to give her any peace. What did Nick plan to buy at the gift shop? Would he make her go with him? Would that be easier because she would know what was going to happen, or would it just be more mortifying?

      The girls at the demonstration had been taken care of after in a way that had her stomach buzzing and her heart warming. They may have been harshly punished, but afterward there was a tenderness that made Terri ache inside. Nick didn’t really seem the tender type. Especially not right now. The best she could hope for was a hug and a glass of wine. She sighed. Beggars couldn’t be choosers, she supposed, and after this morning’s vegetable debacle, she had no right to ask for or expect anything. All she could hope for was mercy.

      The thoughts running through her mind boggled her and left her frustrated. All Nick had done so far was make a bunch of threats, and all of a sudden, she didn’t even recognize herself. She had been a completely different person since the minute he snapped his fingers and sent her to her knees. And she had gone willingly, that made it even worse. Not that she really had a choice. But still, I should at least try to protest or defend myself from his chauvinistic bull crap. Terri berated herself all the way down to the kitchens to grab a cup of coffee before heading to Grimsley’s office. Her stomach fluttered with nerves. Hell, they weren’t even sure the bad guy was going to show up. This could all be for nothing. That was the most frustrating thought yet. She was on a physical and emotional rollercoaster over all this shit and it might be for nothing.

      “Are you ready to fulfill your duties, my Little Maid?” Nick interrupted her inner rantings by growling in her ear.

      Startled and annoyed, she turned and slugged his shoulder as hard as she could. “Don’t call me that. I’m not a fucking maid and this whole fucking thing is a fucking waste of time.”

      Nick took a step back, his face turning a deep shade of red as he scanned the hall. Thankfully, they were alone and her words had been a low growl that matched his. His jaw clenched as he stared her down for what felt like an eternity, but she refused to cower from his anger.

      Finally, he spoke. “I was going to wait until tonight to gag you, brat, but as I’ve said before, if you don’t cut the crap, I’ll get special clearance from Marshall to keep you gagged for the remainder of the trip. The way you’ve been acting and the fact that you are one stupid outburst away from blowing our cover, I’m certain he would make an exception to the usual rules, just for you.”

      Her eyes bugged out of her head and her throat constricted at the thought of being gagged all weekend, and the truth that Master Marshall would probably prefer her that way. She was about to open her mouth and ask if he was serious, if he really could or would do that, when the door at the end of the hall swung open and sounds of a bustling kitchen echoed through the hall as Master Grimsley swept out. The woman they had caught eavesdropping followed behind him, barefoot, her Little Maid’s uniform slightly disheveled, her blonde hair a tangle of free curls trying hard to escape her back bun, and one hand tucked back behind her. The butler stopped when he saw them. So did the woman, but only because she plowed into him first. She leapt back, both hands tucking behind her now as Grimsley snapped around to glare down at her.

      “I have to go!” she exclaimed, gesturing toward Terri and Nick as she broke into a run. She sprinted down the hall toward them. “Help, help, help,” she whispered, grabbing Terri’s arm and all but ducking behind her. Seemingly for the butler’s benefit, she loudly stated, “We’ve got important, uh… you know… cleaning stuff to do.”

      “Um,” Terri stammered, glancing back at Nick. She didn’t like being separated from her partner and, while she was certain Eden wasn’t the killer, she didn’t want to be dragged off alone to God knows where with her, either. But when the woman gave her a pleading look, shoulders slumping, Terri gave in. “I guess now’s a good time.”

      So much for coffee.

      “Thank God,” Eden whispered, pulling her toward the stairs.

      For all his glaring and threats of just a moment before, Nick only watched her go, hands on his hips. He didn’t look away, either. Terri knew because she kept looking back. The weighted press of his grim promise for tonight kept burrowing into her back long after they climbed that topmost step and turned a distant corner. She lost sight of him after that, but not seeing him didn’t help. The memory of his threats continued to run through her brain on an endless repeating loop. And, damn if her body didn’t start to respond to it, just not in a sane way.
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        * * *

      

      Nick seethed about Terri’s outburst as he followed Grimsley down the hall to the progress meeting with Marshall. There was no progress as of yet, so he was unsure this was necessary. He did, however, need to discuss an idea he had that would make it easier to screen luggage with guests being none the wiser and without having to spend hours going through each suite.

      “How was 101?” the Master Butler inquired.

      “Informative.”

      Master Grimsley cracked a smile for the first time since Nick had met him. “I heard you had a little upset this morning in your room?”

      Nick stifled a groan. One thing he was starting to learn about the Castle, it was an even bigger cesspool of gossip than public high school.

      He didn’t bother with a verbal response to the butler’s line of questioning. A simple grunt conveyed everything he was feeling. They took the same path they had the day before, down a winding maze of corridors and finally into the dead-end hallway by way of the Employees Only entrance.

      Out of habit, Nick scanned the corridor, searching for watchful eyes or anything out of place before following Grimsley. He could have used Champ and Terri right about now, but it had to be done this way to keep up appearances.

      When he entered the short hall, Marshall and Jackson were already waiting.

      To his dismay, they immediately started in on the very topic he was trying to avoid: this morning’s vegetable debacle.

      “I heard that you have requested the use of a gag tonight.” Marshall’s eyes sparkled with dry amusement. “You are aware that any play with gags needs to be observed by at least one member of our security team, as a safety measure? Unless of course you plan to use the Rainbow Room or the Supper and Show at the Master’s Table for a more public arena in which to carry out the punishment you have planned?”

      Nick’s jaw worked as he silently considered this possibility. The truth was, beside his hand on Terri’s ass he hadn’t given it much thought as of yet. A public punishment? Terri would have his head. It certainly went outside of the scope of her duties as a fellow officer. She would be humiliated to no end, but wasn’t that the point? She had certainly humiliated him this morning, and while he wasn’t the type to seek revenge, there was a lingering desire he couldn’t quite put his finger on. He wanted to break her, and he wanted her to like it. The best possible outcome of this entire experience, besides catching a bad guy, would be for her to choose to experience this lifestyle with him as her Dom, once and for all. He hoped for them to come out of it as a couple, knowing that this time, there were no more secrets and everything that had held them back was no longer an issue. It felt like an extreme long shot, but he was hoping for the best and expecting the worst. It was all he could do.

      Marshall and Grimsley were watching him in silence, waiting for an answer. He hesitated for only a second longer before giving a decisive nod.

      “Put me down for tonight’s supper. We will be there with bells on. At least, one of us will,” he added with a wink.

      Before Marshall or Grimsley could respond, the single entrance door swung open, and a slim young man dressed in medieval servant garb strode toward them without hesitation.

      Nick’s eyes immediately cut to Marshall. Part of the job was always being on edge. Especially in situations like this one, where there might or might not be a deadly assassin among them.

      Marshall seemed to sense his unease, jerking his head in the man’s direction. “Nate, allow me to introduce you to Clinton West, our head porter. He’s been with us since the day we opened. I trust him, and you can too.”

      Nick felt himself breathing a little easier when the man, who looked to be in his mid-thirties, stepped forward and extended his hand with a curt nod.

      “You can call me Clint. It’s a pleasure, Officer, and I look forward to meeting your partner, Miss O’ Connor, as well.”

      “You can call us Nate and Tara,” Nick offered, not leaving anything to chance.

      “Very good.” Clint nodded. “I’m here so I can show you to the service entrance, back by the maintenance elevator. The buses usually unload the luggage at the front entrance while the guests are disembarking. So, if you show up every day right at ten o’clock, we can be inefficiently-slow unloading long enough for you to run through the luggage check right quick.” Clint paused and looked up and down the hallway. “I assume you’ll have your K-9 partner with you tomorrow?”

      “Yes, Champ. He’s with Tara doing room sweeps right now, but he will be here tomorrow ready to work.”

      “Very good. Follow me.”

      Marshall and Grimsley both nodded, as if this had been their plan all along.

      “I will meet up with you after the tour to discuss tonight’s supper. I suggest a trip to the Castle gift shop to purchase the ball gag you mentioned,” Marshall announced. “Unless, of course, you brought your own.”

      “The gift shop it is.” Nick was already making a mental list of the things he would need to buy as he followed Clint out the door. The Master’s Table was much more involved than the quiet affair in their room he had planned previously.

      He couldn’t wait.
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        * * *

      

      They were on the second floor and in the Royalty wing before whatever fire lit under Eden’s Little Maids skirt burned itself out enough for her to finally slow down. Terri’s fire was just getting started.

      Eden glanced back at her, biting at her bottom lip. “Sorry about that.”

      Conversation made a great distraction. One which Terri accepted gratefully. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes.” Eden tried to laugh, as if to show she was fine, but it came out sounding a little forced. She knew it too, because she dropped the smile and changed the subject. “Tara, right?”

      Even knowing they were the only two people in this particular hallway, Terri almost looked around before remembering that was indeed her fake name. “Me? Oh, yeah. Sorry. I’m still not used to the new name.”

      “That’s okay. I wouldn’t be either, if I had to use one. I’ve only been here for a couple of days.” She looked down at the German Shepherd, walking in step with his human partner. “Who’s this, then?”

      Terri couldn’t help answering with a touch of pride and a pat, lovingly caressed down the back of her K-9’s head. “His name is Champ.”

      “He’s your partner?”

      “Two years and counting,” Terri confirmed, also with a touch of pride. “I got to be a part of his initial training.”

      Pausing as they came to the first door in the Royalty wing, Terri turned expectantly to Eden, who looked helplessly up and down the hall.

      “So, um,” the Little Maid who was supposedly her escort said. “How do you think Champ wants to do this?”

      For the first time since undertaking this job, Terri felt back in her element. “One door at a time,” she replied. “Maybe we could pretend to be stocking the rooms—condoms, lube, water bottles, you know, those kinds of things. It’ll only take a second for Champ to check what he needs to, then we’ll move on to the next room until we’re done.”

      “Right. Okay…” Chewing her bottom lip, Eden left Terri where she was, walking a short distance down the hall to another door. She dug a keycard out of the bust of her maid’s costume. It must have been a janitor’s closet, because she disappeared inside only long enough to wheel out a supply cart. “For cover,” she said, rolling it back to Terri.

      It was a convincing one, too. The cart was full of little bars of soaps, lotions, lubricants and, crowning the pile, a box full of individually wrapped condoms. For any one person, that would have been a lifetime supply. That cart had three of those boxes stacked on it.

      Raising her hand, Eden knocked on the door. The two women listened, but when no muffled sounds of movement came from inside, the escort looked at Terri and Terri nodded. She also unclipped Champ from his leash, freeing him to do his job.

      From the moment Eden pushed open the door, he searched the perimeter, then zeroed in on the luggage. Terri watched for any of his tells, but there was nothing. Room one cleared. God only knew how many more there were waiting still to be checked.

      “How long does it take?” Eden asked as they moved on to the next guest room. “You know, to learn how to do this?”

      “Search rooms?” Terri asked, a little surprised. She shrugged. “For me or the dog? I can’t speak for Champ, but I promise I picked it up a whole lot quicker than I will all this.” She twirled her fingers in the air, not sure what words she could use to describe any part of what she’d experienced at the Castle so far that wouldn’t risk insulting her companion.

      Far from insulted, Eden offered Terri a sympathetic smile as she opened the next room. “Not a lifestyler then?”

      Terri sighed in relief. “No, not in the slightest, I’m way out of my comfort zone here.”

      “Me too. Not that I didn’t know what I was getting into, I did. But still, the reality has been kind of overwhelming for me. I can see how it might be even more so for you.”

      Settling into a comfortable conversation, the girls moved room to room with Champ clearing each one. When they reached the end of that hall, they moved on to the next. By the end of the third, the women had settled into a routine. Eden manned the keycard and the cart, and the only signal Terri picked up from Champ was the one that said he could use a break.

      “That’s it for this program,” Eden said. “Littles are in the next wing over. We could probably clear all those before lunch, if you want.”

      “I need to get Champ out for a walk first.”

      Her companion nodded. “I could use some fresh air, too.”

      “You don’t need to get back? Check in with Master Grimsley or something?”

      “Probably. Then again,” she muttered, letting Terri know there was far more to the story than she really wanted to ask, “he’s probably grateful for the break. Besides, he might still be in the meeting.”

      Terri blinked twice. “What meeting?”

      “The meeting with Master Marshall and all the other law enforcement officers.”

      Terri tried hard not to let her eyes grow any wider or to reveal just how angry she was becoming. “All the other law enforcement officers?”

      It was Eden’s turn to blink. “Yeah, um… I saw it on Master Grimsley’s itinerary for today.”

      Terri rolled her eyes. The damn eavesdropper had been told more about what was going on than she had, which was bullshit and pissed her off. Nick had told her to go straight back up to the room when she was done with room checks and she was simply supposed to do as she was told or her ass was on the line, literally. Well if he wanted to play that game, she could do it, too.

      “You know what,” she said, abruptly making up her mind. “Let me grab his ball from my room and maybe you can show us around the grounds?”

      “I only got here yesterday.” Eden shrugged. “But I’ll do my best.”

      Champ’s ears perked at the word ‘ball’ and he danced in a circle around both girls.

      Cracking a smile for the first time all morning, Eden crouched to give him some love. “He is such a cool dog.”

      “He’s the best. Everyone says I’ve spoiled him and should force him to be more professional, but the rules for these dogs are ridiculous. He is damn good at his job without having to be a soldier all the time. Right, boy?”

      Champ got into a pouncing position and let out a playful bark.

      “See,” Terri announced. “He agrees. Well, buddy, I think you deserve a nice long walk and playtime, you worked harder than we did.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      As she and Eden reentered the Castle, Terri couldn’t help but notice the other girl had gotten more and more distant and far less playful as the day wore on. There was definitely something going on between her and that oaf of a Master Butler, Grimsley.

      “Well, um, I guess I’d better find Grumpy Butt and see if he’s come up with any new ways to torture me,” Eden stuttered as she pulled the door open, leaving Terri to wonder if Eden was looking forward to a similar fate as she herself was.

      “Yeah,” Terri sighed, looking at her watch and grimacing when she saw just how much time had passed. “I better go find Nate before he has a conniption.” Knowing Nick, he was probably well past that point by now. She had originally left the Castle to make a point, but she certainly hadn’t planned to be gone as long as they had.

      “Okay.” Eden turned at the main hall and disappeared around a corner, giving a little wave in Terri’s direction as she went.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” Terri chanted under her breath as she turned in a circle. She needed to get back to their room, but which way did she go? She had a terrible sense of direction. Thank God for Champ. He would save her now, just as he had many times in the past.

      Swallowing hard, she turned to the dog, ready to give the command that would guide her in the right direction, but before she could, a large hand clamped over her shoulder from behind.

      “Aah!” she shrieked, before she could stop herself. Tightening her grip on Champ’s leash, she noticed the wagging tail and happy panting. Her stomach sank as she turned to face her attacker, knowing full well that it would be Nick.

      Her partner did not look happy. No, scratch that, he looked downright furious. His entire face was tight and hard, there wasn’t a trace of mirth or amusement on his features as he wordlessly grabbed Champ’s leash from her hand. “March, now,” he growled in her ear.

      “I… I would, but I don’t know the way,” she squeaked, looking down at the ground in shame and then back up at her partner.

      His face went from angry to incredulous and back to angry in the flash of a second. Her mouth opened, whether it was to form an excuse or an apology, she wasn’t sure, but before she could decide, Nick scooped her around the waist and hefted her over his shoulder in one fell swoop.

      “Nick—Nate!” she cried, recognizing her mistake a split second too late, just in time to be answered with a resounding swat to her upturned backside. Thank goodness for the ruffled lace panties that were part of her maid’s uniform, she thought. They actually added a nice layer of padding between her ass and his hand, a provision she was sure she wouldn’t be allowed much longer. Not if he truly intended to make good on this morning’s threats.

      There were people bustling about the corridors, but none had seemed to notice her blunder or even looked in their direction and, if they did glance their way and happen to notice a red-faced butler carrying a scantily clad Maid over his shoulder, flashing her panty-clad ass to all and sundry, they didn’t bat an eye. Of course they didn’t. Bunch of sexual deviants.

      Her gross faux pas sent her into a paralyzed silence. Beyond what Nick would say about it, she was disgusted with herself. Such a careless and thoughtless mistake could have catastrophic consequences in a mission like this. She was usually much more conscientious. This place and Nick had her tied in knots. For the rest of the short trip up to their room, she remained silent, the only noises she made were soft gasps of air as she attempted to stay in a relatively comfortable position, while Nick jostled her with every step on his way up the long staircase and down the winding corridor to their room.

      Her view of his backside might have been a pleasant one if she didn’t know she was about to get an ass-chewing the moment they stepped into the privacy of their room. When he paused in front of their door to swipe the keycard, her stomach jumped into her throat.

      As soon as they crossed the threshold and Nick closed the door behind them, he crossed the suite to the large, king-size bed in the middle of the room. Grabbing her around the waist, he hefted her off of his shoulder and all but threw her down on the bed. The breath left her in a huff of surprise as her back connected with the firm mattress. She sat there, breathing deeply, fighting tears as she gazed at her partners. Both of them. Champ, the traitor, had done a cursory sniff around the room as soon as Nick had dropped his leash, stopped at his water bowl, and finally settled down onto the massive dog bed Marshall had provided. The look he gave her when she sought him out was one of bored contentment.

      Nick, on the other hand, was a bundle of angry nerves as he paced the floor in front of the bed. Every few seconds he would open his mouth as if to speak, inhale deeply, shake his head, and close his mouth. There was nothing she could do but watch with a mixture of fear and inexplicable excitement as she waited to see what he would do and say.
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        * * *

      

      He wanted to strangle her. To strangle her and spank her, and yell at her, and take out all of the fear and frustration he had experienced over the past few hours on her, in any and every way possible.

      Most of all, he wanted to fuck her, he realized as he glared down at her with her tear stained face, and her sexy lips that were parted into the most beautiful pout. The moment he had spotted her in the main hall with Champ by her side, he had let out a breath he hadn’t realized he had been holding and crossed the room in two long strides.

      “Stand up!” he commanded, grabbing a handful of her hair and using it to pull her into a standing position before she had an opportunity to obey willingly.

      Her eyes widened, and the squeal of surprise that escaped her lips was delicious. He found himself overcome with a need that raged inside him, powerless to control his most animalistic urges. He pulled her along with him, shoving her flat and hard against the wall, and ripping the front of her Little Maid’s dress down the middle, exposing the tops of her breasts above the black lace undergarments.

      Her mouth fell open in surprise, and she started to protest this superfluous show of unflinching dominance, but he didn’t want to hear it. His mouth closed over hers, silencing her with a kiss that was punishing yet tender, and all-consuming as he pressed his body into hers, grinding his erection into the thin fabric of her black lace panties through the thin fabric of his tuxedo pants.

      “God damn penguin suit,” he muttered against her lips.

      Under any other circumstances, she might have giggled, but she had been stunned into silence. Holding one hand tight against the base of her throat he pinned her in place, while using the other to shed his pants. The belt holding them up served a dual purpose, and he quickly pulled her hands high above her head, fastening them together with the thin leather.

      Neither of them spoke, communicating only with their eyes. Hers conveyed trust and acceptance with the smallest glimmer of fear that served to arouse him more than cause him to pause.

      Tightening the belt, he stepped back, surveying her before he made his next move. One simple rip was all it took to destroy the remaining fabric of her maid’s costume and send it falling to the floor, exposing the rest of her for his enjoyment.

      The sight of her nearly naked body, clad in the skimpiest of black lace undergarments, far sexier than any he had ever seen her wear, stole away any last shred of control he had been hanging onto. Clamping one hand over her mouth, he grabbed her left breast and squeezed. This wasn’t about being sexy or feeling good. This was about satisfying the urge that had been burning for days and taking what was his. Terri was his, and if she didn’t know it now, she would before the night was over.

      There was no time for soft caresses or teasing kisses. He was a man on a mission and that mission was sexual gratification. To fuck his woman good and hard. His hands were rough on her soft skin: squeezing, clawing, smacking, claiming.

      From her navel to her neck, no inch of skin was left untouched. Her breathing was heavy and ragged, her chest heaved with every breath as she watched him have his way, and when she began to squirm against the belt restraining her hands, that was when he took her. One swift thrust had her rising onto her tiptoes. No lube or foreplay, but she was still wet and ready for his engorged cock. He took her up against the wall, thrusting into her like his life depended on it, grinning as her ass thumped against the stone castle wall.

      There was a tightness in his chest that he couldn’t explain as he pounded into her, thinking only of himself and his pleasure. This was so wrong, but damn, it felt so right.

      “You deserve to be fucked like a bad girl for making me worry,” he grunted, grabbing her with both hands under the curve of her buttocks and lifting her into his arms, while managing to still keep his cock nestled inside her. It was time to move this to the bed.

      He lowered her gently onto her back, with a tenderness that belied the rest of their exchange or the way he was feeling, and covered her body with his own, reaching up to unfasten the belt that restrained her hands. She touched him then, raking her nails down the length of his back. With each powerful thrust he made, they created a rhythm of their own, riding the cacophony of pleasure until their bodies revolted with orgasms that left them breathless and panting, spent and exhausted.

      When they were each able to catch their breath, Nick rolled onto his side, and frowned at Terri. With an impish smile, she leaned forward as if to kiss him, but he quickly pulled into a sitting position and she nose-dived into his pillows.

      With a grunt, she rolled onto her back and frowned up at him. “God, Nick,” she muttered, before he could put a hand up to stop her.

      Fucking her had been the only thing he had been able to do in the moment, the honest to goodness safest outlet for his frustration, but he still had lots to say and, whether she liked it or not, she was going to listen. “Do you have any idea how worried I was about you? Do you have any clue what was going through my mind when I couldn’t find or contact you for hours?”

      Still caught up in the afterglow of their sexual escapades, Terri shrugged. “The stupid, archaic, no cell phone outside your room rule is not my fault,” she countered, stubbornly.

      “God, T,” he grunted, his voice heavy with exasperation. “Are you forgetting there is a madman murderer on the loose?”

      She had the audacity to roll her eyes, and he all but shook with anger.

      Raking his hand through his hair, he continued, “So many possibilities for disaster, T. You could have been made. Do you understand what a criminal would want to do to an undercover police officer? You could have put yourself and everyone else here in danger,” he lectured.

      “Oh, come off it, Nick,” she spat. “Stop acting like I am any less qualified to gallivant around this place alone than you are. We are partners, equals, and regardless of whatever arrangement you think we have right now, you are not my Dominant, and I am not your submissive.”

      She was at least half wrong, but he didn’t bother to correct her. She was off on one of her fiery tangents, and he couldn’t have gotten an argument in if he’d wanted to.

      “Where the hell was all your concern when you ditched me with some random interloper and went off to a law enforcement meeting without me? This is our mission, Nick, yours and mine. Not yours and your precious Master Marshall’s!” She ended on a scowl, before continuing, “God, it’s like you have some sort of dirty man-crush on him!”

      “First of all,” Nick scoffed, unable to keep the laughter from bubbling over as he spoke, “For whatever you may think of the man for whatever reasons, Master Marshall is a nice guy, a professional, who has bent over backwards to accommodate us in every way possible since we got here. And second,” he huffed, leveling her with a pointed glare, “a secret law enforcement meeting? Really, T? You’re just going to take the word of, what did you call her, some random interloper, over me, your partner and best friend? Did I meet with Marshall? Yes, I did. You know what I was doing? Cleaning up the ridiculous mess you made with your stunt this morning.”

      Unease crossed her features as she gazed sheepishly up at him.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, finally showing an inkling of remorse. “It’s just, you’re so different here, I feel like I don’t even know you sometimes. And, after what happened this morning, and what you said, I felt like you might have just lost faith and given up on me. When Eden said you were off at some law enforcement meeting, I just kind of lost my head.”

      “I guess so,” he grunted. Many thoughts and arguments sat paused on the tip of his tongue, but there was no time to get into them, and he had very little desire to talk beyond reading her the riot act for her disappearance.

      “I’m sorry you were upset, T, but Jesus, didn’t you think to let someone, anyone, know that you were leaving the Castle?”

      “We didn’t really leave,” she half-heartedly protested. Finally, they were getting somewhere.

      “Really? So, you were exactly where you were supposed to be?”

      “Well, no, but—”

      “Dammit, Terri, there are no buts here. We split up to do different parts of the same job. Do you have any idea how I felt when I got back here and you weren’t here? When you didn’t show up for hours? I was about to call out a search party!”

      In the wake of his outburst, Terri finally fell quiet. Her eyes softened and her anger seemed to subside. She wouldn’t look at him, but he didn’t mind. He was finally getting his point across and with words, which was good because he was trying to save all his action for the Master’s Supper and Show tonight. Although, he did have a new bag of toys to choose from, some of which might come in handy prior to the actual event.
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      Terri felt like a teenager who missed curfew by days instead of an officer who had missed meeting with her partner by a few hours. She couldn’t remember the last time she had been scolded this way, but it was a good reminder of why she was a rule follower. Being scolded sucked, and it sucked badly. She would do almost anything to get rid of the tight ball of unease that was coiled in her stomach. She clutched her middle and grimaced.

      Frowning at her soft gasp of pain, Nick shook his head. “Have you eaten anything today?”

      “No,” she admitted with a sigh. “You can just add that to the list of all the ways I’ve fucked up today.”

      “I’ll do that,” Nick retorted, obviously finding no sympathy for her plight, but his face did soften and the annoyance faded from his features. “You need to eat, Terri. You always forget to take care of yourself. Go take a shower and I will order up some room service.”

      “No more life lessons wrapped up in a sandwich, please,” Terri grumbled good-naturedly. “I’m in the mood for a big stack of pancakes with fresh maple syrup, and a pile of bacon, oh, and some hash browns too, please.” She tossed her order over her shoulder while heading toward the large, opulent bathroom.

      Nick grinned. “You know, some people like to eat breakfast in the morning.”

      “And those people are boring,” she teased, knowing full well Nick was one of those people. The man despised the concept of breakfast for dinner.

      She heard his gentle laugh as he picked up the phone to dial room service just as she shut the bathroom door behind her and turned on the water, quickly jumping under the hot spray. She did her best thinking in the shower, and a quiet place to think and process was just what she needed right now. Well, that and food.

      The hot water did nothing to calm her nerves, and try as she might, she couldn’t help but linger on the words Nick had spoken earlier that morning. “From here on out, you act as my sub. I don’t care if we are in public or the privacy of our own room. You do what I say, when I say and how I say. I will give the orders and, if they aren’t followed, I will punish you as I see fit.” What did it mean, exactly, and just how far did he mean to take it?

      If this was any other situation she would know exactly what he meant, no matter what he said or how he said it. She knew him that well, but normal had stopped in Captain’s office Wednesday afternoon. The Nick who had walked out of that room and the one who had come to the Castle with her was not the man she called her best friend, her confidant, her partner. This new version of Nick was one she didn’t recognize at all, but he seemed to have an ease that was seamless. Whoever this new version was, it was truer than the one she had always known. That knowledge was equal bits excruciatingly terrifying and wonderfully arousing. A shiver ran down her spine, her nipples hardened into stiff peaks, and arousal shot through her belly and into her nether regions like a lightning bolt.

      It was just the sex, she told herself. Though different than any sexual experience she had ever had, it had been hot as fuck. Her body was just reacting to the memory of that, she told herself. Her wet pussy certainly had nothing to do with the threats he had been making or the plans he claimed to have for her. She hated that stuff. She hated the Castle and everything it stood for. The kink, the humiliation, the idea of a dominant and submissive lifestyle where one person ruled over another. She hated it all. But, Nick certainly didn’t seem to. He was thriving here, showing a side of himself that she had never seen before. And as much as she wanted to, she didn’t hate that. Not even a little bit.

      “T?” Nick’s voice carried through the door and into the bathroom, interrupting her mess of thoughts, and ceasing any chance she might have had to seek relief from the pressure building in her core. “Your food is here. Come eat.”

      “Ugh. Fine. I’ll be out in a minute,” she grumbled, more than a bit put out. This place was unreal. Whoever heard of room service showing up that quickly?

      She finished rinsing the conditioner from her hair, ran a razor haphazardly over her lower legs, and rinsed the soap off her body before wrapping herself in a thick, fluffy towel, and stepping out into the main suite.

      Making a grab for the oversized tee she had crammed into her toiletry bag so she would have something to lounge in, she started to pull it over her head, but Nick’s gruff voice stopped her short.

      “Keep it off,” he growled. “You won’t need it for what I have planned.”

      “I… what?” She couldn’t keep her voice from cracking as she gaped at him with wide eyes. “I-I was going to eat. You said my food is here.”

      “And it is,” Nick nodded firmly, crossing the room to close the space between them and cupping the back of her neck as he pulled her close. “Do you remember what I promised you this morning, brat?”

      Terri gulped. She remembered, all right. “I… um… you really meant all that stuff you said?” she questioned. “I hoped that by now you had some time to cool off…”

      “That’s not how this works, T. I made promises, and I intend to keep them. And even if I’d had time to cool down, as you put it, I had an equal amount of time to heat up again after you went missing for hours and scared the shit out of me.”

      “Oh.” She had almost forgotten about that. “What… what are you going to do?” Her voice was a thick whisper, and she couldn’t keep her chin from trembling as she gazed up at him, her eyes full of unspoken questions.

      “For starters, this.” He gave the slightest flick of his wrist, and the towel she had worn around her body pooled on the floor at her feet.

      “Oh.” She stared down at her own naked, water-kissed form, as if seeing it for the first time.

      “Bend over the bed.” Nick’s voice was void of laughter or nonsense, and her heart leapt into her throat at his instruction, but she obeyed, knowing that if she didn’t he would simply force her to, and it would be that much worse for her. She may not recognize her Nick, but she knew him well enough to know that.

      As she lay prostrate across the bed, with her head buried in the comforter, her ass positioned right at the edge of the bed, her legs dangling over the side, and her cheeks tinged with humiliation, she waited for the first stinging blow to fall. Seconds felt like minutes as she waited to feel his hand upon her ass, and when she finally did, it wasn’t a hard smack, or a soft caress. To her utter shock and confusion, he gripped a cheek with each hand and pulled them apart, so he had a clear view of and access to her most private hole.

      Her cheeks burned and she made to jump up, but he must have been expecting that reaction. He stilled her with a firm hand upon the middle of her back.

      “Do not move.” His voice was hard and firm, but there was an underlying kindness in his tone, and she clung to it.

      Biting her lip and clenching her fists into balls, she gripped the soft bed covers beneath her and tried not to let her fear or anger show in her voice. “I thought you were going to spank me!”

      “And I am. Later. I don’t want your food to get cold.”

      “Oh really? Then why aren’t you letting me eat?” The last word came out in a shriek as something cold and hard pressed against her tight anal hole, and slowly intruded past the tender barrier it found there.

      “I will in just a minute.” He spoke slowly as he concentrated on pushing the foreign object inside of her.

      “Oh God!” she cried, shuddering as he gave one final push and a tap for good measure. “What the hell is that?” she asked, though she had a feeling she knew.

      “It’s just a metal butt plug.”

      “Oh, is that all?”

      “Quiet, brat.” He silenced her sarcasm with a hard slap to her left ass cheek. “You may eat your dinner now. Naked. While you sit with this metal plug in your ass and your body fully exposed and on display for me, you can think about what’s to come tonight, because darlin’, this is only the beginning.”

      “Oh, fabulous,” she drawled. “Can I get up now?”

      He slapped her one more time, on the opposite cheek. “Go for it.”

      The metal chafed a bit as she walked, or maybe it was just the unfamiliar fullness? It didn’t quite hurt, but it was certainly an unpleasant distraction. Just knowing it was there and that Nick had put it there, having full access to her ass for those brief moments, made her cheeks burn. She sat gingerly, shifting uneasily in her seat and forcing a smile when Nick served up her order. The first bite sat like lead in her stomach. The doughy goodness that had been the subject of intense cravings only a short time before held no appeal.

      With a smirk, Nick sat across from her, his own plate piled high with steak and salad.

      “Eat up.” He smiled easily, and why wouldn’t he? He wasn’t the one forced to sit with a foreign object shoved up his butthole, knowing this was just the beginning.

      Knowing that he wouldn’t be satisfied until she had eaten at least half of the hearty platter of food in front of her, she choked down a few bites, first of the pancake, and then the hash browns.

      She hated not knowing what he had planned, hated sitting here naked and plugged while he sat across from her fully clothed. If he really thought she wasn’t going to pepper him with questions about the rest of their day, he had another think coming.

      She tapped her fork against the table a few times, her mind racing to find the best way to ask the questions on her mind and actually get answers. Nick could be just as stubborn as she could, if not more so. The best way to be told would be to act like she didn’t care and didn’t want to know. Then he would tell her just to torture her, because that seemed to be his jam these days.

      Before she could find a starting point of conversation to begin her plan, Nick spoke, leaning back in his chair and dabbing his mouth with his napkin. His eyes sparkled with a hint of something sinister as he set the discarded napkin next to his plate and pegged her with a telling look. “You know, I learned a few things today.”

      She knew instinctively that the ‘things’ he was speaking of had nothing to do with work, and everything to do with tonight’s promised activities, but she chose to play dumb.

      “I learned a couple of things too,” she rushed. “The grounds are impossible to get onto or off without being seen. There are cameras and security that patrol the area around-the-clock. We cleared all the rooms that Champ had the attention span for and tomorrow—”

      “T,” he interrupted her mid-sentence. “I don’t want to talk about the case right now.”

      “Oh, okay.” She pushed the food around on her plate and waited for him to continue, but he didn’t. He just sat there, staring at her with an intense gaze that made her uncomfortable and hyper aware of her nakedness. “What do you want to talk about?”
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        * * *

      

      Your sweet, tight pussy, and the way it fits perfectly around my cock. How even the thought of spanking you makes me harder than I have ever been in my life, and the fantasy of you submitting to me has my knees weak with need. How I’m sitting here salivating knowing that that pretty jeweled plug is nested tightly in your little asshole and how my cock is currently jealous of a hunk of metal. He said none of those things, but just thinking them had his erection straining against the restrictive fabric of his tuxedo pants. Clearing his throat, he shifted in his seat. “Our plans for the rest of the day,” he said casually with a wink in her direction.

      “Hopefully, at some point they involve me getting to put clothes on and removing this thing from my ass.” Terri was trying to look pissed and failing. She looked cute, and hopeful, and oddly amused, with just a hint of the fear of the unknown lacing her features. He knew he should put her out of her misery and tell her what he had planned, so she didn’t completely lose her shit and make an ass out of the both of them when the time came, but he was rather enjoying messing with her at the moment.

      “The only way I’m taking that thing out of your ass anytime soon is if I replace it with a piece of peeled ginger, or better yet, my cock.”

      Her throat contracted as she stared at him with a mixture of fear and arousal, stunned into silence.

      “The purpose of ‘that thing’ is to help remind you to be sweet and submissive. It’s to remind you that you are mine for the duration of our stay here and that I will use you and punish you as I please, and that you deserve everything that you have coming to you.” His voice was a low seductive rumble in the quiet room, but every word he spoke commanded her attention and he was rewarded by the sight of the hairs on her arms standing on end atop a thin layer of goosebumps that appeared on her milky white skin.

      When she finally spoke, her voice trembled and squeaked. “And how are you planning to punish me? Nick, you know I don’t do well with surprises. I’m trying to trust you, but this is all so new to me.” Her eyes pleaded with him for answers, and when he gave none, she resorted to groveling. “I get it, I’ve messed up a lot. I’ve hurt you, and I’ve potentially hurt the mission. I’ve been rude and difficult and unprofessional.” Her eyes welled with tears. “I know it doesn’t seem like it, but I am trying. And I’ll try harder, and I’ll accept whatever you have planned. Just please tell me what that is.”

      Nick sighed and rubbed his chin. “I’ll tell you, brat, but you’re not going to like it. You know, kind of how I didn’t like having security sicced on me first thing this morning. Or how I don’t like constantly having to worry about having our cover blown because my partner can’t seem to play the part she signed up to play.”

      Terri visibly shrank into herself with every word he spoke. Good, that was exactly where he wanted her for what was coming next.

      “Are you ready to make it up to me, brat?”

      “Sure, I guess. If I have to.” Her answer was part sigh, part shudder.

      “I think what you meant to say was, yes, Officer Nick.”

      That got her attention. Her head jerked up to meet his eyes and her fork paused in mid-air.

      “Unless you prefer Sir or Master,” he added with a shrug.

      She shot him an annoyed look and rolled her eyes, taking the bite that had paused midway to her mouth and chewing slowly and pointedly.

      He waited for her to finish, leveling her with a stare laden with expectation. The look on her face was one of pure hate, but she set down her fork, swallowed her bite, and choked out the words he was waiting to hear.

      “Yes, Officer Nick.”

      “Good girl,” he murmured, standing up and moving out from the table into the center of the room, while she watched, eyes filled with dread.

      “Now get on your knees and service me,” he commanded with a satisfied smile.
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      Nick’s back tensed and his knees bent slightly. He grabbed a handful of hair from the top of her head and pulled gently, and she smiled, knowing from experience that he was about to come, and hard.

      Grabbing his butt, she pushed, taking his cock deeper into her mouth, humming slightly as she did so. The vibration coupled with her hands on his butt always worked to send him over the edge. This time was no different. Hot, salty cum filled her mouth, and she swallowed every drop, savoring the taste of him. She had always loved to blow him. It was a perfect choice for her first submissive act; she had to hand it to him. And being ordered to do so, instead of volunteering to do so… well, it was kind of hot. Not that she would admit it to him.

      But now it was over. And that meant something had to come next. Whatever it was, she doubted she would find it as enjoyable.

      Usually Nick would offer her his hand and help her to stand. This time, he tugged on her hair until she rose. When she faced him, it was with an impish smile. “You still never told me what it is you plan to do to me.”

      Nick’s eyebrow cocked in amusement, and he moved to sit on the edge of the bed, beckoning her over to him. Her stomach sank. This was it; he was going to spank her now.

      She obeyed, taking the smallest steps possible until she reached him, uber aware of her naked state.

      “Spread your legs and put your hands above your head.”

      That was not what she had expected, and she was once again stunned into obedience. But maybe that was part of his plan.

      He reached out to touch her, teasing the pulsing lips of her pussy, basking in the wetness he found there. Her body hummed for him, and she gave a small gasp when he pinched the nub of her clit between two fingers.

      “You want to know what I have planned for tonight, brat? Is that what you want?” He squeezed harder, giving it a little twist that had her rising up on the tips of her toes.

      She answered with only a bob of her head, and he tugged on her sensitive nub.

      “Is that how you answer me?”

      Damn it. He was not going to make this easy on her. She wanted to be stubborn and refuse, but that attitude was exactly how she had gotten here. Plus, she wanted to know.

      “Yes, Officer Nick.”

      Only then did he let go of his hold on her clit, teasing it with one finger until she was ready to weep with relief.

      “I think I’m going to play with you for a while. I’m going to fuck you, brat, good and hard. However I want, in whatever hole I want, for as long as I want. I’m going to touch you and tease you until you scream and, if you’re a good girl, I might even let you come.”

      So far, so good. If this was the extent of the submission he expected from her, maybe he wasn’t as in his element as she had previously assumed.

      “I think I’ll fuck your face and your weeping pussy, and then I’ll stick my cock in that tight little ass. Do you know why, sweetheart?” He didn’t wait for her to answer. “When I’m through with you, you will be exhausted physically and mentally. Your brain will be beyond objection, and you will beg to submit to me. I’m going to take you and mold you to my will. All before dinner,” he added with a grin that reeked of something sinister and had her tummy taking flight.

      “Then what?” she finally whispered, unable to take the suspense but knowing there was more to the story.

      “And then we will go to the Master’s Table. The Supper and Show.”

      Her eyebrows furrowed in confusion. “A show? I don’t think I’d like to watch that kind of show, Nick. Do we have to go?”

      She was not looking forward to a repeat performance of this morning. She had not enjoyed watching the submissives in the 101 class get spanked. She didn’t want to watch more of the same or worse.

      “We’re going.” Nick’s voice was firm and clear. “But don’t worry, darling. You don’t have to watch the show. You are the show. Everyone there is going to see what happens to naughty little brats who cry wolf.”

      Fuck.
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      He was a motherfucking genius, really. There was no other explanation for how perfectly this had all fallen together once he had manned up and taken control, removing from her any choice in the matter.

      He saw it now, and it all made sense. A strong, self-made woman like Terri would never admit that she, too, had that deep-down desire to submit to a man, even one she loved and trusted as he knew she did him. She would need to be forced to submit, to have all her choices and options removed and to have nothing left—then, and only then, would she be free to like it.

      Eric hadn’t been wrong, not at all. His little brat did have a submissive side; it was just deeply buried and not easily accessible. Nick knew he was just the man for the job. The epiphany and the knowledge that came with it gave him the confidence he needed to move forward with his plans, and the will to make it as boundary-pushing, will-breaking and punishing as he could. The possibility that she would want nothing to do with him when all was said and done was still there. There was a good chance she wouldn’t be ready to admit that she liked this, no, that she needed it. The prospect was enough to make him physically ill, and even more determined to get as much out of this experience as he could.

      Right now, with his newest revelation, she should be fuming, but she was just sitting on the bed, staring at him with wide eyes and pouty lips and a look of chilled disbelief. The expression on her pale face was the hottest thing he had seen all day, and he could no longer contain himself or wait another moment to fulfill his promises, or rather, make good on his threats.

      “What’s up, brat?” He ran his finger across her lower lip. “You nervous?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Duh, just a little. What does that mean exactly? Are you going to s-spank me at the supper? In front of everyone?”

      “Yes, I am, and that’s just for starters. I have all kinds of plans for my naughty little brat.”

      Her breathing was shallow and labored as she stared up at him, unmoving. “Um… am I going to be naked?”

      He stepped back and perused her naked form with roaming eyes. “That would be a lovely little treat for them all,” he teased, stepping forward to tease her clit and pussy lips with his thumb. “What’s wrong, babe? You don’t want everyone to see this swollen, weeping pussy and find out that you might actually be enjoying yourself? You don’t want them to know that you actually like being told what to do and punished like a naughty girl? You’re not any different from the rest of them, are you?”

      “I am!” She was indignant in her denial, even though her hard, pert nipples and glistening mound told an altogether different story.

      “Tsk, tsk.” Nick clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth, cocking an eyebrow and shaking his head as he did so. “You shouldn’t lie to me, little one. You don’t know what I like to do to liars.”

      “What?”

      “Never mind that.” He waved off her concerns with a wicked grin. “Do you want to preserve your modesty tonight? Is that what you’re so worried about? You don’t want this lovely little kitty on display for everyone?”

      Her head shook vehemently from side to side, as he had known she would.

      “I suppose I can let you cover it. I might have something in my bag of tricks that would work,” he mused, unable to believe how brilliantly she was playing right into his hand. “But it’s going to cost you. Lie back on the bed and open your legs wide. Show me exactly what you don’t want everyone to see.”

      As soon as her legs parted into a wide V, he gave a low whistle and, without warning, brought his hand down hard across the exposed and sensitive flesh.

      The breath left her chest in a soft gasp of air, and she moaned, pushing her legs apart further, giving him a new line of access. He chuckled at her eagerness.

      “Oh, you like that, do you? You’re not supposed to, naughty girl. This naughty girl needs a spanking on her naughty little pussy.” He cupped his hand, so it would match her shape perfectly, bringing her to new heights of pleasure and pain as he brought it down again, several times in succession until she was moaning and writhing against the bed. Still, she stayed in position, her legs spread wide.

      “That’s a good girl,” he whispered. “Lift those legs high into the air for me.”

      Each smack of his calloused fingers against her soft, wet folds drove him further into aching need, until the only thought in his head was to drive his cock inside of her, feeling the pressure of the butt plug pushing back against him and fucking her until she screamed for mercy.

      “Dammit,” he growled, unbuckling his belt and undoing the fly of his pants once more. “I should never have put these back on.”

      Terri blinked up at him in an arousal-induced stupor, seemingly unaware of what was happening. In a flash he was as naked as she, pushing her legs down onto the bed and climbing on top of her naked form. Covering her body with his, he wasted no time in taking her, plunging his cock into her. She was warm and wet, and more than ready. She reached for him, going straight to grab his ass in her signature move, but he stopped her, pinning her hands to the mattress, high above her head. “Not today, sweetheart. The only person making moves and calling shots here is me.”

      With a soft grunt of frustration, she quietly acquiesced, giving herself freely to him. He took just as freely, fucking her hard, pounding into her with an abandon that was sure to leave her sore and bruised in the morning, with a nice reminder of how his cock filled her just so, molding their bodies into one. God, he had missed this.

      He didn’t try to bring her pleasure, focusing only on himself. When he felt the pressure building and his orgasm hovering close to the edge, he pulled out and pivoted her feet so that her head now occupied the spot where her ass had just been. His cock was perfectly positioned above her soft pink lips.

      It only took a few hard thrusts for him to finish, spilling his seed down her throat so fast, a few drops sat on the pillow of her lips. When he finished, he was done, completely spent. His body sagged and he leaned against her, resting his now limp dick on her mouth and laughing when his balls settled on the crease of her forehead.

      She giggled too, grinning up at him deliriously. All he wanted in that moment was to climb in bed and pull her into his arms and sleep for the rest of the day and night, but a quick glance at the clock on the wall told him that there was no time. They had to get ready for the dinner show.
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      What in the actual fuck? That was all Terri could think as she knelt on the floor, naked and waiting, ball gag in place, with a collar around her neck, knowing that Nick was about to attach an actual leash and lead her around the Castle like a dog. And that wasn’t even the part that was absurd. The part that was utterly unbelievable was that she was powerless to stop him. She had been for a while now, completely paralyzed, and beyond anything but doing what she was told like some sort of submissive Stepford robot.

      Maybe it was just that her body was weak. Nick had certainly made good on his promise and fucked her positively senseless. That would explain why she was willingly going along with this when every fiber of her brain was yelling at her to object, to scream at him, to spit in his face, to kick him in the nuts, anything.

      Maybe it was the fact that she felt like she didn’t have a choice in the matter. Even though she didn’t, she really did. That was one thing she had learned here at the Castle. She had more power than she had assumed, but she liked not having power. Not having a choice was oddly comforting. It gave her permission to ride this out and see what happened and explore how she really felt.

      God. The thoughts in her brain were so foreign, she wondered if she had actually been replaced by some sort of Stepford robot.

      She heard the click of metal against metal as Nick fastened the leash to the collar he had given her and was insisting she wear. He gave it a tug and she jumped to her feet, unable to meet his gaze. She was still naked. Did he plan on taking her to the show this way?

      No, he had promised to cover her most private parts, she remembered. He wouldn’t cover them with much, but he would cover them.

      True to his word, Nick reached into the plastic gift shop bag she had secretly titled the Bag of Tricks, and pulled out a black satin G-string, and matching pasties. She reached for the items, but he held them just outside of her reach.

      “Not so fast there, sub.” He dropped to the ground and held the panties open near her feet. “Step in.”

      Having Nick help her into a G-string was beyond weird, but she let him. She couldn’t have done anything else. Weirder still was when he expertly attached the matching pasties, covering her nipples with black satin cones.

      When she was what he deemed ‘appropriately attired,’ he grabbed her chin in his fingers and laid a soft kiss upon her cheek. “You ready for this, brat?”

      She wasn’t, she couldn’t be, but admitting that wasn’t an option. She nodded.

      “Very good. Let’s go then.” He had Champ’s leash in one hand and hers in another, and a bag slung over his shoulder filled with an array of toys and implements he had bought, most of which she hadn’t seen yet.

      Nick was gentle as he led her out the door, pulling on the leash that attached them only as much as was necessary. Her feet seemed to be on autopilot as she followed behind him, without protest. There was something about the way this night was going that calmed her about what was to come, even though she knew it would be far worse than anything she had experienced thus far.

      Down the main staircase they went, twisting and turning their way through a maze of first-floor corridors. He led her on, occasionally barking directions she vaguely remembered following back when searching for signs of Carmen and potential explosives, but she’d been working then. And right now, she discovered the details her working brain held onto didn’t extend to helping her figure out where they were going. She only knew they were going deep into the Castle interior and that Nick knew exactly where they were heading, because not once did he ever consult his map.

      A gold-plated sign on the door they stopped at read: The Master’s Table. In fine print underneath, Terri saw the words: All charges billed separately.

      “Uh,” she grunted, pointing.

      “I’ve already talked to Marshall and provided my credit card. Don’t worry; the department won’t be billed for this.”

      Why was it whenever someone told her not to worry, the tiny little strings inside her stomach all began to tighten and her nerves began to cringe? Or was that just her natural response to having Nick hold open the door, providing her with her first look at exactly what he intended for her?

      The room was long, lined with Romanesque pillars along both sides and arrayed with a massive circle of curved tables. On a high dais at the head of the room, two thrones reserved seating for the evening’s ‘king’ and ‘queen.’ Dressed all in black leathers, Marshall was already seated there beside a very pregnant brunette in a queenly blue and silver gown. Terri assumed the man and woman to Marshall’s left were probably another Castle Master and his submissive, but if so, Terri didn’t know them. Rather, her gaze was drawn to the gigantic circle of tables on the floor before the dais. Each curving section had chairs arranged only along the outer sides. People were already seated all the way around it, leaving very few open chairs for late-arriving guests. The ever-tightening strings inside her stomach told Terri that was probably not going to be a problem for Nick. When he gave a tug at her and Champ’s leashes, it wasn’t so much toward the exterior of that circle of tables that he led her. Rather, it was into the wide-open floor space within, where the only piece of furniture was a metal bar that dangled from a ceiling hoist on even lengths of chains. Heavy-duty wrist cuffs were attached to each end.

      Terri’s knees tried to buckle, but Nick’s hand caressed the length of her leash, steadying her as he hooked his fingers into her collar.

      “I see the show has arrived,” Marshall said, relaxed upon his throne high up on the dais.

      It was probably a good thing she was gagged or she might have been tempted to tell him where to shove it.

      “Come along,” Nick said, his voice low and calm and only for her.

      This was her partner. Her partner, her lover and her best friend, and—Terri suddenly thought with an epiphanous pang—for all intents and purposes here, her Dom. It was a thought that should have weakened her knees all over again, but in a way that was both terrifying and absurd, it calmed her. It excited her too. The nervous tugging strings in her belly gave way to a pulse of warmth and wanting, sending trickles of both tickling down through the folds of her sex. She would have squeezed her thighs together and halted the spread of that tell-tale moisture, but Nick had other ideas. His grip on her collar was absolute; when he pulled, she had no choice but to follow him all the way into the center of the room, into the speculative gaze of all those watching diners, and beneath the shadow of that restraining bar.

      “Do you trust me?” Nick asked. The devil could not have been more seductive if he’d tried.

      A normal person would have—should have—been afraid. Surprisingly, Terri wasn’t. She nodded instead and flames of arousal licked up between her legs as he took each of her wrists in turn, raising them over both their heads and cuffed them to each end of the metal bar.

      “Stay right here,” he teased when he was done. As if she could go anywhere.

      Taking Champ’s leash, he led the dog to the front of the room, tying him to a table leg fully within her sights. A bowl of food and water were already waiting for the K-9 there, which dropped the scariness of his obvious pre-planning and preparation to a whole new level. It was a good thing she was attached to the hoist. It kept her from falling when he reapproached her with that devastatingly slow smile of his and her legs weakened in response. The hoist chains clinked under her weight when he reached her.

      Twirling his fingers around the tassels of her pasties, he plucked them off her, completely baring first one breast and then her other. He sidled closer, his knowing gaze never breaking contact with her even as his hand slipped between her legs. Terri came all the way up on her toes, sucking a startled breath, salivating around the gag, when he pushed the G-string out of the way and touched her.

      In front of all these people, he was touching her.

      Terri froze and yet her pussy convulsed, a single wanton spasm meant to draw his fingers—if only he would slip them inside her—and be filled by him. He didn’t. He parted her folds, dipping his fingertips into wetness and spreading the heated slickness all over her. The chains clinked again at the tremor that ran through her when he found her clit and, in front of all these hungry eyes, slowly massaged it. Around and around, his fingers went while his gaze darkened with desire and his smile grew.

      “This is the kind of treatment good girls get, isn’t it?”

      Oh God. Her mouth ran dry and she shuddered all over again, because she knew what was coming next.

      Dark desire glistened in his eyes as he stared down into hers. Endlessly circling around the bud of her clit, he pulled every string inside her so tremblingly tight that she just couldn’t stop her hips from responding. She rolled them, tight little circles of her own that followed his caressing motions as she rode upon his hand, right up until he said, “But you haven’t been a good girl, have you?”

      She hadn’t realized she’d been holding her breath until he took his hand away, severing all contact with her needy clit. The air gasped out of her, in hot spurts that struggled to escape around the red ball in her mouth, as her pussy spasmed, a hard contraction, so empty and desperate for him that it hurt.

      His arm slipped around her, at once pulling Terri’s trembling body closer and yet it was not to comfort her. She knew that the instant she felt his hand caress over her hip and down the curve of her buttocks, following the crease into the shadow between. She caught her breath all over again when he took firm hold of the plug he’d put inside her.

      “Bad girls,” he said with silken softness, “get a whole different kind of treatment, don’t they?”

      She convulsed when he suddenly gave the anal plug inside her a tug and then a not-so-gentle thrust. In front of everybody. Mortification scalded her. Her hands snapped into fists and her arms heaved, throwing her entire body into a confusion of motion. This was so not her, her brain protested. And yet, the whole of her body bucked up, not to get away from him, but to bring him closer. The tips of her nipples had puckered into peaks. When her back arched, they scraped against his chest, catching every scouring fold of his shirt and turning the slightest touch of cloth into scuff-pads. It was like someone else’s leg trying to wrap around his waist, forcing him to hold her closer.

      While he fucked her ass with an anal plug.

      For everyone in this room to see.

      She gasped, unable to cry out, her body straining to press itself against him. But, she couldn’t stop him this time. That was the whole point of the gag. She was being punished for calling onion on him this morning, when he hadn’t done anything wrong. She could all but hear him tell her that as he pumped her ass with that plug, pulling until she just felt the pinch as the widest point verged on leaving her body and then thrusting it deeply home again.

      “This is how bad girls get punished,” Nick said, slamming the anal plug deep one last time and abruptly letting it go. With a harsh, stinging slap to each of her buttocks in turn, he let go of her.

      With a strangled and garbled cry, Terri fell limp in her bonds, her legs shaking and the hoist the only thing holding her upright. The strain pulled down her arms into her shoulders, but that minor discomfort was nothing compared to the pulsing throb in her ass—the one trying so hard to tell her that he was still back there, pounding away. Or the ache in her neglected nipples as they protested their sudden loss of friction. Or the deep, empty ache of her pussy, weeping its need to be used now in turn, every bit as roughly as her ass had just been.

      Smiling, Nick gave her pussy a spank now, too—four, six, a dozen quick patting swats that made Terri’s thighs shake and the surging need inside her sing—then he disappeared around behind her.

      Sagging, she let the hoist carry her weight, her head falling back and her eyes closing. Oh, this was wrong. On so many levels, it should have been wrong. At any other point in her life had anyone told her she’d feel so completely conflicted about whether or not it was acceptable for a man to tie up a woman and stick a plug up her ass for his own sexual amusement, she’d have said they were crazy. That putting a stop to this kind of degradation and abuse was part of why she’d become a cop in the first place and that she—she of all people—would never let anyone do anything like this to her.

      And yet, here she was. With her breasts swollen and heavy, nipples thrusting in wordless pleading for the attentions of plucking, pinching, twisting fingers followed by the nipping, licking adulations of a hot and hungry mouth. With her belly flinching, the low thump of lust filling her up the way she so badly wanted him to do. Her pussy so jealous of her ass. Her ass wishing the thing inside of it was bigger, thicker, a part of Nick and anything but holding still. And a rubber ball gag in her mouth preventing her from saying a single word to stop him, or expressing a single want, need, or thought.

      Oh… She arched her back the second she felt his fingers combing up the nape of her neck, gathering up her hair in his strong hands before twisting it up in a hair tie. Oh, this was so, so wrong.

      She didn’t want to stop anything, not even when he caught her by the ponytail he’d just made, pulling her head sharply back until the shell of her ear touched the hot, softness of his mouth.

      “You know what you’re here for,” he said, a statement not a question.

      Her throat was still too tight, but he was holding her hair too tightly for her to nod. “Mmm,” she whimpered around the rubber.

      Nick chuckled, stepped behind her, and the gag fell from her mouth and into his waiting hand with a single flick of his wrist.

      “Oh no,” he countered, dangling the offensive object by one finger in front of her face, taunting her with it. “Say it loud and proud, just like you said it back when you thought it would be funny to bring Castle security into our scene. Unless, of course, you would rather I put this back in.”

      A tiny shiver tickled up her back, amplifying to outright tingles that needled in her skin everywhere his body touched hers. Neither choice was appealing. Her arousal made it hard to remember why she’d thought such a thing would have been funny in the first place. Swallowing hard, in the loudest voice she could manage, she said, “I used the Castle safeword when I shouldn’t have.”

      “Why?” Nick demanded. “Don’t look at me.” He gave his grip on her hair a censuring shake when she tried to twist her neck far enough to see him. “Tell them. Tell everybody watching us right now, why you did it.”

      More than anything she wished she could shut everyone who wasn’t herself or Nick out of her mind, pretend they weren’t really here or that this was just some bad dream. Like the one where she showed up at high school without her homework or a single stitch of clothing. But, like that one, this bad dream was determined to stay out of Nightmare Land. She burned in the scrutiny of the Masters upon the dais and the voyeurs dining all around her, and yes, she was mortified, but she was also aroused. She had a collar around her neck, her naked breasts on bold display, a G-string that somehow made her feel far more unclothed and vulnerable than even naked could have, especially compared to Nick, who was fully dressed.

      “I-I,” she stammered, heat scalding her cheeks because she had no place else to look but directly up at Master Marshall.

      “You thought it would be funny,” Nick said for her.

      Marshall’s expression never changed. He barely blinked and he didn’t look away. Terri flushed hotter, her face burning. Her belly and pussy burning, too, twitching in synchronized, agonized neglect.

      “Yes,” she admitted.

      Letting go of her hair, the press of Nick at her back suddenly vanished.

      “You were being defiant,” Nick guessed again.

      Her pussy pulsed, but he didn’t give her time either to agree or object. Without warning or warm up, the long tails of a flogger struck full across her buttocks, wrapping her right hip to lash the side of her thigh with more than a dozen stinging tips. The impact knocked Terri up on her tiptoes. The th-whap of sound as the leather bit in was incredible. So was the sting that ignited her trembling flesh the instant Nick drew the flogger back again.

      “Weren’t you?” he pressed.

      “Yes!” Terri gasped, every inch of her desperate to feel that again. Oh, this was so not right, and yet her partner did not disappoint. He struck again, this time across her shoulder blades, first one side and then the other. Unlike the first blow, which had been hard as hell, these were feather-soft. Like the caress of gentle fingertips sweeping her skin, the tails of the flogger stroked her, back and forth, high on her shoulders, over and over again. Almost against her will, her trembling arms relaxed. The rest of her soon followed. Tipping forward, letting the hoist hold her up, Terri closed her eyes and simply felt.

      Ss-whap, ss-whap… the back and forth brush of the flogger lulled her. Right up until she heard Nick say, “Is this how bad girls are punished?”

      TH-WHAP!

      The flogger wrapped across her ass again, jolting her hips, arching her back onto her toes. Winning from her a cry that was at once both startled and dismayed. That stung like a fury, all across the center of both buttocks, around her hips to the middle of her thigh where the tips again bit in as if each had teeth.

      “You sadistic son of a bitch,” Terri blurted without thinking, all but awe-struck.

      Nick laughed. So did Marshall and just about every guest who’d heard her, and back the flogger went—ss-whap, ss-whap—lulling her with its many-fingered caresses across her shoulders. Back and forth, not quite as gentle as before.

      Her skin began to heat; her bottom was blazing. If he hit her that hard in that same spot again, she was going to make him sit in on another 101 Spanking class and, in particular, pay attention to the section regarding wrapping. But even knowing now that it was coming, her body lulled against her will.

      Lulled, and yet trembled too. It started in her thighs, a constant shaking that only grew more pronounced when those flogger tails returned, slapping her ass with a sound that echoed through the room loud as thunder, shaking all the rest of her until the hoist chains rattled.

      “God,” she gasped.

      “It’s all right,” Nick soothed, returning to her shoulders. “You can call me by my first name.”

      People laughed around them; incredulously, Terri was almost one, but already the magic of the flogger had her locked in its lulling embrace. The back and forth across her shoulder blades was no longer gentle. Rather, it had become a mild kind of slapping and he only delivered four before lashing her ass with all the power and the strength of his arm.

      Nick had a lot of power. Even before they’d landed this assignment, she’d been intimately acquainted with his arms. She knew how strong he could be. How strong and how gentle. Her ass was on fire; back to her burning shoulders he went. And that became his pattern. Four gradually intensifying slaps to the upper part of her back, one absolutely savage th-whack that beat across her ass, jolting her hips until her pussy all but lurched in the lewdest thrust of wanting, if only it weren’t aimed at the wrong man.

      Her belly was shaking now, every bit as hard as her thighs. Throughout her body, that trembling began to creep, crawling up into her arms and down to her knees and shins. The hoist chains sang her weakness, but all Terri could hear was the seduction of the flogger falls, back and forth across her burning back before lashing her ass in another punishing embrace.

      “Say it,” Nick demanded when she threw her head back, crying out again. Louder than before.

      Dear God, was that her voice? She hardly recognized that hoarse warble as any sound capable of coming from her. It was too deep, too… lust-filled. Women didn’t—she didn’t—make sounds like that while being beaten. Sounds like that only came from the bedroom, with one hand grabbing onto the headboard and the other clutched in the hair of the man feasting ravenously between her badly shaking thighs.

      “Say it, little girl.”

      What the fuck did he want her to say? Her mind raced, but all she could think about was the next sweeping slap—two across her shoulders now, one across her ass. Faster and faster, each round falling harder than before. He really was the devil; the proof was in the fire her body now bathed in. It was in every pleasurable thump and wounded pulse that echoed from her flesh all the way down through her sex.

      “Say it,” he ordered.

      Say what? What did he want? She didn’t know; she couldn’t think. All she was was keyed into the rhythm of the flogger. Every wanton inch of her was trembling and shaking, dancing in the grips of the cuffs that held her upright. Say fucking what?

      She never saw him switch his stance, but she sure as hell felt the difference when instead of swinging that next mighty stroke across her buttocks, her partner of four years swung the flogger falls up and around, bringing them whipping straight up between her shaking legs.

      Terri shouted. The watchers cheered. Master Marshall grinned on his throne, and it was a good thing her hands were tied and her legs were useless, or she’d have leapt up onto that dais and choked him to death with his own fucking flogger.

      “Say it!” Nick demanded, over her mindless gasps and mewling pants, every single one of which was sucked up into her already tainted by the perfume of her own flowing arousal.

      Terri blurted the only thing she could think of. “This is how bad girls are punished!”

      The length of Nick’s hard body was suddenly at her back, pressing to all the wounded, throbbing parts of her. Even between her legs where his hand reached around her to cup, no longer gentle, no longer caressing. He gripped her as if he owned her, every slick fold and drop of silken moisture. “Say it again,” he ordered.

      His hold was absolute. His body was jerking. It wasn’t until she heard the unmistakable clink of his belt buckle coming undone that Terri’s unfocused mind realized what he was doing.

      “This is how bad girls are punished,” she sighed, then gasped when she felt the pull and pinch of the butt plug as he took it out of her. It made the loudest clatter when he dropped it right there on the stones between their feet. The burning heat of Nick’s naked cock angled to get up between her buttocks, poised now at the rim of her ass.

      His free hand locked in her hair, holding her head up high.

      “One more time,” he murmured in her ear. “Say it, little girl. Loud and proud.”

      “This is how bad girls are punished!” Terri shouted, first for Master Marshall and his stupid guests at the front table, and then again, her pitch higher as, in a single strong thrust, Nick took her in the only way he hadn’t yet, releasing the shuddering waves of an orgasm so strong she damn near blacked out.

      Terri lost track of everything, vaguely aware of the pumping of his hips, the commanding claim he made on her body as he rode her to his own completion.

      The cheers of the crowd and her partner’s murmurs of encouragement rang in her ears as he worked to unhook her from the hoist that held her and scooped her into his protective embrace.

      Her cheeks were heated with embarrassment, but also from the physical strain of being suspended, and her body’s reaction to the earth-shattering orgasm she had just experienced. Her entire body felt as if she had just been airdropped into a fire pit.

      The sensation was unpleasant and oddly arousing at the same time. Leaning against Nick’s broad chest, she closed her eyes and allowed herself to be carried from the room, and back to their suite.
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      “C’mon, brat,” Nick cajoled, giving Terri’s arm a tug as they hurried down to Wardrobe for the day. “I want to check out some other options, see if I can find something a little less penguin like.”

      “It’s too early,” she whined, lagging behind him. “We were up late. I’m sore. Like, everywhere. And you try to hurry with a piece of peeled ginger stuck up your ass.”

      Nick had no sympathy. The sweet, submissive, willing participant from last night had been replaced with a mouthy, reluctant brat, who seemed determined to make his day as difficult as possible. Let her, he thought. He could take whatever she threw his way and give back a thousand percent. “If I had known you were going to be this slow, I would have brought the leash. Stop whining and beat feet. If there is time, I’ll stop at the café and get you a coffee, but if we run out of time, you’re gonna be shit out of luck.”

      “Why do we have to start work so early? Look, even Champ is still tired.”

      The pup showed zero signs of fatigue. Nick had already taken him out for a morning walk and fed him breakfast, while Terri had lounged in bed, whining about her sore ass. Champ was primed and ready to work. As if to argue her point, the dog gave a loud and excited bark, and jogged beside Nick.

      “Suck up.” Terri pouted. “When did he become more your dog than mine?”

      “He’s very much your dog, he just doesn’t like when you pout and call him names.”

      “Whatever. What are we doing today, anyway?” She tightened the fluffy white robe around her waist. “I can’t believe you didn’t even let me get dressed.”

      “I woke you up twice and told you to get dressed. You decided to ignore me, so this is what you get until we make it down to Wardrobe. Maybe next time you won’t lollygag.”

      “I wasn’t lollygagging. I was engaging in silent protest.”

      “Hmph,” Nick scoffed. “Protest of what? Doing your job? We have to meet the porter down at arrivals. Champ can check all the incoming luggage, and then, barring any upset, the rest of the day is ours to do with as we please. And by we, I mean me. We will do as I please, because I’m the Dom, and what I say goes.”

      Terri stopped dead in her tracks. “What, now? I thought we were over all that. I don’t need a Dom, Nick. I don’t know if you have noticed or not, but I’m not exactly submissive.”

      “Oh, trust me, I’ve noticed.” He spoke dryly, before pulling her close to him and whispering in her ear, “I’ve noticed that you, my little brat, cannot give your submission freely. I’ve also noticed how wet it makes you when I take it from you by force.”

      Her jaw worked like a fish as she stared up at him, speechless. He simply shrugged, daring her to deny it.

      “The agreement was for the duration of our time here at the Castle. Last I checked we were still here. Now your slate is all clean and your trespasses forgiven, so as long as you do as I say and stay out of trouble, we won’t have to have a repeat of last night.”
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      There were parts of last night she wouldn’t mind having a replay of. The sex was running through her brain on an endless loop, her brand new fantasy reel. The sex had never been this good when they were together. Not by a long shot.

      There were other parts she couldn’t get off her mind either, her legs spread high in the air while he punished her pussy with the cup of his hand. The falls of the flogger against her back and ass, leaving a trail of pain and pleasure that was excruciatingly exquisite. The feeling she got knowing that everyone had been watching as Nick spanked her long and hard, and then fucked her ass right there in the dining room.

      But just because the memory felt like it would be forever engraved on the forefront of her brain didn’t mean that she’d liked it, or ever wanted it to happen again.

      Whap! A bolt of pain shot through her tender backside, and she jumped. The memory was so strong she could still feel the sting of his hand.

      “Terri, c’mon, let’s get moving.” The pain repeated itself on the opposite side and only then did she realize it was much more than a memory.

      “Dammit, Ni—Nate!” She caught herself just in time to make it sound like she had simply stuttered.

      Nick just grinned at her, and lifted her over his shoulder, carrying her down the rest of the long hall and into Wardrobe before he finally plopped her down on her feet in front of him.

      “I didn’t think it was possible to hate you this much before coffee,” she grumbled, adjusting her robe again.

      “Keep it up, and you’ll hate me even more later. Now get changed. I love the way you look in your sexy Little Maid’s uniform.”

      “Good Morning, Mr. and Mrs. O’Connor. How can I help you today?” Janice, the Wardrobe assistant asked, coming out to meet them.

      “Good morning. We just came for our uniforms for the day.”

      “Sure thing, who’s first?”

      “Tara is, and if she’s a good girl, she gets to have coffee when she’s done.” He winked and Janice smiled warmly.

      Terri was less amused, turning to him and hissing through her teeth. “Oh my God, I hate you.”

      “I know, darling.” Nick stayed in the character of a happily married, patient Dom, kissing her on the forehead. “She’s not a morning person.”

      “I’m sure we will be just fine, Sir. Any specific requests?”

      Terri gaped at both of them when she realized Janice was addressing Nick and not herself about her outfit for the day. Nick couldn’t resist the opportunity to rile her further, winking, and scooting out of arm’s reach before he answered Janice. “Yesterday was amazing, let’s go for that, but sexier.”

      Terri glowered at Nick’s retreating form and cursed at herself for the fact that she was wet from just a few betraying words. His take charge attitude was hot as fuck, but that didn’t mean she was going to become a doormat of a woman and blindly obey him on everything. Work and the mission was one thing, but if he honestly thought he was going to control what she wore, he had another think coming.

      Turning to Janice, she made a snap decision to turn the tables on him.

      “Ignore my husband. I’ll make my own choices today.”

      Janice raised her eyebrows and shook her head. “Are you sure that’s wise?”

      “I’m not sure of anything at this point.”

      Janice looked like she was about to say something, but thought better of it, setting her lips in a tight line. “Okay, then, let’s see what we can do.” She snapped her fingers and headed into the dressing area with Terri and Champ right behind her.

      “Holy shit,” Terri muttered, taking in the wall-to-wall racks of clothing. The unlimited amount of options was almost overwhelming, but she had a plan. Nick wanted sexier? She would give him the opposite. “I want the frumpiest costume that still passes for a maid outfit.”

      “Oh boy.” Janice sighed. “Sexy undergarments, at least?”

      “Less sexy, more granny, if you have it.”

      Janice’s brow furrowed as she turned toward the bins of undergarments and frowned. “A lot of the Littles are not permitted to wear sexy underthings, so I have juvenile, but granny might be a stretch.”

      “Whatever you have will work.”

      “I hope you know what you’re getting yourself into, Mrs. O’Connor,” Janice sang as she collected the costume pieces.

      She didn’t have any clue what she was getting herself into. This new version of Nick was a mystery, albeit a fun and sexy one that her status quo loving predictable self was quite enjoying. After last night, she didn’t need any more of that particular brand of attention, but she couldn’t stop herself. He was fun to fuck with. The ginger juice burned her from the inside out and for a hot minute she considered backing out and getting the regular costume or something even sexier like Nick had asked for, but then Janice handed her a pile of clothing, and it was too late. In for a penny, in for a pound, she thought as she accepted the frumpy offerings.

      “How about our boy here, does Champ need a new bowtie?”

      Lost in the fantasies of last night, Terri had completely forgotten that Champ was even sitting next to her. It was Castle policy that he wear a leash, but she hadn’t found it necessary to keep a hold of him when they weren’t in a crowd and she knew he wouldn’t go anywhere. His presence reminded her that they were on a job and this sexy and playful fun was not where her attention should be focused.

      “Knock knock!” Nick’s voice rang through the door, announcing that he was back, hopefully with coffee in hand. Shit. He had been fast. Terri looked at Janice with wide eyes, and then at the pile of clothing still in her hand.

      “I’ll be right with you!” Janice answered, turning to her with a deer in the headlights expression. “We’d better get you dressed.”

      She moved like a flash, divesting Terri of her robe and dressing her in the frumpy frock. Once the plain black tennis shoes were tied, Terri stood and regarded herself in the full-length mirror. The dress was awful and couldn’t have been less sexy. The high neck, long sleeves, and ankle-length skirt were impossibly uncomfortable. More so than the sexified uniform of the day before. Served her right for being a brat.

      “Shit,” she cursed under her breath. “I probably don’t have time to change my—”

      “Well, that is definitely not what I requested.” Nick was no longer in the waiting area, but right behind her. She looked over her shoulder and saw the stony expression on his face. Her stomach sank, but it wasn’t fear or excitement. Maybe a mixture of both. She really couldn’t explain the feeling if she tried, but it was not necessarily unpleasant. At any rate, her pussy ached and clenched, from the mere expression on his face.

      “I apologize, Sir,” Janice stammered, standing next to him, fiddling with the front of her apron.

      Normally, Terri would find her kowtowing to be quite disgusting, but at the moment, she completely understood what the young woman was feeling. She had put Janice in a compromising position as a Castle employee, and Nick looked more than a little intimidating at the moment.

      “Trust me, I know my wife and I know this was her doing.” Nick was quick to let Janice off the hook, putting her at ease. “You wouldn’t happen to know anyone who wants a delicious frozen mocha coffee with extra whipped cream and chocolate syrup, would you? Because the girl it was meant for has just lost the privilege of drinking it.”

      “What?” Terri couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Keeping a girl from her coffee was beyond cruel and unusual punishment. She’d rather be flogged in front of all the Masters again. “Don’t you dare!”

      Nick crossed his arms over his chest. “Did I or did I not say I was getting coffee for you if you behaved?”

      If Janice wasn’t there, she would have slugged him. The temptation was fierce, but she still wanted her coffee and if she didn’t punch him, there might be a glimmer of hope still. “I got up and let you drag me down here under the pretense that I was getting my coffee. I earned it.”

      He tilted his head and his eyes squinted slightly. He ignored her, turning his attention instead to the young woman blushing and stammering beside him. “Janice, what do you suppose might happen to a submissive who did the opposite of what her Dominant requested?”

      “Ummm…” Janice was full-on red-faced now, as if her own ass was the one in question. Poor girl.

      “Leave her out of this; you are just being a big bully. Will you excuse us for a minute, Janice?”

      Janice looked relieved, scurrying from the room as fast as her feet would carry her. Terri felt a pang of guilt knowing submissives most likely did not challenge their Doms like she currently was, but fuck she wanted that coffee.

      Nick never took his eyes off hers and she felt like she was under a microscope.

      “Did I or did I not tell you, I would not let you make me look bad? We are supposed to be married, I am the Dominant and you are the submissive. How hard is it to follow that?”

      His voice was a low growl and even though the words were harsh, she lost her fight. She was so wrapped up in the play she had forgotten about the mission again. The Castle was going to kill her professional career if she couldn’t get her act together. And in spite of everything, the lure to this kind of relationship with Nick really was appealing.

      “I don’t think dressing sexy is a good idea, we have a job to focus on.” She grasped at the only straw available. “I made my decision based on that and you need to respect it.”

      “Respect is a two-way street and you are lying through your teeth right now.”

      Dammit. New approach. “Aren’t we going to be late for your meeting with the porter to check the luggage?”

      “Oh, probably. One of us couldn’t seem to get it together this morning to get out of bed or out the door, or hell, even dressed properly. And then, of course, there is the little fact that I’m going to have to spank you now.”

      He advanced on her quickly. Before she could even think to protest, he seized her arm and dragged her over to a straight back chair that sat conveniently against a back wall. Terri glared at it, silently cursing whoever had the forethought to put it there. Probably that damn Master Marshall.

      “Now, who’s making us late?” Terri squealed, fighting him with all she was worth. “Tsk tsk, Nate, so unprofessional.” She was joking and attempting to sway him with humor, but in reality, she was livid and scared. After last night’s performance her ass was multi-colored and tender to the touch. One swat would have her screaming, she knew. As usual, Nick seemed to be able to read her mind, as he grabbed her firmly by the shoulders.

      “There is no way we are leaving this room without you taking a spanking. Any sub who acted the way you did would not be sitting pretty. So just remember, you asked for this.”

      He tossed her unceremoniously over his lap and she threw her hands in front of her to keep from toppling off.

      It was on the tip of her tongue to remind him that she wasn’t actually a sub, but that argument hadn’t worked for her thus far, so she changed direction and switched to bargaining. What had she been thinking with the wardrobe malfunction anyway? She had to have known the outcome, even subconsciously. Nick seemed to be looking for any excuse to Dom her, and unfortunately, she was giving him plenty.

      “Seriously, Nate, you don’t have to do this. I’ll change. I’ll wear what you want. I was just thinking about the job and trying to keep us focused. I was trying to do the right thing!”

      His hand crashed down hard on the crown of her ass, pushing the air from her lungs. The noise she let out was half-shriek of indignation and half-groan of pain.

      “Lying is a terrible idea, especially when you are already over my knee about to get a spanking. Care to try again?”

      He didn’t wait for an answer, but just continued to pepper her clothed backside with hard swats. She didn’t want to try again. She couldn’t tell him that she was baiting him. She wouldn’t admit that she wanted to get a reaction from him. That would ruin everything. Squirming and kicking her legs got her nowhere as Nick shifted her slightly and wrapped a leg around hers. How the hell was he so good at this? How had she not known that this was what he liked? She felt stupid for missing something that was obviously a huge and important part of him.

      Using just his hand, this spanking hurt far worse than the two before it, and Terri went into full on fight or flight mode as she struggled to get out of his grasp and away from the pain he was inflicting.

      Nick worked out every day, making good use of the weight room down at the station. Terri was a runner and far less disciplined. As she fought against his iron grasp, she vowed to work out with him from now on. He was always inviting her, and she was always passing in favor of a coffee run. If she had gone, maybe she would be able to give him a run for his money, but as it was she was fighting a losing battle. A painful losing battle that somehow was still making her horny as fuck.

      Nick making her horny was nothing new, but being spanked and treated like a cross between an errant child and a Stepford robot slave and not having the inclination to karate kick him straight in the nutsack was certainly different. He was the only person who would ever get away with this, because the truth was, she was in love with him.

      And that was precisely why she had to keep fighting. She couldn’t live this way, not even for him, and now that she had seen the real Nick, she knew he couldn’t not live this way. She understood now why it had never worked between them, and while the realization that it wasn’t her looks or body, like she had assumed, was comforting, the knowledge that she would eventually have to give him up and allow him to move on was soul crushing. She relished every moment of contact between them and created opportunity for more. And she wasn’t focused on the mission, because when the mission was over, they would be too.

      A gust of cool air traveled across her backside and she belatedly realized he’d raised her skirt and was now skimming her panties down to her thighs. God damn epiphany moments.

      “These are cute.” He snapped the waistband of the plain white ruffled panties.

      Her hand flew back to stop him, but it was too late. He caught her wrist and pinned it to her back. “I told you that you weren’t leaving this room without a proper spanking.”

      “You aren’t leaving this room without a proper kick to the balls!” It was the wrong thing to say considering her feet were nowhere near his balls, and her ass was in his hands.

      He began to spank with renewed vigor, punishing her already tortured backside with his rock-hard hand. God, how had she never noticed how strong he was? She would never look at his hands the same way again after this.

      “Okay, Nick, I get it. Please. Don’t spank anymore. We should get the day started, we have so much to do and—ouch!” She screamed as he interrupted her with a new barrage of spanks.

      “Apologize,” he commanded. “The only way you are getting up is with a sincere apology.” He swatted intermittently, not giving her a chance to argue any longer.

      She bit her lip. “I’m sorry. I really am. No more pranks! I’ll focus on work!”

      “Getting closer.” His aim moved from the fleshiest part of her butt down toward her thighs. The lower swats were much sharper and she struggled in earnest to get away.

      “All right, all right! Can you please stop for a second?” Talking and breathing was getting more difficult by the moment, and she hoped he would oblige her in this one thing.

      He settled his hand on her bottom and rubbed. “You better talk quickly. I’m really starting to enjoy myself.”

      “A little too much.” She pouted, but when the warmth of his hand left her stinging skin, she spoke as quickly as possible. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what made me do it. You’ve been so different, and I wanted to see what would happen, and by the time I realized it was a bad idea, you were already back and I had no time to change my mind. In my defense, my brain doesn’t work right before coffee.”

      “Good girl,” he purred, renewing the rubs. “That wasn’t so hard now, was it?”

      He trailed lower and she squeezed her legs together, denying him access.

      She couldn’t afford to get more wrapped up in him than she already was, no matter how tempting. Unfortunately, Nick wasn’t having any part of her denial.

      “It’s naughty to hide from me, did you know that?”

      Terri shook her head and whimpered. “We’re going to be late, Nick, we need to go. You can’t get on me about not focusing on work and jeopardizing the mission and then be late for a meeting because you can’t keep your dick in your pants.”

      “I suppose you’re right.” Nick sighed heavily, giving up his perusal and helping her into a standing position.

      The room spun a bit as she got her bearings and Nick righted her panties and skirt.

      “Be a good girl and go get Janice so that I can get dressed and we can go. Places to be, people to see.”

      Without question, she turned to do his bidding.

      “Hey T,” he called, stopping her as she got to the door and holding up the forgotten coffee. “Enjoy, you earned it.”

      Thank God for caffeine.
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      “Something’s not right. He doesn’t act like this unless something’s wrong.” Terri bit her thumbnail and watched anxiously as Champ paced around their room, hovering near the door. He had been acting up ever since they’d returned from Sunday morning breakfast.

      Nick sighed, sitting next to her on the bed and watching the dog with a frown of confusion. “He’s cleared every space, multiple times. We’ve exhausted every possibility, maybe he’s just restless. We’ve been on this job longer than he is used to.”

      Nick was wrong. He was a good cop with good instincts, but she knew Champ better than he did. Something was amiss at the Castle. She was sure of it.

      “I’m telling you, Nick, this isn’t just on-the-job restlessness. I think we need to call Marshall. Maybe we’ve missed something.”

      She breathed a sigh of relief when Nick picked up his cell phone and dialed. He nodded to her and hit the speaker button so that she could be privy to the conversation as well.

      “Master Marshall’s office, can I help you?” A woman’s voice came over the speaker.

      “I need to speak to Marshall. Is he available?”

      “Yes, Sir. May I tell him who’s calling?”

      “Nate and Tara O’ Connor.”

      “Please hold, Mr. O’Connor.”

      The phone went silent for a second before Marshall picked up on his end. “Good Morning, Nate. What can I do for you?” There was an unease in his voice, and Terri wondered if he also sensed something was up.

      “I’m not sure what you can do exactly,” Nick spoke cautiously, not wanting to cause any kind of hysteria. “Champ is not acting like himself and Terri is worried that we may have missed something somehow. Eden has taken us all over, we’ve been in and out of guest rooms and all public areas. We’ve been over the grounds more than once, and that’s just this morning. Can you think of anything we may have overlooked?”

      Marshall was quiet for a moment. “Have you been on the third floor, where my employee residences are?”

      Nick’s head jerked with a start. “We were told that no guests had access to that floor.”

      “They don’t, but this is an elite criminal we are talking about. To be quite honest, anything is possible, and we can’t take any chances. If Champ senses trouble, I would not take it lightly. Go now. There is only one stairwell that will get you there. It will be marked on the map you were given. You can use your key card to let yourself up. I’ll have Eden meet you straight away.”

      “Okay, great. Thank you, Marshall.”

      “No, sir. Thank you, please be careful.”

      “You get all that?” Nick asked, already making to move out the door as he hung up the phone.

      “Yup.” Terri already had Champ on the leash and her hand on the door.

      Nick stopped her before she could pull it open, grabbing her arm and pulling her into a quick embrace. “Terri, take a deep breath. You need to calm down and listen to me. Remember protocol and follow it. Champ knows how to handle business, he’s done it before. No matter how different this case has been, this is the part we have done before. You need to remember that.”

      Her body shook under his hold. She always got a little shaky before they went into a potential danger zone. “Yes, Sir.”

      “Good girl.” He kissed her head and let her go. Normally, the patronizing endearment would have bugged her, but today it just felt nice.

      As soon as the door was open, Champ tugged them down the hall, not waiting for directions from either handler as to where he should go. He was following an instinct and nothing would deter him from that. The hairs on the back of Terri’s neck stood on end as they made their way to the third-floor access, led by the determined pup.

      At the stairwell, Terri took Champ off the leash and backed up to give him some freedom. He jumped around, nose in the air, sniffing every available inch he could reach before taking the stairs two at a time. At this point it would be a miracle if they didn’t find anything. Terri herself was on high alert, looking for clues at every corner. They flew past two women heading down the stairs, one Terri recognized as Ella and the other was the same pregnant woman who’d sat by Marshall during the Supper and Show.

      “Good boy,” Terri assured Champ. When they reached the top, the doors were propped open, but Champ still looked to them, waiting for the go ahead to continue his mission.

      “Find it, Champ,” Nick gave the command and Champ darted down the hall at top speed, stopping for a split second at each door to sniff, Terri hot on his heels.

      “T, we need to clear these rooms. If anyone is up here we need to get them out of the way.”

      Terri nodded. They were going to find something, they both knew that now, and whatever it was, it wouldn’t be good. The entire floor needed to be cleared forthwith.

      “Eden!” she heard Nick yell as the Little Maid appeared at the stairs and Terri chased Champ down the hall, knocking on doors as she went. “We have to get this hall clear, now.”

      Champ was running ahead of her now, not waiting for her to check rooms. He was four doors down from where she stood when Champ gave a familiar warning bark.

      “Fuck.” Her partner’s response echoed down the hall.

      Champ’s warning bark sent shivers down her spine. He was sitting outside a door at the end of the hall staring at her, and signaling with his paw. His bark was filled with urgency. She moved quicker, only hitting the doors with one or two knocks now, giving a quick shout to any inhabitants before moving on. Her mind was focused on what could be waiting for them on the other side of that door.

      A door that suddenly flew open, and out frantically tumbled Marshall’s pregnant wife Kaylee and the blind woman they were supposed to be protecting. Nearly crashing into Terri and Champ both, their eyes were huge and their faces pale as they fled as fast as Kaylee could go, straight for both Nick and the main stairs leading down.

      “Kaylee, faster!” the blind woman screamed. “Run!”

      Her stomach dropping, Terri turned to see Nick coming back to her, but he only got a few steps before the blast sounded. The impact threw them both backwards. The loud ringing in her ears kept her from hearing anything else. Smoke filled the hall as she got to her hands and knees and crawled toward Nick. He was starting to sit up as she passed him, so she knew he was okay. Using the wall to brace herself, she scrambled to her feet and tried to gather her bearings, moving toward the blast.

      Where was Eden? Champ was nowhere to be seen, either. Panic seized her chest as she squinted through the smoke.

      “Champ!” she called out for him and listened, but between the ringing in her ears and the echoing sounds of chaos just beginning to reverberate throughout the Castle, she couldn’t hear much of anything. She was pretty sure there had been no barking. Her stomach filled with dread and tears welled in her eyes, but she pressed herself to push forward, still crawling on her hands and knees. At least from down here, she would be at eye level with Champ. If he was hurt or worse, she would be able to find him. It was all she focused on as she made her way down the hall, pushing aside piles of rubble and covering her face with the front of her uniform to keep from filling her lungs with smoke.

      “Terri! T!” Nick was calling to her. His voice was strained, but she ignored him, not wanting to hear what he would say. Stop looking for Champ and get to safety. She didn’t want to hear that.

      He caught up to her and grabbed her from behind, wrapping his arms around her waist in a near tackle and pulling her backwards.

      Her partner was yelling, but she could barely hear the words through the loud ringing. Ripping the fake hearing aids out of her ears helped.

      “Champ!” she yelled back at him, but he kept pulling.

      She dropped back to her knees, making it impossible for him to move her any further without putting in more effort. Using the hold he already had, he yanked her to her feet and threw her over his shoulder. He really needed to stop doing that. The caveman act was getting old.

      “Nick!” She pounded on his back with her fists, not caring that she had used the wrong name. The jig was up, literally. “Put me down! I need to find Champ! We can’t just leave him!”

      “Not a chance in hell,” Nick growled, carrying her toward the staircase that would take them back down to the second floor. “What the fuck are you thinking moving toward a blast, Terri?”

      She didn’t validate the stupid question with a response and instead arched her back, trying to throw herself off him. All she could think about was finding Champ. Hell would freeze over before she would leave him behind. If he was hurt, he needed her. Nick wrapped his arm tighter around her legs, landing three solid swats to her sore backside. The pain did nothing but make her fight harder.

      They passed a pile of rubble in an open doorway, broken stones no longer in their places and part of a door lying in the destructed hallway. Underneath that door, covered in pebbles and dust, Terri spotted… something. Oh, Jesus. Was that a hand?

      Eden.

      As if he could read her mind, Nick yelled, “Where the fuck is Eden?”

      “There!” Terri thrust out her hand, pointing. Fear choked her, twisting in the pit of her stomach. “Nick, we have to—”

      “I know,” he said tightly, but he didn’t stop. He kept going.

      “Eden! Champ!” The scream tore out of Terri, hurting her throat. “Dammit, Nick! Let me go!”

      She screamed at the tops of her lungs, but Nick ignored her. He didn’t stop until they got back to the mouth of the stairs, where he leaned forward and dumped her onto her feet.

      Grabbing her face in both hands, he leveled her with a glare, his face red and features set in stone. “T, fucking listen to me. I know, okay? I fucking know! I’m dying inside, but I can’t let you run half-cocked into an active bomb site. There could still be a secondary explosion and, without Champ, we really don’t know what we are looking at here. We need to assess the situation and be smart. We can’t help either one of them if we are fucking dead. Do you hear me?”

      She did, but she shook her head frantically, tears clouding her vision.

      A scream of agony echoed through the stairwell, ripping Terri back to the heart of the crisis. From the sound of that scream, danger had not passed and as much as she hated it, people had to take priority over her pup.

      Swallowing back a surge of guilt, knowing she was abandoning Champ while he might be injured, or worse, Terri ran down the stairs as fast as she could, with Nick right behind her. Halfway down, the pregnant woman had collapsed in the corner of the stairwell, both arms wrapped around her middle.

      “Chris!” she cried out, just as a large blond-haired man tore up the stairs from the floor below.

      “Kaylee!” He reached her first, Master Marshall and Grimsley fast at his heels.

      “Eden!” Terri cried, pointing up the stairs when she saw the Master Butler. “She’s under a door!”

      Without a word, Grimsley shoved past everyone. He ran up the stairs and was quickly swallowed by the smoke.

      “Is everyone okay?” Marshall demanded as he reached for his wife. “Where’s Grace?”

      Kaylee burst into tears. “He’s got her!” The pregnant woman coughed, doubling over into her husband’s protective arms.

      “Who?” the man demanded.

      “Carmen the Butcher. Chris, you have to save her!”

      The man nearly knocked them all over in his haste, taking the stairs two at a time to disappear back into the smoking rubble from which she and Nick had just come.

      Nick let him, too, which Terri found at once bitterly unfair even as she understood why. A pregnant woman and civilians had to take precedence over heroes and fools.

      “Can she be moved?” Nick asked, his tone at once calm and in control.

      Terri didn’t know how he was doing it. She was shaken and felt like she was going to puke as Marshall leaned down to scoop Kaylee into his arms. “Hold on, sweetheart. I’ve got you,” he assured her in a soothing tone.

      Terri looked behind her up the stairs, willing Champ to emerge from the curtain of smoke. She bit her lip and tore her eyes away from the doorway. “Let’s get her out of here.”

      But the instant Marshall tried to lift her, the pregnant woman shrieked and everyone froze. Grabbing both her belly and her back, she doubled over.

      Easing back down, cradling her, Marshall looked to Terri and Nick. “We have to wait for the ambulance,” he said grimly.

      “Right,” Nick reluctantly agreed, then to Marshall, “Is there anyone else up there that you know of?”

      “No, just you two and Eden. Everyone else is down here working.”

      “Good.” Taking Terri’s arm, he moved them a few steps down the next flight of stairs toward the second floor, as close to manning the double doors below as he dared while leaving two civilians on the landing behind him. In the distance, she could hear people screaming, crying, calling for help. An alarm was blaring. Someone somewhere would have called police, meaning emergency teams would be rallying and already on the way.

      “He’s not coming, Nick.” With nothing to do now but wait for first responders, the surge of guilt turned into tidal waves, crashing down on her, crushing her. “We have to go back. I have to help him.”

      “T, look at me.” He took her face again. “Champ is the most determined animal on the planet, he’s more determined than most people. We cannot go back up there.”

      Just because he was right didn’t make it any easier to accept. “But…”

      “There is nothing we can do, do you understand me?”

      Tears flooded her eyes and poured down her face. Stupid Castle. Stupid Assignment. Stupid Assassin. Stupid Bomb. Her entire life had been in a state of upheaval since they had been dragged into the captain’s office Wednesday morning, and now, to top it all off, her worst nightmare was coming true. She was losing not one, but both of her beloved partners. Nick, because she was going to move on, and Champ because he’d been killed in the explosion.

      The thought was too much for her to bear, and it only got worse a half second later when a shadow of movement in the smoke above sent hope soaring through her. But it was Chris, his face a reflection of whatever tragedy had occurred on the roof, not Champ who materialized to come staggering down the stairs towards them. Hope crashed into despair. Shoving away from Nick, she covered her face with her hands and ran.
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      Nick wanted to chase after Terri but Marshall had stopped him. They were bomb squad and a bomb had just gone off. He had to suffer through debriefings, personnel checks, and combed through the third-floor rubble as much as they would allow him to, but by then, the place was crawling with law enforcement, medics and Masters, and Champ was still nowhere to be found.

      Terri was safe. He had gotten her out of the line of danger, and there was no possible way she could have gone back to the third floor unnoticed. That was what he kept telling himself, but he knew the knot in his chest wouldn’t fully dissipate until he found her safe and sound. He drew a deep breath and exhaustion filled his body as he pushed open the door to their room, sending up a silent prayer that she would be there.

      She was. Standing in the middle of the room over their open suitcases, various jars and toiletry bottles in her hands, she looked lost and broken.

      “Terri, thank God,” he breathed, crossing to her with two gigantic strides.

      “Nick,” she wailed, dropping the bottles she was holding into the nearest suitcase.

      He took her face in between his hands, and leaned down, kissing her soundly, trying to ignore the lingering feeling of finality when she clung to him, kissing back.

      When she finally let go, he surveyed the room. For having packed so lightly, the place was a disaster, and he realized he was seeing the remnants of an epic shit fit.

      Bending at the waist, he picked up a lamp that had previously resided on the bedside table and inspected it for damage, aware of her eyes on him, watching for a reaction.

      “Trashing the room is quite naughty.” He spoke softly, his voice full of compassion as he restored the lamp to its rightful location once he concluded that it was none the worse for wear.

      “I broke a glass,” Terri admitted, listlessly. “I imagine they will just charge it to the room. I’ll pay, of course.”

      “I’ll pay,” Nick corrected gently. “Right after I take the bill out of your ass.”

      The timing, of course, was all wrong, but that was why she needed it, and when he opened his arms, Nick knew he was right when, her breath catching and her face crumpling, Terri flung herself into them.

      “It’s my fault,” she sobbed.

      “No—” he countered but, with her face buried against his chest, she covered her ears with both hands, refusing to hear him.

      He hugged her hard and close, so close that they didn’t even feel like two separate people anymore. If he could have found Champ… If he could somehow have saved her from this hurt, God, he’d have done it. He’d have found a way. But, he couldn’t, and in the absence of that, Nick turned to the only thing he could think of that made sense.

      A good spanking could be an enormous source of stress relief when conducted correctly, and certainly nothing relieved a submissive’s guilt faster. But more than that, he was being selfish. His initial promise to her was on replay in his brain, and he could see the writing on the wall. The end was near. He had pushed her too hard and taken too much, and soon he would lose her forever.

      Pulling her along behind him, he sat on the edge of the bed. When he offered his hand she took it without a word. Her eyes told him everything he needed to know as he guided her over his lap, flipped up her skirt, and pulled down her panties.

      This spanking was different from the start. He didn’t hit hard, using the length of his fingers instead of his entire hand.

      Her ass was already a myriad of multi-colored bruises, and he would normally be inclined to veer away from spanking someone who was already so bruised. He would find other methods of punishment, but this was not a punishment, and they both needed the intimate contact and stress relief a spanking could provide

      He spanked slow and gentle, hitting just hard enough to leave a sting that had her squirming against his hand, and pushing her butt up to meet him.

      The movement gave him a glimmer of hope, but one glance around the trashed room reminded him that she was acting out of despair. As she had reminded him many times over the course of the weekend, just because he was a Dom, that didn’t make her a submissive. And he got it; he understood why it was so hard for her to give up that control, and why it felt to her like she was going backwards against everything that she had worked so hard for in her life.

      But when she was with him like this, a silent partner in a dance of submission and domination, he couldn’t help but get caught up in the moment, to convince himself that what they had was real. Terri was his, and he had always known it. It was exactly why he had never shown his true self to her, and why he had held back. Losing her would break them both, but just as much as he knew that was true, he knew he had to be himself, and that she wouldn’t let him be less, even if it meant they couldn’t be together.

      Pushing the thoughts aside, he forced himself to be present in the moment. Terri was squirming on his lap, her breasts rubbing against his cock through the thin fabric of his trousers, and sad though all of it was, it was also poignantly erotic.

      He stopped spanking and, finding the v between her legs, used his hand to force her thighs apart to make room for him. He teased her with one finger, delighted to find that she was wet and ready for him. Pushing past the soft folds, he entered her with two fingers, caressing her core with pressure and urgency that had her hips gyrating with each movement he made. It became a frenzied dance between them, and soon she had rolled onto her back atop his lap, parting her legs wide to give him the full access he needed. He answered by withdrawing his fingers and giving her pussy a firm slap that had her purring and shuddering at the same time.

      “I love to spank this naughty little kitty,” he whispered. “But I love to fuck it even more.”

      She pulled herself into a sitting position on his lap and, through watery tears, managed a mischievous smile as she straddled him.

      “That’s nice. There’s just one problem. I still have pants on.” Grabbing her hips, he stood, and without letting go of her, dropped his pants and boxer briefs to the floor. When they sat again, she was perched atop his cock. “Much better.”

      He leaned in to take her in a kiss, but she got there first, claiming his lips in a kiss that was greedy and filled with need. Their lovemaking reached a frantic pace as they let go of all the stress and uncertainty the morning had brought. For a brief moment, none of it mattered, and it was just them, and the beautiful harmony of their bodies in sync. They even came in unison, collapsing backwards onto the bed as they shuddered out their orgasms.

      When it was all over, they lay side by side, upside down across the bed, smiling, panting and covered in a thin sheen of sweat. Bliss.

      But, sadly, the kind of bliss that didn’t last. He saw the change in her face the moment she remembered and winced as the pain came again, fresh and anew.

      “Nick,” she cried, clinging to him.

      “I know, shhh, I know.”

      “I forgot I’m mad at you.” She pouted. A fresh wave of tears fell from her eyes, rolling down her cheeks and coming to rest on his bare chest.

      “I’d do anything to change what happened. I spent hours looking for him, Terri, as soon as they would let me. I thought if I could find him, no matter how broken, and bring him back to you, maybe just maybe you would be able to forgive me for everything I’ve done here, and give me a chance. I know what I said, I know I talked a big game, like I didn’t care what happened after this weekend, and I thought what I said was true, I really did. But the minute that bomb went off, I knew I was a bold-faced liar. The moments before I got to you and the ones when I couldn’t see you were the scariest in my life, and I’m sorry I didn’t let you go after him, but I was terrified of losing you. When it comes down to it, we’re just cops, and we can’t do our jobs without Champ. When we couldn’t find him, I had no idea what kind of situation we were looking at, or if it was safe to send you in there to search for him. We lost a great partner today, but I can’t lose another one. That being said, I will stay true to my word. If you want nothing more to do with me, I will ask to be reassigned as soon as we return to duty, but, Terri, I love you.”
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        * * *

      

      Her heart thumped hard in her chest. Tucked into Nick’s warm embrace, listening to him say everything she had spent years praying to hear, she was almost able to forget that things had changed. But they had. And she had the bruises on her ass to prove it.

      “I should have never agreed with you that night, T. The night we broke up.” As Nick kept talking, the ball of dread in her stomach grew. “I should have worked harder to figure things out. I should have pushed for what I wanted and followed my instincts.”

      “Wh-what did you want?” She knew the answer, but she needed to hear him say it. She ached to hear the words. Truth was, she would give anything to go back to that night and take back every word she’d said too. Having him agree with her had sucked.

      “You, T. I want you. Not only as my partner and my best friend, I want you to be my everything.” He rolled onto his side, rising up on one strong arm—the arm he used to spank her with. “Fuck, T. I can’t imagine my life without you in it. Today taught me that.”

      “But being your everything includes being your submissive,” she reminded both him and herself.

      “I want to say I’d be happy giving it up for you, T, but I don’t know if I can promise that. This is a part of me. It’s who I am.”

      She sighed and nodded, already expecting something like that. “I know, Nick. And with the exception of that part, I feel like you just said everything I have waited years for you to say. But,” she paused, shaking her head as if to clear it, “but, it’s been a hell of a week. I’m tired, and I’m confused, and I’m devastated, and I don’t know what to do. I can’t give you any kind of answer and know that it’s the right one.”

      Nick sighed. “Yeah, I know, Ter, I’m sorry.”

      She rolled onto her side, propping herself up with an elbow, and implored him with her eyes. “It’s Champ, Nick. I know it’s silly, but until I see for myself that he’s gone, I’m never going to be able to accept it. And if I can’t accept it, it’s going to take over my brain, and I’m not going to be able to focus on anything. Can we go look one more time?”

      “The third-floor access is cordoned off, Terri. All the employees have been displaced into empty rooms and local hotels, and Marshall’s wife is in labor with his baby. I don’t think we could get up there if we wanted to.”

      Tears filled her eyes again, and she laid her head on his chest. He tightened his arm around her and pulled her close.

      “Maybe tomorrow. I know we can probably leave soon, but I don’t think I can without checking for myself one last time.”

      “We’ll make sure we do, T, I promise.”

      She closed her eyes and pursed her lips together, fighting off the barrage of questions and emotions threatening to overwhelm her. This day had just been too much. Her eyes were heavy, her heart was broken, and exhaustion was taking over, whether it was from the amazing sex they had just had, or the physical stress of the morning. All she knew was it was time to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      It was dark outside when a loud and incessant knock on the door jarred her from a sound sleep. She sat up with a start and shook Nick awake, whispering loudly in the dark room. “Are we expecting someone?”

      “Room service!” a voice called through the door.

      “I didn’t order anything. I was asleep.” Nick’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. Jumping off the bed, he threw his pants back on and grabbed his weapon from its hiding spot under the bed. Holding it at his side, he stalked toward the door on high alert.

      Terri lurked behind him for backup, wearing only the plain white undershirt that was part of his uniform. Her heart was in her stomach as he pulled the door open. Was it the assassin? Had he survived the explosion too?

      The sight beyond the door had her dropping to her knees in shock. There stood Master Marshall, dressed in his usual black leather attire with white button down shirt. The shirt was wrinkled, half-unbuttoned, and smudged with God only knew what, but despite everything, he wore a shit eating grin on his face. Her first thought was that Kaylee had had her baby and that he was so overcome with joy he was going door-to-door, announcing it through the Castle like any proud papa would.

      And then Nick moved out of the way, and she saw the bundle in his arms. Bandaged, sedated, and covered in soot and debris, but alive. Champ perked when he saw her too, lifting his head and giving a weak bark.

      “Oh my God! Champ!”

      Marshall grinned and carried him into the room, brushing past her to carefully deposit the dog onto the oversized bed he had provided.

      As soon as he laid Champ down, Terri all but fell into his arms, weeping and hugging him, as she muttered incoherent questions into his shirt. “How? Where? What?”

      He stood there helplessly, occasionally, patting her shoulder half-heartedly until Nick peeled her off of him. “I just got back from the hospital and found him wandering the second floor hallway. I checked him out, and bandaged a cut on his leg, but that’s about all I could do for him. I’ve called for a vet, and they should be here shortly.”

      “Thank you!”

      “No.” Marshall stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. “Thank you. You guys are the real heroes. I was happy to help. But now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a lot of cleanup to organize if I don’t want to get stuck doing it myself.”

      Terri turned her attention to Champ, watching out of the corner of her eye as Nick walked Marshall out, slapping his back in congratulations.

      When the man was gone, Nick closed the door behind him, leaned against it, and grinned. “You were saying? About not being able to make decisions until you knew what had happened to Champ?”

      “Geez, Nick.” Terri rolled her eyes, not bothering to look up from the dog she was currently fussing over. “Eager much?”

      He pushed off the door, shrugging and smiling as he sauntered toward her. “Just a little. When a Dom sees what he wants, T, he goes after it. And what I want is you.”

      He knelt beside her and she gave a long-suffering sigh, laying her head on his shoulder. “But that’s the problem, Nick. I don’t know if I can do that, be the sub to your Dom, I mean. I want to say yes and be with you more than you will ever know, but I just can’t bring myself to commit to that decision.”

      Nick’s face hardened, and he tucked an errant lock of hair behind her ear before gently brushing her cheek with his fingertips. “You don’t like to make decisions, brat. You like having them made for you. That’s one thing I’ve learned this week. You don’t want to be a doormat, but there are some times when you enjoy having the pressure of decision making taken from you, especially when it comes to submitting to your Dom. You’d rather be forced into it and to believe that you don’t have a choice in the matter.”

      Her breath hitched in her chest as she listened to the words he spoke, finding a glimmer of truth in them. She had enjoyed submitting to Nick, when she thought she had no other choice. Once the ball was back in her court, she faltered, big time.

      She still couldn’t admit that. She would never be able to say the words he needed to hear. He deserved more.

      “Last time it was all on the line, brat, we lost everything. We were both at fault, I’m not placing blame, but if you can’t make the choice, I’m going to make it for you.”

      He took her hand. Her tongue darted between her lips, a nervous tic as she waited to see what he would say.

      “You’re mine, T. You always have been. And I know you think you can’t submit, and you’re not a submissive, and that being so will somehow screw up everything you have worked for, but it won’t, not with me. I love you for how strong you are in the workplace, and I love you for how weak I can make you in the bedroom. There is no decision to be made here. You belong to me and denying something that is so obviously true and evident will earn you a harsh punishment. If you won’t come to me willingly, I will claim you as mine, because I know you are. More importantly, you know it too.”

      The pressure in her chest eased, and her breathing calmed. Her heartbeat restored to normal and just when she thought she might be able to respond, Nick stood and walked away, returning with the same shiny black leather collar she had worn on Friday.

      “You are mine,” he commanded, fastening it around her neck.

      She gasped, and her hand flew up to caress the thin strip of leather.

      “There is only one answer, T. One answer that will make you mine.”

      She could have still walked away. She knew it, and by the look on Nick’s face, he did too. But as he had said, only one answer would make her his. She opened her mouth to speak and Champ barked, giving his doggie seal of approval.

      She smiled. “Yes, Officer Nick.”

      

      
        
        The End
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      There were twenty of them—newly-hired employees all dressed in civilian clothes, lined up in equal rows of ten to either side of the hallway. Well, not a hallway, per se. More of a dead end with a closed door labeled ‘Security’ on one side and another labeled ‘Janitor Only.’ The third and last closed door was both the entrance and the exit. It also had a self-imposed guard standing sentry in front of it, one dourly-dressed Mrs. Hardwick, who was easily the tallest woman Eden had ever seen in her life and which—now that guards were involved—actually made this less of a dead end and more of a prison. That in turn put a whole new title of authority on the grim and stoic butler standing at the head of the narrow room. Grimsley was his name, Master Butler was his title and yes, it matched his 1800s Victorian uniform. He was warden over them all.

      “I can be your best friend,” he started off by saying. “Just know, if you don’t do as I tell you, when I tell you, I can and will make you all wish you’d never met me.”

      He was more than a little scary to Eden, and she tried hard not to look directly at him. The last thing she wanted was to find herself pinned in the cool darkness of his unfriendly stare. And yet, as he strolled between the rows, she couldn’t stop herself. She stole a peek—looking up and up and up. God, he was so tall. By more than a foot, he towered over her, a man not yet past his physical prime, with just a hint of salt sprinkled through the pepper of his dark hair. Forced to guess, she’d have said he was in his late forties. And he was lean, trim. So incredibly slender and wiry that it was a wonder he did not live in perpetual terror of a good, stiff breeze.

      “I have zero patience for nonsense,” Grimsley said, capturing her wandering attention even as he passed in front of her. “Nor do I have a sense of humor.”

      The coolness of his stare found her and damn if her knees didn’t try to buckle. In her nervousness, she tried to smile. And because she did stupid things when she got nervous, she almost waved at him too, except his frown chose that moment to deepen, quelling the urge.

      As if he were speaking directly to her, he said, “Give me twenty-four hours and I promise, you will come to hate having me as your boss.”

      Eden believed him. Her knees believed him too; they tried to buckle again, but she stiffened herself. Scary as he was, she was a Little Maid now and she was excited. How could anyone not be? She’d been hired by the Castle! A BDSM resort the likes of which her imagination could scarcely comprehend! She’d been pinching herself ever since she got the callback letting her know the job was hers and she could start on Thursday. This Thursday. Today’s Thursday. She squirmed, every nerve dancing with the thrill of just standing here, even if her new boss did look like a slightly older version of the evil butler in Downton Abbey. From the starch of his collar, to the shine of his black shoes, and all the way back up again to the way his big hands clasped the lithesome rattan switch behind his back—the Castle could not have picked a better man to play the part of ‘stern, unyielding butler.’

      Oh, yes. Eden believed him.

      The lady to the right of her, however, snorted. She immediately rolled her lips, but wasn’t quite successful in muffling her rude laughter.

      Startled, Eden looked at her.

      So did Grimsley. Having almost returned to the head of the room, he came straight back to them. He stopped directly in front of both the woman and Eden. His gaze did not warm, and he absolutely did not smile.

      Gradually, the woman beside Eden lost all trace of rude amusement. She rolled her lips again, but her unease became palpable the longer he stood there. Was he waiting for something? To Eden it looked like he was waiting.

      “What?” the woman finally said, when it became clear he might intend to stand there forever if something didn’t happen.

      Frowning, as if his silence had been a test and the woman had just failed it, the Master Butler turned away. “Mrs. Hardwick,” he said, summoning the tall woman from her sentry post at the main entrance.

      The crisp echo of that tall woman’s shoes as she came down the aisle to join them made all the fine hairs on Eden’s arms stand upright. “Yes, Mr. Grimsley.”

      “Terminate this woman’s employment and see her removed from the premises.”

      Jaw dropping, the woman gasped. “What? Are you serious?”

      “Come along, dear.” Taking her by the arm, Mrs. Hardwick pulled her out of line, despite the instant show of resistance the other woman made when she dug in her heels.

      “Now wait just one minute!” The woman’s brow furrowed, her shock giving way to anger. “You can’t do that! I didn’t do anything!”

      “Come along, dear,” Mrs. Hardwick said. “You signed the paperwork. You know we have the right to revoke your employment at any time, for any reason, during your probationary period.”

      “But this isn’t fair! I didn’t do anything!”

      “Next time, don’t laugh.” Mrs. Hardwick escorted her from the dead end hallway, and the door softly closed on the other’s continuing protests, growing softer the farther they receded.

      Grimsley cleared his throat.

      Snapping her eyes from the now closed door, Eden found herself once more pinned in the stone of the Master Butler’s stare. He was standing so close to her, right in her bubble of private space. Him and that switch, the one still clasped behind his back. Her bottom clenched, an involuntary squeeze that had never in the history of domestic discipline ever succeeded in making the target area of anyone’s behind smaller or safer from harm.

      Eden held his unyielding stare, determined not to look away. Or fidget. Fidgeting would be worse. She wanted this job. She’d wanted it from the moment she’d learned a place like the Castle existed. To be able to live openly as a submissive, in just about any fantasy scenario that she could dream up, constantly surrounded by other submissives and experienced, knowledgeable, take-no-sass Masters (just like this one; be still her beat-skipping heart), Eden just could not imagine life getting any better than that.

      She couldn’t bear to lose it now; not to a momentary slip of inattention.

      “I’m so very sorry, Sir,” she blurted, fingers twisting in the folds of her jeans. Locking her attention on him, she was determined to keep it there from now until he dismissed them… if he didn’t fire her first.

      Grimsley tipped his head. “For what are you sorry?”

      Eden’s chest felt too small, too tightly constricted. Her heart was struggling to find its rhythm. “Because I got distracted. It won’t happen again.”

      “Won’t it?”

      Eden couldn’t tell if she was supposed to answer or not, so she kept her mouth shut. She didn’t relax until Grimsley turned away.

      Addressing the rest of the group now, he continued with their orientation. “You are not guests. You aren’t here on vacation. When you misbehave, break the rules, defy my commands, or brat me, I won’t put you over my knee and spank your naughty bottoms.”

      Just the thought of it sent a peculiar fizzling sensation, like soda pop, spreading under her skin, out all across Eden’s backside. It was all she could do not to rub, if only to stop that distracting feeling from spreading any further.

      “I am your supervisor. For the next ninety days, it is my job to make sure you learn what you need to know in order to work here in a safe, sane and responsible manner. If you fail to follow protocols and procedures, I will fire you. Act like a troublemaker and I will treat you like one—meaning, you’ll be gone. Annoy me and don’t bother re-applying. I will have you banned for life. Raise your hand if you are at all confused about what I’ve just said.” Grimsley put one hand in the air, but no one else moved.

      “Splendid,” he said, and Eden could all but hear this chapter in their orientation process closing. In the silence that followed, it was as loud as the slam of a metal gate. Strolling up the hallway, he opened the door Mrs. Hardwick had exited through some moments before. Though she had not yet returned, when Grimsley stepped aside, four men and two women filed in around him. “Show of hands, who are my Masters-in-training?”

      Four of the nine men raised their hands.

      Without being asked, one of the men who had just entered stepped forward and Grimsley introduced him. “This is Master Brody, he oversees the Stables here on the Castle grounds. This is where you will start your training. You will answer to him, he will answer to me, and whether you advance your training by proceeding to a different program later on will depend entirely upon how well you apply yourself to this one. I should think it goes without saying that mistreatment of any Pony in our Stable, or any submissive anywhere on the property, is grounds for immediate dismissal.”

      “Dismissal nothing,” Brody growled. “I’ll fucking skin you alive.”

      Brody beckoned, the Masters-in-training followed, and Grimsley summoned the next group. “Who are my Mistresses?”

      Several women raised their hands, coming forward when he beckoned and gestured to a very submissive looking woman in a drab grey, head-to-toe maid’s uniform. Her head was bowed, her hands clasped loosely before her.

      “Mrs. Hardwick will be responsible for your training, but as she is busy with another matter at the moment, Miss Evelyn will show you to your rooms and then to Wardrobe. Again, you will answer to Mrs. Hardwick, who will answer to me, and whether you continue to work here or not will depend on how studiously you apply yourself to learning how we operate and how well you treat those around you. We haven’t much patience for those with queenly attitudes.” Turning to the silently waiting submissive, he said, “Evelyn.”

      “Please follow me,” the maid said. She led them away, leaving twelve people including Eden behind with Grimsley, three other men and a woman.

      “Submissives?” Grimsley asked, raising his hand.

      Eden’s hand was in the air before the thought fully occurred to her that, being as the dominants were already out of the room, who but the submissives could be left? She startled when she looked left to find the two people standing there were the only new-hires who had not raised their hands.

      Eden was still trying to puzzle through what came after Dominant and submissive—switch, maybe; did that deserve its own course of training?—when she heard Grimsley clearing his throat. The harshness of the sound was heavy with disapproval. When exactly the Master Butler had come back down the hallway, she didn’t know, but once more he was planted directly in front of her, frowning that dark and dangerous scowl. The tip of his rattan switch could be seen, bobbing out a silent warning behind his back as he adjusted his grip on it.

      She swallowed hard. “Sorry.”

      He tipped his head, studying her with the kind of intensity no submissive wanted from any Dominant.

      “One more time,” he said slowly, “for the hearing impaired.” He pointed and, following the direction of his finger, she realized she was the only submissive still in the hallway. Everyone else was gathered just outside the now open door with the last newly-arrived woman assigned to be their escort.

      Dressed in an overtly sexy French maid outfit, the woman stared at Eden as if she’d lost her mind. Just inside the door were the three remaining men. The burliest stood with arms folded across his bulging chest and the black t-shirt that declared him to be ‘Chief of Security.’ His eyebrows arched as he waited for her to get her act together. The shortest of the men had his hand clapped over his eyes. He was laughing at her. And the third… oh, hell, the third was Master Marshall himself. She recognized him from the Castle’s online brochure.

      Oh crap, and she’d just missed her cue. Again.

      “I swear, girl…” Grimsley growled, snapping Eden’s attention back to him. She clung to her own fingers, her knees shaking, her stomach dropping all the way to her toes.

      The Master Butler directed her gaze to his, pointing at his own eyes and the growing impatience snapping in the dark brown depths. “Focus,” he warned, then pointed toward the other submissives. “Go.”

      Blushing furiously, positive the moment she turned her back he was going to swat her with that switch, Eden nevertheless reached the others unscathed.

      “This way,” the woman said, beckoning her to join them in the outer hallway.

      “She’s going to be fun,” the chuckling Master said.

      As the door was closing behind her, she heard Grimsley answer, “She’s not going to last the probationary period, I guarantee you that.”

      As the door bumped shut, Eden’s heart sank. She wanted to cover her burning face with both hands. What was wrong with her sometimes? Why did she let herself get distracted like that? Instead of impressing her new employers, she’d left them with the impression that she was a bubblehead, at best, and at worst, an idiot. Either way, the only impression she’d left on the Master Butler was to get rid of her!

      She had to make amends. She had to apologize and somehow make him believe she was serious about being here. Otherwise, all she could see was herself spending whatever time she had left here making mistakes under Grimsley’s microscope. The very next one could send her home, too. Oh, the pressure!

      “Miss?”

      Jumping, Eden found herself once more standing alone. The Little Maid who’d been charged with the submissive group had relocated everyone farther up the main hallway. The rest of the group was gone, presumably they’d filed through the door she was now holding open while she was waiting for Eden.

      “Are you coming?”

      “I have to use the bathroom,” Eden said quite truthfully. That always happened when she got into trouble. It was like her bladder lost all track of itself the second she got scolded.

      “Oh.” Half turning, the Little Maid pointed further up the hall. “Go all the way to the corner and take a right. The nearest guest bathrooms are across from the Medical Play offices. But then you have to come right back here, okay? Otherwise I’ll be in trouble, too, and you know how everyone says the bark is worse than the bite? Yeah, well, anyone who says that hasn’t felt Master Grimsley’s switch. I guarantee his ‘bite’ is ten times worse than his bark ever could be. Trust me.”

      Tucking a hand behind her, the woman indulged in a remembered rub before disappearing into the conference room along with the rest of the submissives. Eden was left alone in the hallway, caught between a reluctance to put herself in any position where she might have to find out exactly how that felt and the most perplexing submissive curiosity to do just that.

      No. She recoiled, actually shaking her head at herself. No, the last thing she wanted was to rouse that man’s ire any further than she already had. She wasn’t a bad girl. She wasn’t a brat, and she got no pleasure out of getting in trouble for real. Fake trouble, that was something else. Fun ‘punishments’ that mimicked the real thing but with erotic undertones, those were far more her speed, and that was not this.

      That was not anything associated with Master Grimsley.

      Following the other woman’s directions, Eden made her way to the bathroom. She found the medical rooms first. Soft whimpering sounds let her know at least one of those offices was in use, but she managed to sneak into the bathroom without encountering anyone. They hadn’t got as far through the orientation process as picking up their uniforms in Wardrobe. Although that was probably coming up next, considering how Mrs. Hardwick had made a point of saying it was against Castle rules to be caught anywhere on the grounds in civilian clothes, and also considering how she was already in trouble, the last thing Eden wanted was to break any more rules.

      Fortunately, she didn’t spot anyone hanging out in or around the bathroom. Most importantly, nobody spotted her either, and soon she was hurrying right back to her point of indecision, caught between two doors—one of which took her back to her group, and the other sealing her out of that dead-end area where Grimsley and the other Masters were still talking to the two people who didn’t qualify either as dominants or submissives. Although she couldn’t hear what was being said, the low exchange of masculine voices could easily be heard. Her hand on the door latch, Eden was about to rejoin the other submissives when the errant thought popped into her head: If Grimsley was still with them, maybe she ought to wait for him to come out so she could apologize. It couldn’t hurt to try, right? She really, really wanted this job. If she could make him understand that, then at the very least a promise to do better might help her wriggle back into his good graces.

      Which might not happen if he caught her away from the rest of her group, but which absolutely would not happen if he wasn’t even still a part of Master Marshall’s private meeting.

      Tiptoeing to the door, not wanting to disturb whatever the Masters were doing on the other side, Eden very quietly cracked open the door and stole a quick peek.

      “You’ll need a master keycard,” Marshall was saying as he handed one to each of the new-hires. “With this, you’ll have access to every part of the Castle, including the guest rooms. Although, frankly, while I understand the importance, I still have a problem with that. We’ve got you in the Little Maids program, which gives you the best chance of slipping in and out with the rest of the cleaning staff without attracting too much attention, but badges must be kept hidden. I cannot emphasize enough how disruptive it would be if anyone found out I have police snooping through the Castle in search of a killer.”

      Eden’s whole body sparked, icy shock zipping up her spine and down the backs of her tensing legs. Killer? What killer?

      “What about the dog?” the man asked.

      “I have made allowances for service animals in the past,” Marshall said slowly. “We occasionally get guests suffering from PTSD, seizures, or a few other impairments.”

      The man and woman—police officers both—looked at one another, then back at Marshall.

      “Well,” the woman said wryly. “I can’t be blind, but I am wearing a hearing aid.”

      “For security and insurance purposes, I’ll need to provide you with an escort.”

      “Uh,” the male officer spoke up. “No offense to your Master Jackson—”

      “None taken,” the burly chief of security said from mere feet in front of Eden’s door. The fine hairs up her arms and across the back of her neck rose all over again.

      “—but we’re not going to be undercover for very long if we’re seen going in and out of rooms with someone with ‘security’ emblazoned across their chest.”

      “No, I realize that,” Master Marshall said. “It’ll have to be someone who won’t readily be identified by our regulars. And then, of course, there’s the problem of my being seen with you. Everyone who comes here, first time or not, knows my face. Plus, no offense, but I have a business to run. I have appointed Master Eric as the liaison between you and myself, not to mention the other officers who have been arriving all morning long.”

      “Other officers?” The woman snapped a look to her partner.

      “Yes,” Marshall drawled, his tone clearly stating he wasn’t happy about it, either. “Master Grimsley heads the Little Maids program, so he will be your direct connection to the Castle. If there is anything you need, please do not hesitate to ask either him or Eric. If it is within our power to do so, I have made it clear they are to accommodate all requests.”

      Struggling to digest the shocking information she’d just overheard, Eden cracked the door a little further, but accidentally bumped into something solid. Shit. Jackson. But no, a Master she assumed to be Eric popped his head out from behind the door and looked at her through the crack. It was a toss-up which of them was more startled, but then the latch ripped out of her hand and regardless of what her intentions had been at the start of this, all hell broke loose.

      “Well, look what I just caught,” Master Eric announced.

      Eden tried to run but his heavy hand clamped onto the back of her neck, yanking her into the room and the uncomfortable spotlight of everyone now frowning at her—the police, Marshall, and of course, the Master Butler, who looked furious.

      She was done. There was no apologizing for this, especially after Grimsley caught her by the ear, hauling her onto her tiptoes as he took her away from Eric.

      “I’ll take care of this,” he said. Eden believed him now too; his expression thunderous, he looked even scarier than before.

      “Wait,” Marshall said, before even she could.

      Grimsley stopped, one hand on the door and the other tightening its grip on her ear. She could feel the tension in him. It was almost as sharp and painful as his twisting hold.

      “Ow, ow, ow,” she whispered, coming up as high as her tiptoes would allow. She caught his wrist, but his grip did not relax. Neither the one on her ear, nor the one holding fast to both the door latch and his lethal-looking switch. She saw it from the corner of her eye when his thumb stroked about an inch above the rim of the leather-wrapped handle, a caress of anticipation, but she wasn’t anywhere near as afraid of that as she was of being fired. Especially since she wasn’t a snoop. She hadn’t meant to eavesdrop; she’d meant to apologize!

      Fat chance anyone would believe her now, though. She wanted to cry.

      “We can’t fire her.” Marshall rubbed his eyes and sighed.

      “Watch me,” Grimsley returned, but the burly chief of security stopped him.

      “No, he’s right,” Jackson said.

      “The minute she steps foot off Castle grounds, we’ll have no way of keeping this quiet. Word of this will spread through Granger like a drought fire. Then the first incoming tour bus will bring it right back here. If Carmen is here, not only will he know we’ve got undercover cops in the Castle, but all our guests and future guests would too.”

      “There goes our billing as a safe place to explore BDSM,” Jackson agreed.

      “There goes our billing as a safe anything,” Marshall replied. “What do you want to bet the first review that gets posted will be a demand to know why we were open and operating with a potential assassin in our midst?”

      “We only just got here and already our investigation is shot to shit,” the frowning male officer muttered, folding his arms across his chest and glaring at her.

      “We could arrest her,” the female suggested. “We can’t hold her indefinitely, but it could give us a few days. Unless you want to press charges, but I don’t think there’s anything you can get her for that she won’t immediately bond out of. So, then you’re back to not keeping this quiet.”

      Eden was hurt. “I won’t say anything. I-I didn’t mean to—”

      Grimsley twisted her ear, bringing her dancing that much higher onto her toes. “I,” he growled, “have had enough of you.”

      “Wait,” Marshall said again. Frowning at her, he shot the two officers the same dark, considering glare, then looked at the floor, and finally, he looked back at her. “She’s been through Orientation.”

      With slow reluctance, Grimsley answered, “Yes.” His hold on her did not gentle.

      “So she’s signed the confidentiality clause. She can’t legally talk about anything she’s seen or heard anywhere on Castle grounds.” Marshall glanced at Eric.

      “That’s no guarantee,” Jackson scoffed.

      “No kidding,” Eric agreed. “She’s listening at keyholes. Her morals are already questionable. You really think the threat of legal action will be enough to hold her to what she signed?”

      “But I won’t—” she protested.

      “Silence,” Grimsley hushed, glaring at her.

      “But—”

      He turned on her with such warning in his dark stare that Eden promptly shut her mouth. “I am not going to tell you again,” he said, dangerously soft.

      As if she wasn’t there at all, Marshall turned to Eric. “Did you or did you not just get done telling me you wanted no part of babysitting the bomb-sniffers?”

      Eden startled all over again. “Bomb?” It had to be the only word in the whole of the English language capable of making her forget Grimsley’s warning. At least until he shifted his grip from her ear to the back of her neck. Spinning her bodily around, he put her nose to the wall.

      The back of her neck crawled when he stepped right up into her bubble of personal space. Her back, shoulders, hips… bottom, all the pertinent parts of her were suddenly bumped right up against him as he growled, “Did I tell you to hush?”

      Eden swallowed hard. She’d been caught doing something she hadn’t really meant to do. It wasn’t fun or funny, and yet from the moment he stepped right up to her body and the hard press of him bumped into her back, a hum of awareness began to tickle through her insides. Her nipples tightened. A single, languid thump pulsed all the way down through her womb and into the crease between her thighs. The heat of his exhaling breath steamed the side of her neck and Eden shivered all over.

      “The Daddies are talking, pumpkin,” Master Eric added, and then to Marshall, said, “Yes, I definitely told you that.”

      “We don’t need babysitters,” the female officer snapped. “It’s not the first time we’ve been undercover, either.”

      “It’s your first time here,” Marshall dryly replied, before turning his attention back to Eric. “Rather than recruit yet another person we’ll have to tell, why not take advantage of the volunteer who already knows? If she violates the confidentiality clause—”

      “I won’t viol—” Eden jolted back onto her toes when Grimsley swatted her. Her face burned, her bottom stung in a perfect duplication everywhere his open hand had touched her, and Marshall continued as if he’d never been interrupted.

      “If she violates the clause while she’s working here, we’ll have a far easier chance of tracing it back to her. Whereas, we haven’t a prayer if she’s out wandering around Granger. A guest is far more likely to help us prosecute her than anyone in that town.”

      It was painful how little they thought of her. Even knowing she’d given them no reason to think any better, it still stung. She couldn’t even contradict them because the second her mouth opened, Grimsley pushed her so close to the wall that the tip of her nose touched the stone. How mortifying. How humbling. How weirdly arousing, too, especially where her bottom still stung. He didn’t let go once she was in place, either. Instead, Grimsley held her like a recalcitrant, unrepentant toddler, who had to be forced to accept the consequences of her misbehavior.

      And that was after he’d swatted her, which instantly threw this whole situation into the realm of the surreal. Not only was this the worst first day of any job she’d ever had, but she could also now check getting spanked by the boss off her fantasy bucket list.

      “All right, then,” Marshall decided. “You’ll need to get to Wardrobe and pick up a few extra uniforms. That should make this easier for you. You’ve got your room assignments, yes?”

      “Yes,” the male officer said.

      “Splendid. Then from now on, consider Eden your own personal escort. Do what you feel you need to, search anywhere and everywhere, but I ask that she be with you if you enter any employee’s or guest’s private rooms. If you fail to honor my request, then I will have you both removed from the premises.”

      The female officer opened her mouth, but the male silenced her with a motion of his hand. “You’re the boss,” he acknowledged. Taking his partner’s arm, he escorted her from the room, with Eric following not far behind.

      Grimsley kept his hand on the back of Eden’s neck until she heard the door bump softly closed again. She was now alone in a room with three Masters and no other witnesses. Eventually, the Master Butler released her and stepped back. The fine hairs prickling across the nape of her neck, she made herself turn and face them.

      “I don’t like not being able to trust the people around me,” Marshall told her.

      Frustration exploding, Eden almost threw her hands up. “But I wasn’t trying to spy,” leapt right to the tip of her tongue, only to die there without being spoken. Because it didn’t matter what she’d meant to do; meant or not, spying was what had happened, and now they all thought she was horrible. In their place, she’d have thought so too. Her shoulders slumped.

      “I’m giving you a second chance.” Marshall caught her shoulder, giving it a squeeze that was at once both reassuring and re-enforcing for the warning he added when he said, “Don’t make me regret this decision.” He looked to Grimsley. “She’s all yours.”

      Security Chief Jackson followed Marshall as far as the door. Pausing at the threshold, he glanced back long enough to ask, “I suppose I could take care of this if you’d really rather not. I know you’re busy.”

      “Yes, I am.”

      Fizzling cold sank through Eden’s chest, squeezing in around her lungs and making it very hard to breathe as she looked up into the Master Butler’s face. His dark eyes were unforgiving; his expression closed.

      “I’m very busy,” he said, the edges tight with anger. And yet, very little of that anger made it into his voice when he said, “Thank you for the offer, but I have every intention of handling this matter myself. And trust me when I say, little Eden and I are about to have a thorough conversation.”

      Oh—her fluttering heart actually skipped a beat—crap.
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      Wade “Grimsley” Anderson was furious. Hands behind his back, he clasped the switch that had over the years become damn near as iconic with his station as a scepter was to a king. Deal with it, Jackson had said, and oh, did he intend to. He had a problem though. Were Eden a guest, he knew exactly what he would have done. Six of the best, an hour spent wearing herself out among the other Masters and guests in the Rainbow Room, and perhaps an added penalty in his office later that night. Guests were expected to misbehave. It was part of the fantasy, and one they had paid a lot of money to experience. Eden, however, was not a guest. She was a fellow employee and that single swat he’d given her was already one swat more than he preferred to give any of the submissives who worked under him.

      Deal with it, Jackson had said. All Grimsley needed to do now was figure out how.

      In long steps, he stormed the length of several grey-stone Castle corridors, taking a maze of twists and turns with Eden following at his heels, half-jogging just to keep up. He hated dealing with new-hires. Every single time his turn came around to supervise the recruits through their three-month probationary period, his dislike of it grew that much more. There were enough Masters and Mistresses on the payroll that the chore only rolled around once every two years, but this was his third time suffering through it and thus far, the only benefit he’d gained from the exhausting ordeal was the deeply ingrained personal belief that the younger generation of BDSM enthusiasts all—without exception—were selfish pricks.

      To a man, every Dom came into this place thinking he knew everything and that his cock was the end-all, be-all of every submissive’s dreams. Likewise, every mistress thought the Castle submissives existed only to do their bidding, rub their feet, give them orgasms and bring them drinks. The submissives were the worst. The males and females both, all they wanted was to see who could brat the hardest and so earn the most spankings.

      Some Dominants here actually indulged that behavior, but Grimsley never did. This was a job. If they couldn’t bother to treat it as such, frankly, he didn’t see why they should have remained employed. The last time he’d been tasked as the Probationary Master, he’d fired everybody before the end of the third day and cheerfully retired himself once more to being the Master Butler, tasked only with keeping a firm rein on the Little Maid program.

      He liked his Maids. From the ‘dours,’ dressed head to toe in drab grey and who ached only to serve without the complication of either sex or (for the most part) discipline, to the Little Maids in their scanty French costumes, he liked them. And yes, he still got brats upon occasion, but he dealt with it. And yes, he often got troublemakers. It was a rare day when he and his switch were not called upon to administer at least one sound thrashing. But those were guests, and guests on their worst behavior were nothing compared to Millennial new-hires.

      God help him, and here he was again: the Probationary Master. Placed in charge of twenty new recruits, and yes, he had managed to get rid of one of them, but this time Marshall had restricted his ability to terminate anyone without Miranda Hardwick’s presence and approval. Once a no-nonsense woman in her own right, Mrs. Hardwick had become damned near motherly since her marriage to Ana. She would never agree to let him fire everybody in three months, much less three days. He was pretty much stuck with the job this time, and he knew it.

      Which was a pity, because if anyone deserved firing it absolutely was the tiny slip of a blonde scurrying along at his heels. What was she, all of twelve years old? Grimsley scowled. She had to be at least eighteen, otherwise Marshall would never have employed her. But she couldn’t possibly have hit her final growth spurt yet—she was barely five feet tall and that included the mini mountain of blonde curls pinned in a haphazard bun on top of her head. Sloppy wisps and cowlicks were sticking out all over the place. It hardly looked tamed, much less brushed—just looking at it drove Grimsley crazy and that was just her hair! He had enough to worry about with bombs and bomb squads, police and K-9 units, and mafia assassins running amok in his tidy little corner of Ohio, the last thing he wanted to deal with was a woman overburdened with questionable morals and a chaotic coiffeur.

      He’d just got done telling everyone that he wasn’t going to spend his time blistering bottoms, too. And yet, heaven help him, that’s where his instinct was telling him this ought to go. If ever one of his guest Maids had been caught spying through cracked doors—and on the Master of the Masters, no less—a spanking was the least she’d have to fear. But again, that was a guest. An employee would have been fired, but he couldn’t do that, and back around he went in that endless circle of could-have, would-haves until he landed unerringly on annoyed.

      And not just minorly annoyed, Grimsley was fucking annoyed. As far as he was concerned, this girl hadn’t earned either his time or his attention, much less his discipline. And yet, into his lap was exactly where Marshall had seen fit to dump her. Like it or not, she was his responsibility, at least until the police went home.

      As much as he hated the situation now, at least he could see light at the end of this cluster-fuck of a tunnel.

      He reached his office and stopped, fishing his master keycard from his inner vest pocket. Which was as close as he got to opening the door before Eden plowed straight into him. What she’d been looking at, he didn’t know, but it wasn’t him or where she was going. At full-steam ahead, she crashed into his back, knocking him face-first into his own door.

      Grimsley wasn’t annoyed anymore. He snapped around on his heel, frown deepening and resenting like hell being made the unwilling party in her impromptu Three Stooges routine.

      Her eyes grew huge. They were also the bluest he’d ever seen. “I’m so terribly sorry!” she squeaked. “I-I-I didn’t mean…”

      He didn’t care. He was done.

      Unlocking his office door, Grimsley caught the scruff of her shirt and hauled her inside. He marched her to stand in the nearest corner, something that he had never done once in the whole of his career with a fellow employee.

      “Nose to the wall,” he ordered. “Don’t you dare move from that spot.”

      Without waiting to see if she would obey, he left her there. The only place he had to go for privacy was the adjacent bathroom. It took all his will to shut the door softly. Hands braced on either side of the sink, he took a deep breath, then let it out again. In, then out. Opening his eyes, he looked at his reflection in the mirror. He didn’t have the patience for this. He didn’t like submissives who did nothing but chase the high of that next hot bottom. But he was stuck.

      He was also a professional.

      Digging deep for patience, he adjusted his uniform, straightened his collar and tugged at the black of his coat sleeves, then bent to wash his hands. When at last he left the bathroom, he did so calm, cool and collected, the way a proper Victorian butler should be.

      Eden was still in the corner where he’d put her. That actually surprised him a little, since in his experience, submissives who cared for nothing but chasing that next spanking rarely overlooked an opportunity to disobey. But all right. Good. It showed she had a little common sense and perhaps even an innate desire to please. Time would have to tell.

      Crossing the room to his desk, he adjusted the long tails of his uniform and sat down on the front edge. Laying his switch across his thighs, he clasped it in both hands. “Come, Eden. Stand before me.”

      Her head was bowed. She touched her hands to her face, but it wasn’t until she turned to obey him that he saw the watery glint in her eyes and realized she’d been crying.

      Those were genuine tears.

      Like the internal snap and twang of some great rubber band, Grimsley felt the reverberating hum of something—some dark and massive thing that had lain dormant within him for so long now that he could not readily identify it—awaken. A wave of prickling nerves rolled up his back, through his chest and down his arms into his fingers, abruptly stilling the restless way he kept gripping at the switch he held. He almost shivered. A lesser man might have, but all Grimsley did was watch as she crept in tiny steps to stand before him.

      She kept her head bowed, as if she couldn’t bear the shame even to look at him. Sniffling, picking at the cuticle of one finger until it reddened, she was every inch of her the picture of remorse. Startled as he was by this, he was still wondering how much of this was genuine when she at last raised her head and asked, “Before you start yelling at me, can I say just one small thing first?”

      Frowning, Grimsley tapped his thumb against his switch. Any Dominant who could not get his point across any way other than by raising his voice was, in his opinion, a poor excuse for a Dominant. “I don’t yell at anyone.”

      “Before you get mad at me, then.”

      He was already that, but he gestured for her to proceed.

      She looked at him with those wide, blue eyes of hers, her face an open mask of such sadness and regret, and yet to have her suddenly clasp her hands and drop to her knees right there at his feet was the last thing he expected. Shocked as he was, he almost stood up, but that long-dormant thing inside of him reacted first. It seized him, locking into every tense and startled inch of him, holding him captive while she damn near burst into tears.

      “I am so, so sorry!” Eden cried. “I know you won’t believe me, but I didn’t mean for any of this to happen! I’m not a nosy person; really, I’m not. I just wanted to apologize and see if we could start over. Because, you see, I want this job so badly. I’ve never wanted any job like I’ve wanted this one. If you could just please—”

      “Hush,” he said, the softest command. It shook him like thunder.

      Eden not only snapped her mouth shut, she covered it with both hands and dropped all the way to the floor to sit on her heels. She gazed up at him with great, tear-filled eyes. Grimsley stared back, every inch of him humming, damn near shaking.

      He dared not trust himself to react. He could not remember when any woman had, of her own volition, prostrated herself before him. He couldn’t remember when anyone had clasped their hands to him and pleaded. His Maids usually ran one of two gambits—either they were service driven and never deliberately misbehaved, or they were mischief driven. A frown of displeasure was discipline enough for the former; demerits and the threat of having to service any Dom who asked in the Rainbow Room kept the latter in line. And although it wasn’t uncommon to hear pleading while he rolled up his sleeve and readied his switch, no one got down on their knees.

      Not like this girl did, with her hands clasped and her blue eyes pleading and her bottom lip trembling in a way that sent zinging shocks straight through the core of him and down into his cock.

      “Stand,” he ordered, rising now himself. He should put distance between them, but his feet rooted him where he was.

      Unclasping her hands, she balanced herself before rising, and God help him if she didn’t look right at home with her face mere inches from his pelvis. She licked her lips—God. Help. Him—and stood.

      “Look at me,” he said, when she didn’t right away.

      There was no guile in her eyes. She was sad, worried, and genuinely seemed sorry. Studying her carefully, Grimsley slipped closer. He searched her face for the slightest tell-tale glimmer of excitement, eagerness, or lust, the slightest hint that she might be getting off on the idea of being in trouble.

      There was none.

      His cock tightened. He wanted to recoil, but his body wouldn’t let him, and when he at last managed to speak, he hardly recognized the hoarseness of his voice. “If you ever violate the rules of this household or embarrass me like that again, when next you enter my office you will do so with your panties in your hand. I promise, you won’t leave again without receiving one hell of a reason to cry. Do you understand me?”

      She nodded gratefully. “You won’t ever have to see me in here again, I swear.”

      “See that I don’t.” He snapped his switch out, pointing to the door in dismissal. “Pick up a pager in Wardrobe when you get your uniforms and return to the conference room. If you’re not there in twenty minutes, I will have your hide.”

      She fled from him, running all the way out into the hall.

      “Close the door!” he barked after her.

      She dashed back, grabbed the door, closed it, opened it again long enough to stammer a shaky, “Thank you so much. You won’t be sorry. I’m so very sorry.”

      “Keep your mouth shut about things that don’t concern you!” he commanded.

      “Yes, Sir!” She shut the door again, and this time it did not re-open.

      Sir. She’d called him Sir, without any prompting or provocation. His skin tingled. His pulse pounded. The switch in his hand felt electrified for use and all Grimsley could do was stand there, every inch of him singing with an awareness he had not felt for any submissive, not in a very long time. He looked down at the unmistakable jut of the erection now tenting the front of his trousers. For the life of him, he didn’t know whether to be grateful now that Eden had been given to him…

      Or terrified.
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        * * *

      

      “All right, so that section is complete,” Mrs. Hardwick announced from the front of the conference room. When she turned the page in the book from which she was reading, seated among all the other newly hired and now fully-costumed submissives, Eden turned her page too. Resting one hand on the table, the other she returned to clutch the pager she held secreted in her lap. Terrified she might not notice if it went off, she couldn’t stop checking the display, but it remained black and she remained unsummoned.

      “So,” Mrs. Hardwick continued. “We’ve covered the rules regarding anonymity, gags, how to identify and gain consent in all its various forms, including dubious and non-consent. Let’s go on to how we might identify unsafe play and what sorts of activities you can expect to see take place here at the Castle.”

      “God,” muttered the woman with honey-streaked hair sitting beside her. “Somebody shoot me now. Can this get any more boring?”

      Flashing a shy smile, Eden pulled her book a little closer to her and tried to concentrate. Not that there was likely to be a pop-quiz or anything. Most of what they had covered this morning was self-explanatory, common-sense type stuff, and the only test she was aware of was the one scheduled to follow that afternoon’s first-aid and CPR certification. All of which they needed to have before they could be turned loose to wander among the Castle guests.

      “My first week here, before I discovered I was more dominant than submissive, I was stationed in the Medical wing where I got to play patient to any guest who wanted to be a Doctor. Over the course of that week, I had my temperature taken rectally twenty-seven times, my boobs checked for lumps, my ass spanked forty times, my lady bits examined, my hoo-haw stretched open with a speculum, and that didn’t include the three times my ‘doctors’ determined I required something a little more… in-depth and hands-on. No exaggeration,” she said, holding up one fist and measuring her hand halfway between the widest part of her thumb and wrist. “One guy got his hand all the way in me up to—”

      “Um,” said a submissive man, hesitantly raising his hand. “We don’t have to do that, though… right?”

      It was hard to tell if Mrs. Hardwick’s answering smile was more gentle or predatory. “Don’t worry. The Castle does not charge for either icepacks or excessive use of anal lubrication. You’re welcome.”

      Someone laughed, although that cut off abruptly when the door opened and an unsmiling Master Butler strode in. Eden felt it in the pit of her stomach when his stony gaze lit on her. Jaw clenching once, he beckoned her to him.

      Eden got up. Wobbling a little on the high heels of her Little Maid shoes, she gathered her rule book and employee manual, the map she had been given, plus her short stack of extra uniforms, and the folder with her keycard and room assignment. Fumbling not to drop anything, she hurried around the table to where he stood impatiently waiting.

      “Should I adjourn for lunch?” Mrs. Hardwick asked. “Or wait for Miss Eden to return?”

      “She will not be back today,” Master Grimsley said curtly. “Marshall has placed her upon assignment.”

      “On assign—” The headmistress caught herself. Her brows beetled, but after a quick glanced around the table at the other listening new-hires, she said, “We haven’t done the CPR certification yet.”

      “I will catch her up on anything she misses in my office later tonight. I have a copy of the curriculum. I’ll see that she does not fall behind.”

      “Yes, Sir,” Mrs. Hardwick said. It was probably a trick of Eden’s imagination that made her want to read the look the head housekeeper shot her as a pitying one.

      She followed the Master Butler out into the hallway, every step of the way telling her bottom to stop that dreadful crawling because she hadn’t done a single thing wrong. And yet, the minute the door shut behind them, Grimsley rounded on her. “I have been summoning you steadily for the last twenty-two minutes. Why have you not answered your pager?”

      Startled, Eden thrust her silent pager at him. “I-I-I…”

      He took one look at it, then his jaw clenched once and, turning the device over in his hand, he showed her where the power button was and pressed it. The tiny window display lit up, and then the whole thing began to buzz.

      “Oh,” Eden said when he handed it back to her. She’d never felt more stupid. “I’m sorry.”

      He wasn’t just irritated with her, now he was exasperated too. The harder she tried not to make mistakes, the worse she was screwing up. How could he not help but think her an idiot with everything that had happened together. It was right there, as plain as the frown he leveled on her when he said, “Follow me, girl. We’re late.” His dark gaze flicked up and down her. “At least you’re properly dressed.”

      That was a matter of perspective. The Little Maid uniform they’d given her barely covered anything. The skimpy black skirt was barely more than a bib over lacy white ruffles, neither of which were quite long enough to cover her black lace panties. Her garters were showing, so was the lowest-most curve of her bottom, and her heels were an inch too high. She more wobbled than walked, and all she could feel with each step was how bouncy her breasts were and how perilously close they were to falling right out over the top of her corset.

      Her breasts barely qualified as a C-cup, but she had never jiggled so impressively with every step she took in her li—

      Staring down at her own chest, Eden didn’t notice Grimsley had stopped walking until she collided into him. Again. “Oh, my God!” She almost fell off her heels but for his lightning reflexes. He caught her arm, steadying her. “I’m sorry!”

      Tipping his head back, Grimsley breathed in, cutting her protests in half as he visibly struggled for patience.

      “I’m sorry!” Eden wailed, appalled with herself.

      With a slow blink, the Master Butler turned to fix her with the darkest glare. Crooking his finger, he beckoned and, wilting, Eden crept a step closer. “Pay attention,” he growled.

      “Okay,” she whispered.

      He arched both eyebrows as he repeated the command, only in a slightly different way, “Focus.”

      She did. Which was when she noticed he had a raw cut on the side of his neck, just above his collar line and held together with butterfly closures. Eden hesitantly pointed. “What happened to your neck?”

      His frown deepened. “Is my neck the current topic of conversation?”

      “No.” Eden forced her eyes back to his. She fidgeted with her fingers. “Are… are you all right?”

      His chest and shoulders swelled as he took a deep, presumably calming breath. “I got clawed when a submissive had a panic attack. Are you done asking questions that have nothing to do with you?”

      “Yes.” Eden bit her bottom lip. “I’m sorry.”

      “Stop saying that.”

      She rolled her lips and didn’t say anything at all. Tucking her head, she gazed up at him through her lashes, wishing more than anything that she could just start this day over. What was wrong with her? If she had to screw up, why did it always have to be in front of this man, the one person she ought to be trying the hardest not to make mistakes around?

      Pulling open the door, Grimsley held it for her as Eden crossed the threshold into the middle of a silent meeting. The big boss was there, Master Marshall, seated at a huge desk that was more than twice the size of Grimsley’s. On the visiting side with her back to the door, sat a woman on a red-cushioned chair. Although she cocked an ear when the door bumped closed behind Grimsley, she did not turn around. Jackson, the Castle’s chief of security was standing beside her. Although he’d been smiling when she first came in, that smile dimmed when he saw Eden.

      She couldn’t blame him. He thought she was an eavesdropping busybody.

      Standing to the side and a little behind Jackson, his assessing gaze even harder than the chief of security’s, was a dark and brooding man Eden didn’t yet know.

      “Now that everyone’s here,” Marshall announced, standing up, “Eden, you’ve already met Master Jackson. This is Master Nelson and my cousin, Grace. Grace, this is Eden.”

      When the woman did not stand up, Eden hesitated but Grimsley’s hand at the small of her back nudged her forward. She crossed the room, acutely aware of every stare that followed her until she rounded the side of the woman’s chair.

      “Hello,” she offered.

      “Hello,” Grace returned, but although she smiled, she didn’t look at Eden. She didn’t not look at her, either. Rather, she stared aimlessly off into space somewhere in the vicinity of Jackson’s left shoulder. She was, Eden realized with a start, blind. “I’m so sorry you got dragged into this too.” Allowing her tone to drop teasingly, she leaned somewhat in Eden’s direction before mock whispering, “I’m the reason my cousin’s resort is positively crawling with policemen.”

      “It wasn’t your fault,” Marshall said, in a way that suggested it wasn’t the first time he’d had to tell her that.

      “So you keep saying,” Grace acknowledged. She tsked. “Wrong time. Wrong place.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Doesn’t change the fact that I’m being held practically against my will—”

      The brooding man breathed in, briefly pinching the bridge of his nose before fixing Grace with a warning look she couldn’t possibly see.

      Marshall frowned. “That is not what’s happening here and you know it.”

      “Uh-oh.” Tipping her sightless eyes toward Eden, Grace offered another mock whisper that seemed less teasing now and just a little bit bitter. “That’s the tone he uses when he’s trying to talk himself out of spanking me. I’m a nuisance.”

      “You are not a nuisance,” Marshall growled, frown deepened.

      The brooding man rolled his shoulders. His jaw clenched again, as if he were fighting himself not to jump into the discussion with a few censuring words himself.

      “Oh, but I am.” Although her tone said it didn’t bother her, a faint hardening around Grace’s eyes and mouth suggested otherwise. “I am a useless, pointless nuisance and I am doing nobody any good at all just lingering here. I want to go home.”

      “As soon as this investigation is over—”

      “Investigation,” Grace scoffed, cutting her cousin off. “That’s even more useless than I am. We don’t even know who we’re looking for!”

      “We know—”

      “His name!” she snapped. “But not what he looks like! What use is a name if we don’t know who he is! We don’t even know for sure if he’s here. I could be stuck here for years waiting for the son of a—”

      “Grace,” the brooding man warned.

      “—to show up,” the blind woman stubbornly finished. “Then again, maybe you could just give him a stern caning, six of the best to induce him to be a good little mafia assassin, and send him on his way.”

      Not at all sure what she was supposed to be doing, Eden looked from Master Marshall to Jackson, and finally back to Grimsley. What had she just got herself into?

      Giving Grimsley a nod, Marshall lowered himself onto his haunches beside his cousin, who had covered her face with her hands while she growled her frustration into them. Eden stumbled back a step, blindly led by the hand that gripped her arm. She only knew it was Master Grimsley guiding her after she’d stumbled out with him into the hallway.

      “Bomb squad? Assassin?” she breathed, turning to him in shock. “What the hell is going on here?”

      “Congratulations,” he said wryly. “You now know as much as any of us regarding the situation. Not to put too light a point on it, but this is what comes of listening at keyholes. Perhaps you’ll have learned your lesson?”

      She almost threw her hands up, but managed to squelch the dramatics at the last frustrated second. It would do no good to protest, he wasn’t going to believe her and it would only make her look that much guiltier, anyway.

      “Right, sure,” she muttered, as angry now with herself as she was at him. See if she ever apologized to anyone ever again.

      The problem with getting angry when one was submissive, however, was that it tended to set off Doms disinclined to accept it.

      His voice was calm, but his expression was granite hard when Grimsley closed the distance between them with a single long step. He kept his switch behind his back but she felt a tingling awareness of it, especially when he leaned over her, bringing his face right down to her level.

      “Good,” he said silkily. “Then we will close the matter with the stern application of two demerits, which you may absolve yourself of at eight o’clock sharp tonight in my office.”

      Demerits? What did that even mean?

      She frowned, resisting the urge to back away. “May I go back to class now?”

      “And run the risk you might say something you shouldn’t?” Cocking an eyebrow at her, Master Grimsley shook his head. “I think not. No, from now on, you’ll take your lessons straight from me. And you’d better believe, until this ‘mafia’ nonsense blows over, young lady, I’ll be keeping a very close eye on you.”
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      He needed Eden in his sights twenty-four-seven like he needed a cock up his ass, and yet, from the moment he announced his intention to keep her at his side—much like an executioner pronouncing sentence on the condemned—the growing annoyance that had been itching up the back of his formal collar melted into instant calm. He was back in his element. The Master of the Little Maids, and she was just another submissive in his care.

      Just another submissive who was all dressed up in the same scanty French maid uniform that didn’t cover her bottom or her breasts any better than it did anyone else’s and yet, it wasn’t very often that Grimsley found himself looking at his other Maids the way he kept stealing peeks at her. Her bottom was a proper handful. So were her breasts. And that chaos of curls atop her head—her hair was every bit as distracting as the rest of her. Earlier, he’d found it slovenly and irritating to look on. Now, however, it tickled at his Dominant’s bone. The one buried so deeply under all the constraints of his uniform that he could practically feel the inappropriateness of his temptation slithering up through the core of him. The things it whispered in his ear so seductively were all the things sexual harassment lawsuits were made of. Little things, like: he could teach her a thing or two about the consequences of peeping at keyholes; or, she’d come to entirely the wrong program if she wanted to slouch about with untidy hair; or even, as good as she looked in that skimpy outfit, she’d look even better on her knees, with her breasts hanging out, clamps biting onto each nipple and the tip of her lying tongue, her naked ass striped with lines from his switch, and her pleading blue eyes locked hungrily on his hands as he opened the fastenings of his pants.

      Delicious as all that furtively felt, he refused to give in to that kind of temptation. It wasn’t like him. Grimsley was the Master Butler. Before that, he’d been a psychiatrist, having built his practice around helping victims of violence and abuse overcome their trauma. In the years he’d worked here, he’d discovered many of the Little Maids in his care came with their own deeply buried traumas. Cook Connie got the worst cases, many of them funneled through the Castle system and into her care by him. He had become an expert at recognizing the subtle (and in some cases, not so subtle) behaviors of those submissives who liked to be hurt, not for a love of the lifestyle or because they were true practitioners of the masochistic craft, but because someone in their past had taught them that to hurt was to be loved. Grimsley would not… could not be a party to furthering that kind of abuse.

      He was a true practitioner. This wasn’t just a job, it was a Lifestyle and an art. Service had always been an integral part of the human social structure practically from the dawn of time, and from the dawn of time discipline had been the wheel upon which service turned. Unless they themselves were service-minded, even the newly hired submissives considered their probation in the Little Maids’ program nothing more than an ordeal to be suffered through before branching out into more interesting areas of the Castle. Eden didn’t strike him as being any different, frankly. But she had got down on her knees to him. She’d clasped her hands, weeping as she begged him to give her another chance.

      That didn’t make her service-oriented. Although he would concede that she might have a willingness to please that he, in turn, found… faintly pleasing. His cock twitched. All right, he found it exceedingly pleasing. Already his pulse had grown heady and he had to swallow back that growing sense of restlessness. Because it wasn’t walking down the hallway that the beast inside of Grimsley ached to do right now. Not without there being some point in which he turned, grabbed Eden and shoved her up against the nearest wall, at least long enough to check if her panties were anywhere near as wet as his cock wanted them to be.

      “We have a lot to do this afternoon,” Grimsley said, more to himself than to her. He really could not afford to be thinking like this or sounding this breathless with desire. “Try not to dawdle.”

      “Yes, Sir.” Eden quickened her step, hands up for balance as she did her best not to slow him down or turn her ankle in heels that seemed too high for her. He gave her credit for that; she was trying. He slowed his step to make it easier for her, but after only a few minutes, in the back of his meticulous mind he couldn’t help but notice that whenever he glanced back to check her progress, her eyes were never on him, her shoes, or the path ahead. Rather, her eyes were everywhere else.

      She stared at the submissive man, garbed only in a leather jockstrap and crawling on hands and knees as he was led by a leash through the grand foyer on his mistress’s way to the Media Room. She stared, wide-eyed and puzzled, at the two-person ‘unicorn’ as it came prancing down the hall past them in a white over-sized costume, complete with nipple clamps attached to the naked breasts that protruded from the two strategically cut holes in the front half of the suit, and the flowing white butt plug tail protruding from another hole cut in the back end.

      The third time he glanced back, she was staring at her feet. But by then, they were heading up the grand circular staircase. That was also the moment when his own gaze became distracted. By all her… bouncing.

      Cheeks flushed, biting her bottom lip in concentration, she jogged up the steps behind him in a costume designed to draw the eye. His were not immune. It was the jogging that undid him. Each step she took was an energetic hop that made the pillowy mounds of her pale breasts wobble in all the right ways. Not just her breasts, either. Her whole body was jiggling, every perfect inch of her—from the flounce of her skirt to the softness of her thighs, and the curve of her luscious backside, clad in black lace beneath a layer of white ruffles that had never been designed to cover anything.

      Grimsley missed a stair. He caught himself mid-stumble, nimbly managed not to fall all the way to his knee, and was right back into his regular step with (hopefully) no one being the wiser. He told himself it was his pride that was flushed and stinging, but try though he did to focus on the remaining steps leading upward, all he could see was… bouncing.

      Damn it.

      Don’t look back, he told himself, growing annoyed. Just don’t look back at her. But not far from the top of the stairs, as he turned out of the main hall into a narrower secondary corridor, where the main crush of Castle guests grew thinner, the siren’s call of temptation behind him grew too strong to resist. Which was personally appalling. Grimsley had built a reputation around his ability to resist anything he damn well pleased.

      Why was he having such difficulty with it now? What in God’s name was it about Eden that was driving him to such irritating distraction?

      He was still trying to puzzle through it when he crossed into the Little Maids program wing. Noting the two women waiting for him on the hard bench just outside his office, he drew his keycard out of his jacket pocket and, true to form, she ran into him the second he stopped walking. For the third time. In front of other people. Fortunately, only one was a guest; the other was an employee, but both now stood witness to his very nearly being knocked over the side of the bench into their laps.

      Feeling every bit as foolish as he expected he might look, and yet somehow managing to keep tight hold on his temper, Grimsley snapped around. He glared at Eden, who blushed in rosy mortification of her own. He couldn’t even chide her for it, because hadn’t he been guilty of this exact same thing not five minutes ago on the grand staircase?

      “I’m sorry,” she said, backing up a step.

      For reasons he dared not examine, the distance annoyed him. He immediately closed it again, stepping in so close to her that he could almost feel the heat of her radiating in the bare inches that separated them.

      “I-I,” she stammered, a flush of pink rising to stain her cheeks. The color closely matched the natural shade of her lips. Against his will, his gaze was drawn to her mouth. “Sorry.”

      Grimsley kept a tight rein on his instincts, but she needed to stop saying that. He could feel it, the waking interest of the darkness within unfurling as it became fixed on her. The heat of her; the pulse of her, the intensity of which he could feel growing right alongside his near overwhelming need to show her exactly what the apologies of a submissive were meant to do to her Dom.

      A Dom, he mentally corrected himself. Her boss. Supervisor, really, although he supposed it all amounted to the same thing.

      His hand shook to take her by the ear, leading her into his office as was his habit whenever he needed to get the immediate attention of one of his Maids. “What did I already tell you about apologizing to me?”

      “Oh.” Eden’s blue eyes got huge. “I-I didn’t m-mean to say that,” she stammered. “Sorry—I mean, focus.”

      “Sit down.”

      He was so tempted to give her a snap of his switch as she crept past him. The two women made room for her and she quietly took her seat on the farthest end of the already occupied bench. Head bowed, she fidgeted with her fingers.

      Rolling his shoulders, taking a moment to collect himself, Grimsley shut Eden from his mind long enough to focus on the job at hand. He greeted the guest first. “Bianca, what brings you to my office?”

      Bianca’s real name was Shirley Thomas and she was the only maid present who wasn’t in a French maid’s outfit. A more traditional service submissive, she had opted for a longer, less revealing outfit and in all the times that she had come to the Castle to indulge her submissive side, she’d never once deliberately misbehaved, so he was surprised when she offered him the demerit slip she’d been hiding in her hand.

      He read it silently. Direct insubordination. He read the slip multiple times—date, the time the infraction had occurred (almost an hour ago), the Master filing the complaint (another guest, one he didn’t know) and the signature of the security guard required to make it official.

      “I see,” he said, not quite believing what he was reading.

      Holding his council, he turned to the other employee. They didn’t look anything alike, but in misbehavior and in desperate need for constant supervision, Josie could have been Eden’s twin. Her evil twin, perhaps, Grimsley thought as he held his hand out for the demerit slip she was making no effort to hide. Disorderly conduct. He frowned, not at all surprised.

      “We’ll take this in order of the least grievous sin.” Unlocking his office, he held the door for Bianca, who entered with her head down, her hands clasped, and her tears barely held in check.

      Like most service submissives, she genuinely did not like being in trouble. She barely managed to hold herself together until he’d closed the door and then, clapping her hands to her face, she broke down wailing. “It all went so wrong so fast!”

      Bianca didn’t like to be touched. He knew because he’d read her file, just like he read the files of every submissive who passed through his program. Usually he got their folders in his inbox the night before they were scheduled to arrive. His habit was to spend an hour or so before bed reviewing the particulars. After six visits, however, he pretty much knew her file by memory and that included the bright-yellow highlighted, underlined and circled note that came at the top of every admission form: No Sexual Contact. He had no idea if she was modest, in a faithful relationship with a partner who never accompanied her to the Castle, or if she was a survivor of some past abuse; he simply honored her preference. Even when she stood emotionally breaking down in the middle of his office.

      The motion sensing lights came on, the electric torches on the wall flickering to life when he walked around her and went to his desk. The only thing on top of it was his lamp and ink blotter. He slipped behind long enough to take two tissues from the bottom right-side drawer, and then returned to hand them to her.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, daubing at her eyes and then her nose. A tiny gasp hitched at every indrawn breath as she struggled to calm herself. “I’m sorry.”

      Funny, how that apology didn’t have the same needling effect on him that Eden’s did.

      “Not at all,” he said smoothly. Retreating to sit on the edge of his desk, Grimsley folded his arms and waited. Only when her breathing was back to normal and she kept flashing him glances when she wasn’t alternately wadding and shredding her tissue between nervous fingers, did he finally say, “Would you like to tell me what happened?”

      Staring at her hands, shoulders slumped, Bianca shook her head.

      Drumming his fingers once upon his bicep, Grimsley corrected himself. “I apologize. That was my fault. I phrased it like a question. Let’s try this again: Tell me what happened.”

      When she huffed a frustrated sigh, her shoulders slumped even more. Her eyes teared up all over again too. “It was my fault.”

      He cut that off with a sharply interrupted, “The only person in this room allowed to castigate you is me. Try again.”

      She ducked her head, wringing her fingers so hard and so tightly that the ends were almost purple before Grimsley hit his limit with waiting. He shoved off the desk and came after her. Her eyes got huge, but she didn’t flee or retreat so much as a single step. Her natural submissiveness overwhelmed her. She sank to her knees instead.

      “I’m sorry!” she wailed, her tears flowing free once more.

      He’d heard enough of that phrase for one day. “Bow,” he snapped, and she did, dropping all the way down until her hands and her forehead were pressed flat upon the red and gold area rug beneath her. He wouldn’t have cared if she were on bare stone. He stepped on the back of her head, crushing the tidy brunette bun that tied up her hair and knocking her servant’s mobcap askew. Careful of his weight, he held her down. He didn’t much care for this. Such shows of dominance and subservience had never tickled the fancy of the beast within, but every instinct he had said she needed this and he gave it without hesitation.

      It worked. The force of her weeping lessened, turning to hiccups and then the ragged breathing. Finally, it eased into silence. The curve of her back relaxed, and so did her hands. Only when she was calm and quiet once more, did he lift his foot back off her.

      “Knees,” he commanded. She immediately obeyed, pushing up into a kneeling posture, her back straight, her head high, her hands upon her knees turned up with her palms open—ready to receive whatever he chose to give her. “Tell me what happened.”

      Her throat worked, swallowing hard once, but when she answered it was with the same soft measure of calm in which he had spoken to her. “I lost my collar today. I don’t know where or when.”

      His gaze dropped to her throat. He was slipping. He hadn’t even noticed. “Go on.”

      “He caught me in the Library. I had emptied the trash and was reorganizing the books, and I didn’t hear him come in until he was right behind me.”

      Grimsley had to think before he could recall the name on the demerit slip. “Master Declan?”

      “Yes,” Bianca whispered.

      “Did you use your safeword?” Grimsley asked, cutting to the end. He didn’t need the details. He’d worked in this business long enough to know how those particular blanks would fill in.

      Blinking back a fresh onslaught of tears, Bianca shook her head. “No, sir.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Giving a quick tug at the legs of his pants, Grimsley hunkered down to her eye level. His gaze was steady. More than one submissive in his past had referred to it as ‘hard’ and ‘difficult to hold.’ He’d always thought Master Marshall the king of such looks, but after only a second, Bianca tried to look away.

      “Look at me,” he commanded.

      She visibly struggled to obey, but he waited until she managed it.

      “Why not?” he asked again.

      Her brow pinched. Blinking hard, she swallowed again but the confusion and self-condemnation was thick in her voice when all she could give was the same useless answer as before. “I don’t know.”

      From any other submissive, that would have been a copout answer, and one he wouldn’t have tolerated. But one look at Bianca told him she really didn’t know and she was baffled by it.

      “So, it’s my fault,” she said again. “I didn’t give the safeword… I just ran away.”

      And so, pride stung, the visiting ‘Master’ had hunted down the first security guard he could find and filed a complaint against her behavior. Something usually done out of fun with Little Maids who loved getting into trouble.

      Rising, Grimsley returned to his desk. Gathering the demerit, he sat and from a lower desk drawer, pulled out a sheet of thick paper.

      Leaving Bianca trembling in silence, he wrote a note to an old friend. It only took a few lines. Once done, he folded the paper—first in half and then again, using his nail to sharpen the crease.

      Returning to the rug where Bianca knelt, he handed her the note. He didn’t need to seal the ends. He already knew she wouldn’t read it. Unlike the other two women on his outside bench, she wasn’t the prying kind.

      “I want you to take this to the main kitchen. Give it to Cook Connie,” he told her sternly, “and no other. You will wait while she reads it and then you will do what she tells you, is that clear?”

      Looking from the note in her hand to him, Bianca stammered, “Y-you’re not going to punish me?”

      “No, I’m not.” He motioned for her to rise. “Go on. I have a busy day ahead and so do you.”

      Hesitating, she gave him a last uncertain look, then turned to go.

      “Bianca,” he called after her. When she paused at the door, against his better judgement, he said, “A submissive is not a failure because she uses her safeword when she should. She’s a failure when she doesn’t—to herself and the Dom who puts his trust in her.”

      Her brow beetled again. Hurt flashed through her brown eyes, but he did not and would not apologize for the harshness of what he’d said. She needed to hear it, especially if she was going to play at the Castle.

      Only after Bianca was gone did Grimsley take out the office phone all Masters kept hidden somewhere in their offices and apartments. He sent Cook Connie a text, followed by a pager-buzz to alert her of who was coming and why, and ended the transmission with a request for hot tea. While he waited, he filled out a change of program request for Bianca, put it in an envelope and drew the bell pull by the door, summoning a runner to the room. The runner and tea arrived at the same time. Sending the program change request to Marshall’s office, he had the tea steeping in a cup on his desk before opening his door again, this time to summon Josie.

      True to rebellious form, she was scrambling to justify the unjustifiable before he had fully closed the door for privacy. Not that his office was soundproof. No Master’s office was. Personally, Grimsley thought it did a naughty submissive good to have to listen while someone else was punished, especially knowing her turn would be coming up next. But outside on that bench, Eden wasn’t being treated to the sounds of remorse or profound apologies meant to stay whatever switch-strokes might be coming. This was theatrics, pure and simple. Grimsley didn’t have a lot of patience for that.

      “That bitch had it coming, I swear to God!” Josie clenched her fists at her sides as she stalked the length of his office. Stopping only because she’d reached his desk, she started pacing in front of it instead. “I saw him first, Master Grimsley. Me! I was already talking to him for like, twenty minutes before she comes simpering up to him.” Her voice shot into a high mocking pitch as she sneered, “Oh, Master Aldric, what big biceps you have! Seriously? I could vomit.”

      He understood the temptation. He was a little sick of having to deal with other people when the woman who’d most attracted his attention was sitting right outside his office door. Still, Grimsley let her get it out of her system while he walked past her and selected two forms from his lower desk drawer. He laid them side by side on her end of his desk, with a pen placed neatly in the half inch of neutral space between them.

      Noticing them, Josie stopped pacing.

      “Make your choice,” he said calmly, sitting down.

      Tipping her head slightly, Josie didn’t move. “What kind of choice? You’ve never had me make a choice before.”

      “I know, and that was a mistake on my part. The problem is,” he said as she edged closer to the forms, “you are not a guest. I seem to be saying that a lot today, but you don’t get to play whenever you want to. In between assignments, there is work to be done. You’ve been here almost a year; you know this. So, the choice I’ve given you is this: You can either sign the consent form agreeing to be disciplined by me in whatever manner I see fit, or you can sign the other form, which terminates you from the Little Maid program. Now, Marshall might decide to relocate you somewhere else in the Castle, however, considering the totality of your offense, I wouldn’t bet on it if I were you.”

      “The totality?” She flinched. “But that’s so unfair. I don’t understand. I’m not—”

      “Yes, you are,” Grimsley cut her off. “And you’re right, it is grossly unfair. Unfair that I be made to have this same argument with you over and over again. Unfair that I be made to supervise your every move when you’ve been here almost a year and should be able to supervise yourself.” He held her gaze when she looked up, startled, from the form in her hand. “It’s incredibly unfair that I be backed into the corner of having to discipline you yet again for what amounts to the same offense. I have done so once a month, sometimes two or even three times, practically from the day you graduated out of your probationary period and were hired full-time.”

      That wrinkling in her brow faltered. Dropping both forms back on his desk, she picked up the pen. Instead of signing, however, she fidgeted, twisting it between her fingers. “I don’t know wh… what you want me to say.”

      “I want you to confess that you are doing it deliberately because you like it.” That tell-tale catch in her breathing was all Grimsley needed to know he’d just put his finger on the pulse of the real problem behind Josie’s recurring visits. He picked up her demerit and quietly re-read it. “There was no altercation, was there?”

      Her grip on the pen shifted again. She didn’t look at him. “No, sir.”

      “Mm-hm.” Grimsley laid the demerit aside. “Josie, do you have a stolen notepad of blank demerit forms somewhere in your possession?”

      Her eyes closed. He glimpsed a watery sheen when she scrubbed at them with the back of her wrist. Sniffling, she nodded.

      “If I pull your employee file and line up your past demerits, will I find the complainant’s signature to be the same on all of them because you are forging that signature?”

      All trace of her earlier anger was gone now, utterly replaced by guilt. Josie nodded again. “Yes,” she whispered.

      “With one signature in place, I imagine it’s not difficult to find a busy security guard willing to scrawl his necessary agreement at the bottom just to avoid dealing with one more thing.”

      She neither agreed nor disagreed, but at this point, she didn’t need to. The slump of her shoulders said everything Grimsley needed to know. Everything except the final question he couldn’t help but ask.

      “Why?”

      She tipped him the most forlorn look. “Because it quiets the need.”

      The admission tickled at the core of him, something he wasn’t used to feeling in the privacy of his office and especially not when it came to disciplining his staff. He blamed Eden, sitting on the bench just outside, waiting her turn to come creeping up to take Josie’s place before him. Just thinking about her turned his tickle into a throb of wanton desire so out of place that at first, he couldn’t believe he’d felt it. And then he couldn’t banish it. The throb became a steady pulse, centered low in his balls where each thrum turned molten, and tugged and pulled at his rapidly stirring cock.

      Grimsley stood up. He had to. The longer he kept sitting there, the more unbearable it was growing. He leaned forward, hands braced upon his desk and the growing tent in the front of his trousers hidden in shadow. That was the last thing he wanted Josie to become aware of. His butler’s jacket was long in back, but short at the waist in front, and it did not cover it.

      “I know it was stupid, I know,” Josie said, voice cracking. “Am I going to get fired?”

      “That depends on you,” he said. “Make your choice.”

      He was giving ultimatums to the wrong woman and every inch of him knew it. And yet, Grimsley couldn’t help the thrum of base excitement building in his veins. Josie might be the submissive in the room, but it was Eden he was tuning into. Eden, whom he couldn’t wait to get through this… this chore… for, so that he could move on to the pleasure of seeing if once more she might just drop to her knees in front of him. Her teary blue eyes pleading up at him for… hell, she probably wouldn’t even know what she was pleading for, but he knew. Every humming, pulsing, aching-for-action muscle and sinew inside him knew exactly what pleading would get her.

      He had to get away from Josie. While she bent her head to read the forms, he stormed the length of the room to the antique mahogany wardrobe in the far corner. He opened both doors and busied himself with making a choice of his own. His own breathing sounded abnormally loud in his ears. So did the scratching of Josie’s pen as she finally signed one of the forms.

      “Please don’t tell Master Marshall,” she begged, letting him know without needing to look which option she preferred. “I won’t ever do it again, I swear.”

      “Bend over,” he told her, still facing the wardrobe because if he turned around now, his cock would be leading the way. This was deplorable. What kind of man was he to be in charge of anything if he couldn’t even master himself? “Hands flat on the desk. Eyes forward.”

      He waited until the soft rustle of her movements told him she had obeyed. His hand was moving, making a selection of its own, before he realized what he was doing. All he knew was, it felt like an obscenely long time before he could make himself turn from the closet. He still had a full-on erection when he took up his position behind Josie.

      Her hair was the wrong color blonde, several inches too short, and it didn’t curl anywhere near enough. Her legs were too long, but then Josie was taller than Eden. Short as her French maid’s uniform was, he didn’t have to bare her in order to line his switch up with the quivering orbs of a backside he had no real interest in thrashing. Still, that tickle of lust remained with him. Not only that, but it was building. Becoming something that felt almost like anticipation. Finishing with Josie meant he would be free to turn his disciplinarian’s eye on Eden.

      God, he could almost imagine her bent over his desk just like this, with her trembling legs squeezed in dread and her buttocks clenching against the impending pain. He could see every quiver in Eden’s lithesome little body as she fought her instincts not to scramble, not just out of position but somewhere, anywhere that the switch in his hand could not reach her.

      That was all right. As much as he liked to avoid any undue touching of the submissives on his staff, she wouldn’t be the first one he’d ever pinned down. He could hold her hands, if that was what she needed. He could lean his weight into the small of her back to help keep her in position, from first stroke to last if necessary, but even as he laid the first sharp snap across Josie’s tense backside, in his mind, Grimsley could already see himself laying the switch aside for Eden.

      No, for the woman who had evoked this irrational of a response in him, he wasn’t just going to lay his switch aside, he was going to remove his coat to free himself for greater and more exuberant ranges of motion. He could see his hand, raising all the ruffled layers of her uniform skirt and laying them across her back so that he could clearly see the wandering caress of his own fingers as he travelled the downward curve of her hips to her buttocks, hooked the elastic band of her underwear and skinned it down to the backs of her knees.

      Baring was intimate. It increased vulnerability and embarrassment. It was what a Dom delighted in doing to the submissive he intended to fuck. In all the years Grimsley had been doing this job, not once had he ever bared a Little Maid in his office. Tonight was different.

      Tonight, he was going to bare Eden.
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      Eden jumped when she heard the whippy ‘whick’ of the switch fall yet again. The poor girl inside wasn’t yelping anymore. She was sobbing and, squirming where she sat, Eden could hear every nuance of it through the door—the whip of the implement slicing the air, the crisp ‘snick’ as it bit into flesh, the high-pitched suck of air followed by the gasps, groans and escalating cries of the victim inside.

      “Please, I’m sorry!” the poor girl wailed. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry!”

      Eden was sorry, too. Whatever that Little Maid had done, it must have been horrible, and that scared Eden to pieces. Master Grimsley had said he was taking them in order of the severity of their sins. The first woman had left without any spanking at all. From the sounds of it, the second would be lucky if she got out of there with any skin left on her backside, and where did that leave Eden? She’d been caught eavesdropping. Considering everything else that had happened between her and the Master Butler, frankly, that was proving to be the highpoint of their relationship so far.

      The flesh across her bottom positively crawled as the whipping tempo intensified. Eden heard the low rumble of Master Grimsley’s voice coming through the door, followed by the woman’s shrill, “Yes, sir!”

      Three sharp snaps of impact followed and then a pause as another indecipherable command was issued, or maybe it was a question. Eden couldn’t hear anything that Grimsley was saying and no way was she getting up from this bench to press her ear to the door and hear him better. That was what had got her into this mess to begin with. It was what had her sitting here, waiting her turn for the same unholy treatment, frozen, with her hands gripped so tightly that her fingers were turning purple. No way could she survive worse than what that girl was getting!

      No way could she take half of what that girl already had!

      Another sharp snap of the switch and the Little Maid shrieked, then broke down sobbing. Louder and harder than before. “Yes! I promise!”

      Eden’s heart was thundering in her chest. She couldn’t think. All she could do was listen—to the fearsome sounds of that spanking and the climbing desperation in the poor maid’s cries. To the out-of-tempo pounding taking place in her own head and veins and, heaven have mercy, even between her legs where her pussy had flared so hot, so fast, because it was just a body part, and it was responding out of favor with the rest of her regarding what was happening right now.

      “Not my thighs! Pl-ee-ease!”

      Eden shuddered, the errant sensation dancing with such evil enjoyment all the way down her spine. She squirmed again, the pressure of just sitting on this hard bench having the most damnable effect on her. Tiny shivers crawled across the backs of her thighs. She’d never had her thighs spanked before, but she knew it was terrible. Not from the renewed shouts of the woman behind that closed door, but because Eden was a voracious reader with a healthy imagination. For most of her life, her fantasies had revolved around dominant men and the inevitability that sooner or later they always spanked the women they loved. Always. It was practically a law within the genre and regardless of all else that had happened today, she really wasn’t one for breaking laws.

      Not that finding a man to love her was her biggest reason for getting a job at the Castle, but she had thought if she managed to get through her probationary period, she might have an easy time finding someone to play with. This was a building full of Masters, Doms, and Tops, both visiting and living here. She was young, attractive, submissive, and an all-round nice person to be near. Surely someone sometime would strike up a conversation with her and, maybe over the course of being drawn together for days or weeks or whatever, they’d find things they liked to do in common.

      Maybe spanking would come up ever so nonchalantly over a cup of coffee. Or maybe she might get caught doing something a little bit naughty. Nothing big, of course. Nothing that broke any major rules—or got her sucked in amongst bomb-sniffers and assassins. Something small. Something sassy and playful that the faceless Dom of her dreams might take one look at and know—just know—that the only and proper course of action was to take her somewhere private, bend her into position over a chair or a table or even his knee, so that fantasy and reality could collide in hot, orgasm-inducing sparks alongside the repetitive claps of his hand as he smacked her bottom until she couldn’t sit down for a week.

      That was all. She wasn’t asking for much, except…

      Except spankings like that didn’t happen playfully or with the palm of a Dom’s hand clapping orgasmically. Spankings like that happened the way it was happening in the Master Butler’s office, where the whipping had finally ended, but the woman still sobbed as if she were completely broken by the experience.

      Did she really want that to be her?

      Eden jumped when the door swung open and out walked Master Grimsley. Her heart leapt into the back of her throat when he looked at her. His dark brown eyes positively smoldered as they bored into her. He looked powerful, invigorated. Ready to tackle… her heart fluttered—her, she suddenly realized. He was ready to tackle her. Showers of heat came alive in the pit of her churning stomach. It flowed, spilling down in trickles between the folds of her pulsing sex.

      Without a word, Grimsley stepped aside to allow the other maid to come shuffling out into the hall. Her head was down, her hands were clenched, her uniform was straight but her skirt was so short, it did nothing at all to hide the ladder of crisscrossing welts that marred her from well up under those ruffles to a point almost four inches down onto the tops of her thighs.

      “Sit,” he ordered, staring right at Eden but still not talking to her.

      Eden suppressed a full-body shudder as the other maid shuffled over to the bench and, whimpering, lowered herself to perch beside Eden with as little of her bottom touching the bench as possible.

      “You will not speak to one another,” Master Grimsley directed, the unwavering intensity of his stare piercing through Eden like knives. “You will not move from this spot. I will return in but a moment.”

      Disappearing back into his office, Master Grimsley closed the door. Weighted silence fell over the hallway.

      Rubbing her hands against her knees, her belly tangling in so many knots she didn’t even know how to begin to relax again, Eden glanced sideways at the other maid. The woman was weaving a little, staring straight at the wall ahead of them with a gaze that was anything but focused.

      Grimsley had said to be silent but, unable to stand it, Eden whispered, “Are you okay?”

      Turning her head, the maid looked at her. “Huh?”

      Holy shit, Eden thought with a start. The woman was high!

      Her face was flushed, but then anyone who’d taken that kind of spanking would be. Her gaze was as unfocused as any Eden had ever seen. She looked dazed and unsteady, drugged. Subspace, Eden suddenly realized. Now and then, she read about it in the books she liked to read. She didn’t fully understand the purpose of it, much less the concept, or how it worked, but if she had to guess, the Master Butler had spanked his Little Maid right into subspace.

      A million questions shot through Eden’s mind, even as the horror and intrigue of it zipped right through the core of her to land with another intoxicating thump between her quivering legs. She squeezed her thighs tighter together, hoping to still the sensation long enough to let her think.

      “What…” Shooting a quick glance back at the closed door to Grimsley’s office, she lowered her voice to the softest whisper she could manage. “What did he use?”

      It took three blinks before the other maid could make sense of the question. “Oh,” she finally said, then sighed. “His switch. He only ever uses the switch.”

      “Like that?” Eden whispered, wishing she could be more horrified and less aroused by what she’d heard. “Why would you let him do that to you?” Why did she want him to do that to her now, too?

      The maid blinked, her brows drawing together in confusion. She shook her head, as if it were Eden who wasn’t making sense, and said, “Because it quiets the need.”

      The need. Eden shrank from her even as she felt that languid pulse of wanting thump up through her sex to her molten womb.

      Grimsley’s office door opened again, killing the slew of half-thought-out questions already rushing to flee off Eden’s tongue. She snapped her mouth shut and quickly faced forward again. Any hope she had that the Master Butler might be given no cause to suspect them of consorting was dashed, however, because the other maid didn’t follow suit. She just stared at Eden, still trying in her drugged-out haze to figure Eden out, right up until the Master Butler walked up and took her wrist in his hand.

      She looked at his hand first, and then followed it up to his face. She melted, smiling. “Hi.”

      “Mmhm,” he replied, not smiling back although Eden thought she detected a little smugness in his tone. Slipping a folded note into her palm and folding her fingers over it, he said, “I am sending you to Master Marshall’s office. You will tell him exactly what you did and why, you will make immediate arrangements to return the stolen demerit pad, and then you are to give him this note.”

      “But…” the woman protested, a rush of tears flooding to her confused eyes. “You said I wouldn’t get fired.”

      “You’re not getting fired.”

      “You’re moving me to another program, then,” she cried, as if that were worse.

      “I am not moving you to a different program,” Master Grimsley said and, although he didn’t quite roll his eyes, he came close to it. “Although I dare say you can probably expect another thrashing from him once you’ve healed from this one.”

      A flash of movement from further down the hall caught Eden’s attention. It was another runner, a middle-aged woman dressed in the same white Roman-style tunic as before. She was barefoot, without makeup of any kind. Her long brown hair was pulled back in a simple ponytail and the only adornments she wore were the slave cuffs on her wrists and ankles.

      Ducking around Master Grimsley, she did not announce herself, but waited patiently until he noticed her.

      “Escort Josie to Master Marshall’s office. You are to wait in the waiting area until he is done with her and then you are to escort her to her room. Before you leave her, she is to be given water, something small to eat, and then she is to take a nap. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, Master Grimsley,” the runner obediently replied.

      Turning to the other maid, Master Grimsley sternly lowered his tone. “Is that clear, Josie?”

      “I’m getting fired.” She broke down, crying.

      Slipping under her arm, the runner helped her up. “Come on,” she said, not without sympathy. “One foot in front of the other. Let’s go see Master Marshall.”

      Grimsley watched from his office doorway until they turned the far corner. Eden could hear Josie crying long after she couldn’t see her. For reasons she didn’t fully understand, she felt awful for the other maid.

      “Last but not least,” said Master Grimsley, holding open his office door.

      Her whole body came alive with shivers. The way he was holding it for her meant that in order for her to slip past him, she’d have had to duck under his arm. Had he planned it that way? Was he doing it so he could swat her as she squeaked by? On shaky legs, Eden moved toward him. He didn’t swat her, but she kept expecting it to the point that she only managed a handful of steps beyond the doorway before she stopped in the middle of his office, unable to venture another step more.

      She heard him enter behind her and then the door shut. It was a strange sensation, to at once feel this trapped and yet know she could have left at any point. All she had to do was turn and start walking—or running—or hell, yell the Castle safeword at the top of her lungs and wait for security to come running. Or was that an option only guests got? This was probably not the moment to ask for clarification, and especially not from the one man she didn’t want to know she was losing her courage to.

      Turning slowly, she faced him. Questions never hurt anybody, right? Probably not. Except the question she heard pouring out of her when she at last worked up the nerve to open her mouth didn’t have anything to do with safewords. “Did you fire her?”

      With his butler’s jacket half off his shoulders, Master Grimsley flashed her a half-startled, half-annoyed frown. “Of all the people you should be most concerned about right now, I don’t believe Josie should number first on that list.”

      He hung his coat up on the wooden rack in the corner by the door. Although he turned that frown on his cufflinks next, Eden was pretty sure it was her he was still cross with. Especially when she didn’t immediately change topics.

      “But did you, though?” she persisted. “You fired the other lady this morning, and she didn’t even steal anything. She just laughed.”

      “She didn’t laugh,” Grimsley corrected. “She snickered, showing a gross lack of respect for authority. And then, when I gave her the opportunity to correct herself, what did she do?”

      Both cufflinks unfastened now, he paused in the act of rolling up his sleeves to pin Eden with a waiting arch of both eyebrows. She blinked, trying to think that far back, but already this morning felt as if it had happened a lifetime ago.

      “She said ‘what,’” he reminded her, “as if she were a teenager in full defiance mode.” With one sleeve now turned up past his elbow, he switched to his other arm. “Tell me, Eden. What do you think she should have said instead?”

      Eden barely heard the question. Her mouth had run so dry, not even swallowing could bring the moisture back. Grimsley’s uniform had been horribly deceptive, the coat and sleeves working together to hide the muscular contours of his body from everyone. Only, she was seeing it now. He was tall and, lord, was he thin, but his was a wiry strength revealed with every tug and turn of his sleeves rolling up over standing veins and sinewy muscle.

      “I-I don’t…” She swallowed again.

      “What would you have said?” Both sleeves now up past his elbows, he pinned his dark stare straight on her and did not look away. His hands seemed frighteningly capable, braced as they were upon his lean hips.

      “I-I…” Catching her breath, she tried to kill her nervous stammer. She also tried to stop staring at his hands. “I would have said ‘I’m sorry.’”

      “And you did, if I recall,” he said, slipping a half step closer. He was so much taller than she was. The top of her head could not have been higher than his shoulder, which meant the closer he came, the more she had to crane back her neck to keep contact with his gaze. The longer he stared, the more convinced she became that he was seeing straight through the unshuttered windows of her eyes and into her wayward soul. That awful prickling dread moved across her butt again. Spreading upward and outward, it tickled up through the folds of her twitching pussy and tugged at her clit.

      It tickled at her nipples too. And behind her ears, for some really obscure reason she wasn’t sure she wanted to examine too closely, until eventually she could even feel it tickling at her lips, especially when she licked them.

      Now she wasn’t looking at his eyes, she was looking at his mouth, with this freakishly errant thought skittering through her brain, making her wonder what it might be like to be kissed by him.

      If he noticed the direction her gaze had wandered, he didn’t mention it. “If I recall correctly, what you said was: I’m sorry, Master Grimsley. I won’t be distracted again. That is, however, neither here nor there. You are not the woman I fired this morning. You are not Josie, either, which is why we aren’t going to talk about them. We’re going to talk about you.”

      Eden swallowed past the tightness in her throat. “Why would you beat her like that if you knew all along you were going to send her to Master Marshall to be fired?”

      Hands on hips, the Master Butler studied her, unimpressed and unamused. She ought to let go of this; she didn’t know why she couldn’t. Because he was right, it didn’t have anything to do with her. She didn’t know Josie. She didn’t owe her anything and certainly couldn’t champion her. The maid was gone already. Probably talking to Marshall right now, so her fate was done, decided.

      “All right,” Grimsley grudgingly countered. “I see we are going to talk about it, after all.” Drawing a deep, calming breath, he said, “Number one, I did not ‘beat’ her. I disciplined her. It was a number three rattan switch, to be specific. I gave her thirty-two strokes—twelve to warm up, and the remaining twenty with all the severity I could muster, because Josie and I have a carefully negotiated, year-long relationship in which discipline has been discussed, and agreed upon, multiple times. Forty strokes is her maximum, and initially I was going to give her that. But, and I only mention it because you have called my judgment into question, I feared that giving her more at this time might cause her skin to split and bleed, and that is a hard limit for her.”

      “Don’t.” Eden stumbled back when he took a step toward her. The very nearness of him had the air humming like an electrified wire between them.

      With another step, he reclaimed the distance she’d put between them, stealing from her a few precious inches more in the process. “Don’t what?” he asked, his dark eyes as hard as the Castle stones.

      “Don’t for a second say you did any of that for her.” Where she got the courage to argue with him, she didn’t know. She was shaking, trembling so badly it was a wonder her knees didn’t buckle. “I know exactly what she looked like when you left her sitting in the hallway with me.”

      “Are you saying I did something inappropriate?” he asked, dangerously calm.

      She honestly didn’t know if it was inappropriate, but she didn’t understand it or how it could be right for him to do that to someone and then leave them in that state. “I-I—”

      “Would you like to report my actions to Master Marshall for an official review?”

      Oh yeah, then she could get fired, too.

      Eden didn’t say that, but something must have shown on her face, because in subtle shifts, his expression changed from ‘hints of annoyance’ to ‘openly annoyed’ in the time it took her blink.

      “For the record, I didn’t leave her in the hallway. I left her with you.” Taking his hands off his hips, he folded his arms across his chest instead. The veins and sinew in his forearms bulged. He didn’t have Master Jackson’s burly physique, but in that moment, he definitely looked stronger than she was. Her nipples swelled, rubbing against the sack-cloth roughness of her costume’s silken interior. “I’m going to give you the same choice I gave Josie and, in fact, everyone who finds him or herself standing before me with demerit in hand. So long as you don’t rouse my ire further, you won’t lose your job, regardless of what you chose.”

      Rouse his ire? How long had this man been pretending to be a Victorian butler? Seriously, who talked like that?

      “Piss me off,” Grimsley corrected with dangerous softness.

      She really had to figure out how to make her face stop saying what she was thinking. “I’m sorry.”

      “Apologies lose their meaning when you say them all the time.” Glaring, he stalked past her, making his way to his desk. “I’m done giving you demerits.”

      Sitting down, he pulled two slips of paper from one of the drawers. Laying them on his desk, he slapped a pen on top of them and slumped back in his chair, relaxing with his hands folded in his lap. It was as if he’d just washed them of her. “Take your pick. I really don’t care which you choose.”

      She thought she glimpsed a flicker of annoyance at the reluctance with which she approached the opposite side of his desk. By the time she reached it, however, that unflappable butler’s mask of his was once more firmly in place. Heaven only knew what he was thinking then.

      Eden picked up the first sheet of crisp, creamy paper. It was an employee disciplinary form.

      “Castle protocol dictates that you have the option of receiving your disciplinary review with either the person who gave you the demerit, your program supervisor, or Master Marshall,” Grimsley explained. “Being as I am both the man who gave you the demerits and your program supervisor, that leaves you two options: me or him.”

      “And since going to Marshall might get me fired, then I should let you handle it,” she guessed, following that train of thought to its most likely conclusion.

      “No,” Grimsley bit out, annoyance back again. “Everyone always assumes that. If you are going to get fired, it means you did something to deserve it. Walking into me three times in the course of one day is not a firing offense. Nor is it a firing offense to snicker during my morning speech. I fired that woman because she proved not to understand the most basic concept of respecting a Dominant of the Castle, and one who also happens to be her boss. Despite wearing a submissive’s armband, either she was not as submissive as she hoped to portray, or she was trying to show that I was not her Dom and therefore she didn’t have to respect me. Either way, that is a disciplinary problem I don’t need to keep hashing out over the next ninety days. Not that I owe you any explanations, but that is why I let her go. Eavesdropping, snooping into business that does not involve you can cost you your job, particularly on your first day, but Marshall already knows about that, darling.”

      The endearment rolled off his tongue as if it belonged there and promptly struck her in the chest. It quivered there, making all the right parts of her quiver back in the most confusing display of acceptance she’d ever felt over a pet name given by a virtual stranger.

      “He’s already given you a Hail-Mary pass on that count,” Grimsley continued, a little less annoyed. “I’d appreciate it if you’d stop worrying about that and start paying attention to everything else you’re doing. Yes, you’ve been thrown into a minefield of intrigue you probably wish hadn’t been here, but welcome to the club. Everyone else wishes that, too. I suspect all our precautions will come to naught. Only a fool would chase that woman to a place as crowded as this one where he has the greatest chance of being caught, but the old adage—better safe than sorry—is one by which we all prefer to operate. So we’re making the best of it, and so will you.”

      Grimsley paused, drawing another calming sigh before gesturing to the papers with his folded hand. “So, make your choice freely, knowing you won’t get fired either way. If you choose to have this settled by Master Marshall, there will be consequences. First, he’s going to file a note in your employee folder, where it will stay until the next time you do something that requires his attention. If and when you reach the end of your probationary period, it will be one of all the many things weighed and considered while the decision is made whether or not to hire you permanently.”

      She probably already had a slip in that folder. One that said she was an eavesdropper. Her shoulders sagged a little.

      “Yes,” Master Grimsley somberly added. “You likely already have a note in that file, and no, it won’t look good to have another added to it on your first day. However, the first was for a rather grievous issue; this—” he spread his hands, “—this is more along the lines of instilling in you the importance of paying attention, of being respectful, of keeping your mouth shut and playing the part to which you have been assigned during your probationary period—that of a Little Maid.”

      “I’m trying,” she protested.

      “Are you?” He frowned. “How many times have you bumped into me today? You’ve nearly knocked me over twice. How many times have you apologized when I told you I don’t want to hear it? Tell me, young lady, exactly how hard are you trying?”

      The slow burn of embarrassment accompanied his scolding, flushing through her face and into her chest. It tightened in the back of her throat, making it hard to breathe around and harder still to swallow. “I’ll do better.”

      “I know you will. Furthermore, I believe that you can, which is the only reason you are here right now. If I thought for one second that you were unteachable, I would not bother wasting my time. I would simply wait out our current dilemma and once things calm down, or you screw up again, I would move to have you either transferred into someone else’s program or dismissed.”

      Her stomach tangled into knots. She fidgeted with the folds and frills of her too-short skirt, crushing the fabric in both hands in an effort to soak up the excess moisture suddenly dampening both palms.

      “Do you want to work here?” Grimsley bluntly asked.

      She tried not to let her voice shake. “Yes. Very much.”

      “Do you understand that while the Castle is a place of fantasy for our guests, it is also a place of business? Naughty guests get spanked; as a rule, naughty employees get written up and their supervisors get tired of them very quickly.”

      Eden stared at the forms, a part of her feeling stupid. She hadn’t been trying to get in trouble so she could get spanked. It was a fantasy of hers, yes. The fact that getting to play here for free on her days off as part of the benefits package had been a huge factor in filling out the online application to begin with. And yet, instead of protesting that she wasn’t the type of person who liked making trouble anywhere, much less at work, instead, she argued with him. “You spanked Josie. I heard you through the door.”

      “Josie has been here almost a year. She is a proven submissive, who does excellent work under most circumstances and we have an employer/employee relationship in which discipline has been negotiated and agreed upon. Also, I deemed spanking to be an appropriate response to the offense she committed.”

      Her fingers fidgeted in the folds of her dress. “Y-you just said…”

      “I don’t spank every employee under my control,” Grimsley interrupted. “But I do spank Josie, and a handful of others.” He paused a moment. “I think a spanking would be appropriate for you as well. However, we do not have an established Dom/sub relationship in which my right to physically correct your behavior has been negotiated or agreed upon.”

      It was getting hard to breathe all over again, only now for a completely different reason. “How does that sort of thing happen?”

      Eden wasn’t sure she recognized the flicker that lit the depths of his hawk-brown eyes. She thought it might have been triumph, but it was there and gone again so quickly she couldn’t be sure. It might have been simple interest, too—intense, but simple. The way he kept staring at her, though, made her palms sweat hotter and her knees wobble. Did he know how often she fantasized about standing in this very position, trembling before a man willing to roll up his shirt sleeves when she misbehaved?

      Except that she hadn’t done anything wrong on purpose, and usually in her fantasies the Dom didn’t offer her a choice. He usually just grabbed her and did it, but not Grimsley. Getting up from his chair, the Master Butler came around to her side of his desk. Eden fought the urge to back away, but the trembling in her legs got so bad her knees all but knocked together.

      “I would be happy to tell you exactly how it happens.” His voice was as soft as a lover’s, but his stare was that of a wolf with a rabbit beneath his paw. He stopped in front of her, careful not to come too close, but it was too late. Every waking nerve in her body trembled at the nearness of him. The looming heat of him filled the empty air between them. She could feel it, coupled with the overwhelming wiriness of a strength she could see, but didn’t have the nerve to reach out and touch, and her own jittery anticipation of what it would be like to have him simply take her arm and bend her over his desk.

      “Is that what you want, Eden?” he asked, as if he knew exactly what she was thinking. Scared as she was, reluctant as she was, the lover-like timbre of his voice sent shivers dancing through her, especially when he said, “Do you want me to discipline you for your inappropriate behavior?”

      How could a girl not say yes to that?
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      “Yes,” Eden whispered.

      Grimsley watched her mouth move while she said it and still he could not believe it.

      This was hardly a unique arrangement. Of all the Masters and Mistresses employed by the Castle, twenty-seven held supervisory positions of authority over other staff members. He knew for a fact just about all of them indulged in at least one such arrangement. Two had disciplinary arrangements with every single member of their staff, both dominants and submissives, males or females—it didn’t matter. They all signed contracts consenting to correction or they were not accepted into those Masters’ programs.

      Grimsley had enough on his plate dealing with misbehaving guests. The last thing he wanted was a house full of submissive employees confused about whether they were playing or working. He’d never get anything done.

      But over the years he had offered a limited Dominant’s role to seven of his Maids. Not one of them had evoked the same electrifying reaction that he felt zip up his back and across his shoulders when Eden offered her softly whispered consent. That zip gathered force and intoxication when she, wide-eyed and somewhat panicked, threw up a staying hand long enough to specify, “But not what you did to Josie, okay? I don’t think I could take half of that.”

      “I’ve spent ten months getting to know Josie and her limits. The discipline I gave her is tailored for her alone. You,” he said, liking the way she clutched her hands over her chest, as if she had to press to keep her heart from pounding through it, “you will receive what I determine you can and should take, depending on your behavior. That is my decision to make.”

      “Oh.” She was not comforted, and if she knew the images currently circulating in his imagination, she would be even less so.

      Grimsley was not a touchy-feely kind of Dom. He never had been and it showed both in the way he dispensed his discipline and in the aftercare he gave. Being an employer, it was appropriate that his submissives be required to bend over his desk. He often put the forms they had signed as a visual reminder of the control they had voluntarily relinquished inches from their noses while he plied his switch to the seat of their panty-clad bottoms. Skirts came up, but unless they were guests, bottoms were never bared. That was not appropriate in the workplace. Nor was any kind of affection once discipline was done. Grimsley was not a hugger. He did not provide a shoulder to cry on, although he had been known to provide a corner and a tissue if it was required. He did not hold his Maids on his lap, rock them or pet their hair, or whisper comforting words in their ears, but he did make sure they were out of subspace when they left his office or, as in Josie’s case, he summoned a runner and arranged for their immediate care. That was the difference between punishments delivered by an employer, as opposed to those of a lover.

      Affection was his hard limit, but it was hard, so very hard to pretend he didn’t have wayward imaginings filling his head as he began to plot out exactly what he would, or could, do to Eden. Bending her over his desk or making her touch her knees or her toes like everyone else took an abrupt turn into visions of her bent across his knee while he paddled her bottom, first with his bare hand and then perhaps with something harsher, a hairbrush maybe. Or a clothes brush—what could be more ‘butler’ than that? A clothes brush was longer, thinner than a hairbrush. The one he had was made of pale Birchwood, with a business end only two inches wide but eight inches long. It would pack a hell of a wallop, although to date he’d only ever used it on his uniform.

      “So, um…” Clearly nervous, Eden rubbed her hands against her skirted thighs and slipped a step back. “How do we start?”

      He could have reached for her. Instead, he selected one of the two forms from his desk and tapped the other. “Fill in your information, please.”

      He put the form that would have sent her straight to Marshall back in his desk, leaving her to fill out his personal program form while he turned his attention to the short table not far from the fireplace that he rarely ever lit. He did now, though. It provided better lighting than the flickering fake torches and his office did tend to run a little cool. Something that usually wasn’t noticed by those who spent their time bent over his desk, while his scepter of office plied a steady rhythm to their hind parts. When he noticed it, he put his coat back on. But for Eden, who had no coat and who would be spending significant time here, he turned the gas on and lit the fake logs.

      He took a moment to set up her table, laying out her books, a pad of paper, and assorted multi-colored pens and highlighters. He even brought her a glass and a bottle of fresh water. He got himself a pad of paper, pen, and set a chair opposite hers.

      “I don’t know how to answer the rest of this,” she eventually said, summoning him back to the desk.

      As Grimsley bent his head to look over what she’d written, he was surprised to find she’d gone well beyond what he’d intended her to fill out. Hindsight being what it was, he realized he hadn’t been as specific as he should have been. As a result, she hadn’t just filled out her personal information, but she’d gone on to fill in the portion usually reserved for himself. Under offense, she’d written: Lack of focus and Lingering where I shouldn’t. He could only assume that was as close as she wanted to come to admitting to eavesdropping. An accident, she’d called it earlier, when she’d knelt down before him with her hands clasped in pleading and her tear-filled eyes begging him for understanding.

      His cock twitched, his balls tightening.

      Grimsley made a mental note to confront her about that later. If she was having personal difficulty facing up to her misdeeds, then he would make it the last thing they discussed and he would broach it only after she was already in a place of submissive remorse, with her bottom hot and throbbing and her mind open to accept both his scolding and the self-forgiveness that came with it.

      Struggling to compose his own body’s intense reaction to that, he read on to the next line which was titled simply: Thoughts. It was where he liked to jot his personal notes on why he felt the submissive in question was acting out. Once he understood the driving force behind a Maid’s behavior, then and only then did he feel sufficiently armed with what he needed to determine her correction. It was part of his process. It was almost his ritual, but Eden had filled in this part as well. Dutifully, she’d put down her thoughts: Scared. Nervous. I’ll try to pay closer attention in future. Sad.

      He read her answer several times, surprisingly unannoyed to have his ritual disrupted. Scared—he supposed that was only natural, all things considered. So was being nervous. Her promise of future good behavior was a pleasant find, but not altogether unexpected. Submissives were known to promise anything and everything when their moment of correction came. But sad… sad stopped him.

      Grimsley sat down on the edge of his desk, facing her. Holding on to that paper, he folded his hands and studied her. “Why sad?”

      Twin spots of color flushed her cheeks. She lifted one shoulder in an unenthusiastic shrug.

      “Avoiding an answer is as good as a lie,” he said, surprisingly unannoyed by that too. Shrugs were lazy answers and they drove him crazy. “Lies erode trust and if we don’t have that, we do not have a relationship. Not of any kind. Plus, you won’t like the consequences if you lie to my face like that again. Now, why sad?”

      She huffed a soft, frustrated breath, her eyes searching the far wall as if the answer might somehow be pinned there between the stones and mortar. “Because there’s no taking it back. And, no one will ever believe me, no matter what I say.”

      Mentally, he gave her brownie points for answering his question in the most vague and unhelpful way possible. Verbally, he gave her no choice but to be more specific. “In regards to what, specifically?”

      She deflated. “I don’t want to talk about it. I don’t see the point.”

      “If I am going to be your contracted Dominant and you my contracted submissive, then you will answer any question I give you, fully and completely, whether you can see a point to it or not. Now, to what exact thing are you referring?”

      “You won’t believe me!”

      “Try me,” Grimsley countered.

      “I already did,” she snapped, then just as abruptly snapped her mouth shut and folded her arms across her chest. She was both glaring and trying not to cry when she shifted her gaze from him to the floor.

      He could see the bubbling swell of her emotions, churning right there below the surface. Her hands were clenched into fists against her arms. Her knuckles were already white. Her knees were trembling, which made the rest of her tremble too.

      “Two,” Grimsley said calmly. “I want you to remember that.”

      It was the tiniest of distractions, but it did what he needed it to. It threw her off-balance. She blinked, puzzlement bleeding into her eyes and dislodging the anger. “Two what?”

      Ignoring the question, he returned to the matter at hand. “Are you referring to earlier, when we caught you eavesdropping?”

      Her arms flapped straight out before they slapped down at her sides, her fists tight and her voice shooting up high-pitched as her frustration burst free of her control once more. “I wasn’t—” She caught herself before she actually started yelling. She tried again. “I wasn’t eavesdropping.”

      “We did catch you at the door,” he pointed out.

      She didn’t try to deny that. “I know.”

      “And you did overhear the conversation.”

      “Yes.” She didn’t deny that either, although she was quick to interject, “But that was an accident.”

      “You accidentally eavesdropped on a conversation you had been dismissed from, in a hallway you were not supposed to be in, after having dodged the rest of your class?”

      “I wasn’t dodging. I had to go to the bathroom.”

      “In the hallway? If you’re not housebroken, that should have been on your application.”

      “No, I—damn it! I was trying to apologize!” Clapping her hands to her face, she struggled for calm. “Why do I have to make such a mess of things? I told you you wouldn’t believe me!”

      Grimsley—a man who did not like to touch, as well as a true believer in the concept that no true Dominant needed to rely on physical force in order to control his submissive—caught her by the arm before she could turn away. He caught her chin, too. “Look at me.”

      There it was again, that utter lack of guile lost in the rich blue sea of her tear-filled eyes. He could smell the soft vanilla fragrance of whatever shampoo she had used in her hair. He could almost taste the salty sweetness of the tears she was fighting not to cry. Women cried in front of him all the time, he’d never wanted to taste their tears. The mere hint of Eden’s were damn near intoxicating.

      “Apologize?” he echoed, so utterly distracted by her that he no longer knew precisely what that meant.

      Eden mistook his question for a command. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to be difficult this morning. I don’t want to be a troublemaker.”

      Her soft breath hitched as she swallowed and the first of her tears slipped free, one from each eye. His thumbs moved without his permission, catching and then caressing the wetness across both cheeks. If he didn’t, he knew he was in danger of leaning in and kissing, perhaps even licking them off her skin.

      “I don’t want you to dislike me,” she whispered. “I don’t want to lose my chance to work here. I’ll do anything to keep this job.”

      Grimsley caught himself before his thumbs could caress another wet path through the tracks of the next tears to come trickling down her cheeks. He dragged himself back out of the impossible depths of her eyes, but trying to lock his attention back on this runaway train of conversation was like trying to wake up after days of too little sleep. Right now, it felt as if he’d been sleeping for years.

      “Apologize,” he said again, striving just to drag his muddy thoughts back into focus. What was she saying? That she’d come back to apologize, only to be caught at the door and accused of snooping?

      Clasping her hands, Eden dropped once more to her knees before him. Her mouth was at a level with the throbbing of his confined cock. The captivating sea of her teary eyes were locked with his.

      “I am truly sorry, Master Grimsley, for the trouble I have caused. Please, is there any way we can put it behind us and start over? Please?”

      And as she’d already said, she would do anything.

      His cock thumped and throbbed. His pride and self-respect recoiled. There was no prize in the conquest of a woman who would do anything. That was not a woman, much less a submissive, worth having.

      Grimsley let go of her. Pushing back, he moved away from her. He needed that physical separation, but no matter how many steps he took, the allure of her did not diminish. He looked at the paper in his hand, his eye going to the bottom of the form and the only question she had not answered.

      Course of action.

      He should put as much distance between them as possible. He should revoke his offer of dominance and keep their relationship strictly business until this nonsense with Marshall’s cousin concluded. Once the police were gone, he’d find another program to shuffle Eden into.

      He could still feel her face in his hands, the coolness of her tears still drying on his thumbs, and the phantom weight of her as she lay across his knee waiting for her punishment.

      He never put anyone across his knee. He never held their faces in his hands. He never desired to lick their tears.

      He never desired, period.

      So why did his arms now itch to wrap around Eden, pulling her in close enough so she could lay her head against his chest. While her tears absorbed into his shirt, he’d tell her all was forgiven, which was ludicrous. He’d tell her he believed her, too, and he wasn’t at all sure that he did.

      He returned to the table. Pulling out the chair he’d set there for her, he snapped his fingers at the seat and Eden dutifully rose off her knees. While she came to sit where she was bid, he crossed the room to lean his hand against the fireplace mantle.

      He was playing with fire, and he knew it. And still, running his finger down the line of hourglasses collected there, he selected one.

      “Do you know what this is?” he asked, bringing it back to the table.

      “An hourglass?” she asked, as he sat down opposite her. By her expression, he could tell she was second-guessing the simplicity of her answer, but it wasn’t a trick question. And neither was his next one.

      “Do you know what it’s used for?”

      She rubbed her hands under the table. “It keeps track of the time?”

      “Yes, it does.” He was playing with fire. He could already feel the burn of it heating up through the crotch of his pants, searing through all the layers of cloth into his already painfully tight balls. “In a Castle without modern-day conveniences, it can sometimes be difficult to find a clock. I always have my watch, of course.” He showed her the one that lived in his vest pocket, attached to a chain that was in turn attached to his button-down vest. “Sadly, your costume does not allow for the same, which is too bad. I have often thought the effectiveness of any punishment can only be intensified by a submissive who is made aware of the passing of every second in every minute that she is forced to wait.”

      He held the hourglass up for her to see. The sand was white, the wood surrounding the glass a soothing shade of brown. It wasn’t much taller than the size of his own hand and yet, she drew as far from it as the back of her chair would allow when he deliberately turned it over and set it in the middle of the table.

      Eyeing the thin trickle of sand now funneling through the bottleneck, now it was Eden’s turn to ask, “What is that?”

      “This is a four-hour time keeper. Four hours is what you have between now and this.” Grimsley laid the disciplinary form she had mostly filled out on the table directly in front of her.

      She looked at him, her misgiving as easy to read as the shade of blue in her wary eyes. And yet, when he picked up a pen and held it out to her, she took it.

      “Write this down,” he told her, pointing to the first of the empty lines beneath the words, Course of action. “Master Grimsley is going to correct me.”

      The rise and fall of her breasts mounding above the low neckline of her maid’s outfit quickened as Eden obediently copied that down.

      “My behavior has cost me two demerits,” Grimsley dictated for her, pausing just long enough so she could keep up. “I have also earned two additional penalties. By signing this paper, I understand that I am giving Master Grimsley consent to discipline me as he sees fit until such a time as we agree to dissolve our arrangement.”

      As soon as she was done, he took both the form and the pen from her. He placed them in the center of the table, pinning the form in place beneath the weight of the hourglass as it dribbled the time away.

      “You have a decision to make,” he told her, tapping the form once. “When your time is up, you will do one of two things. You will either sign this form, or you won’t. If you choose not to, you won’t be fired. You won’t be reported to Master Marshall. There will be no consequences or reprisals made against you. Our arrangement will stay as it is right now. I will be your immediate supervisor, I will treat you as nothing more than a fellow employee working in the program that I run. You will not be bullied or coerced, and I will never again extend to you my offer of dominance. That is my promise.”

      Her breasts rose and fell as her breath quickened that much more. He longed to free them, to watch as the panic, trepidation and hidden tickles of nervous excitement plucked her nipples into suckable peaks.

      “And if I sign it?” she asked, her shaky voice barely above a whisper.

      With his finger, he directed her attention back to the answer she had just written out on the bottom of that unsigned form. “Then I am going to do this.”

      He was so playing with fire…

      She stared at that first line directly beneath his finger: Master Grimsley is going to correct me. It was a long time before she raised her gaze back to his, but in the depths of her wide stare, he knew that she saw the inevitable outcome of this every bit as clearly as he did.

      They were both going to get burned.
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      Master Butler Grimsley was a sadistic motherfucker. But in the four agonizingly slow hours that followed, Eden made up her mind never to tell him so. God forbid he should take such a remark and turn it into a challenge. The waiting was awful enough. She didn’t want to know how much worse he could make this.

      Except that it was already going to get worse, just as soon as that pinch or two of grains finished funneling from the top glass into the pile already mounding in the bottom. She couldn’t have more than five or ten minutes and then it was either sign the form… or not.

      If she signed it… oh God, if she signed it, he was going to punish her. Well, he’d said ‘correct.’ It was right there, spelled out in her own penmanship at the bottom of that form: Master Grimsley is going to correct me. She knew what that meant. Everybody knew what that meant. In the spanking videos she sometimes cruised for online and in the books she liked to read, that always meant one thing—he was going to spank her.

      She’d never been spanked for punishment before. Not as a child—never as a child—and the only times it had happened as an adult, it had been for fun during sex, which amounted to little more than a couple smacks between giggles. She already knew this wasn’t going to be anything like that. But, if she didn’t sign the form…

      Eden couldn’t bear to follow that thought to its inevitable end. She didn’t want to not sign it. She was scared not to. For reasons she couldn’t even put her finger on, she was scared. That was strange because Grimsley had already said there would be no consequences if she chose not to do it.

      But that wasn’t exactly true, was it? Oh, she believed it when he’d said he wouldn’t send her to Master Marshall. She even believed it when he said he wouldn’t fire her, but that wasn’t really the same thing as ‘no consequences,’ was it? Then again, the worst consequence she could think of was the one he had already named: He would withdraw his offer of dominance and never offer it to her again.

      She’d never met this man before today, so why should that even rank as a consequence for her? For all she knew, he might be a terrible dom. Granted, he worked at the top-rated BDSM resort in the world and had for years. He was also standing in the third row in the group photo she’d seen online. The caption had declared that picture to be the one taken the day the Castle first opened its doors for business. If Grimsley had been here since the beginning, chances were good he knew his stuff. She had a feeling he was plenty safe and sane and, since he was making her sign her own doom, that said what it needed to about consensual.

      There was only a tiny bit of sand still left in the hourglass.

      What was she going to do?

      She didn’t know.

      This was killing her!

      No, taking a spanking like the one he’d given Josie would kill her. Compared to that, the worst that would happen if she didn’t sign was that nothing would happen. Yes, he’d revoke whatever chance she’d ever get of receiving his authority, but who was to say she’d really want it? Maybe he sucked as a disciplinarian. Maybe he’d be too strict or, conversely, he could be inconsistent. Or maybe all he wanted was to use the excuse of being her Dom so he could get into her panties.

      Except that he didn’t seem to care about her panties, one way or the other. As far as she knew, he hadn’t looked at her butt once. He likely hadn’t even noticed she had boobs. Normally, her boobs weren’t what she’d have considered noteworthy, but the corset on this thing made them look fan-freaking-tastic! And yet, so far, she’d caught him looking at his watch, glancing at the hourglass, and she’d even caught him checking on her page progress in the Castle employee manual she was supposed to be reading. According to Grimsley, the rest of her class would have taken a preliminary quiz on the material they’d been studying before adjourning for supper. That was two hours ago. It wasn’t yet eight o’clock, but it would be when her hourglass ran out. Eden had been reading this stupid book for four hours and she couldn’t recall a single word of it.

      There were only a few sparse kernels of sand left to go. What was she going to do? Did she really want to sign that form? This had to be the most impetuous thing she’d ever done in her life! Was this even normal? Wasn’t this pretty much akin to walking up to a perfect stranger on the street and just handing them complete authority over her? Ultimately, eventually, maybe someday in the future when she found someone who loved her unconditionally and whom she found herself loving that way in return, maybe she would be compelled to give them that kind of control over her, but that was not this day.

      Was it?

      Master Grimsley was her boss and she was on probation. Technically, didn’t that already give him that kind of control over her?

      In spanking videos, it did, and this was the Castle. She’d pretty well known—hell, hoped, even—right from the very beginning that some kind of… something might eventually happen to her here. But how far did she want it to go, and what if he wanted sex things?

      Eden ground her bottom into the seat, fighting to stifle that pulse of arousal that thumped to life between her squeezing thighs. You don’t get a vote, she told that errant pulse, but then she made a mistake. She looked at the hourglass just as the last few grains of white trickled through the funnel, and suddenly—after four of the longest hours of her life—she was out of time. Her heart collided with her ribs.

      Had he noticed yet?

      On the chair across the small table from her, where he had been the entire four hours, Master Grimsley snapped his open watch shut and slipped it back into his vest pocket.

      “Time,” he said, his dark eyes rising to meet hers.

      Oh God, oh God, oh God… She couldn’t breathe.

      “Would you like to take your CPR certification test before we settle the rest of this business?” he asked.

      “Is that what I was studying?” She couldn’t even make herself look at the book lying open on the table before her. Who could think about CPR with the sands of time relentlessly spilling out in front of her?

      Grimsley apparently agreed. Reaching over the unsigned form, he gathered the book, closed it, and set it aside. “After we are finished here, you may take this back with you to the Little Maids’ dormitory, review the chapters at your leisure and take the test first thing tomorrow morning.”

      Good to know. Because of all the concerns tumbling through her head, chest and stomach right now, she just didn’t know what she was going to do about that stupid test.

      Just breathe, Eden told herself, staring at that form and the pen waiting patiently next to the now empty hourglass.

      For his part, Grimsley did not pressure her. He didn’t say anything. He just sat there, watching her from behind the unreadability of those hawk-brown eyes, waiting for her to do whatever she was going to do. And maybe that should be nothing at all, except that doing nothing felt like the worst of all her limited options. It actually made the panic inside her intensify. Her hands started to sweat, then to shake. She bit her bottom lip to the point that it hurt, but it wasn’t until he shifted in his chair that she at last could make herself move.

      It was probably just a twitch, him sitting up a little straighter in an effort to make these cushionless wooden seats feel more comfortable, especially after four straight hours. But Eden saw it as him preparing to remove both his contract and her choice from the table.

      She couldn’t let this go. She was crazy for what she was doing, but she just couldn’t. She lurched up out of her seat, grabbing the pen and scrawling her shaky signature across the bottom. Where the pen ended up after that, she had no idea. In her haste to get the hell away from both the form and the table, she kind of threw it.

      “Oh my God, oh my God!” Shaking to get the rising tingles of excitement—or was this dread?—out of her hands, she paced the length of the entire room.

      Grimsley let her do it. He stayed in his chair, watching her without a word while she expended her nervous energy from table to door, to desk and back again. On her second circling route, he stood up and met her halfway across the room.

      The tingling that had engulfed her hands the second she had touched pen to form swept through all the rest of her as she came face to vest with an immoveable masculine chest. She caught her breath. He caught her by the ear, dragging her onto her tiptoes as he marched her into the nearest corner.

      “Focus,” he said, the low and soothing timbre of his voice somehow calming the worst of her unruly jitters.

      He left her with her nose pressed to the spot where the two stone walls met and returned to his seat at the table. She had no idea how long she stood there, listening to the rustle of the form she had signed and the subtle scratching of a pen making notes. It felt like another four hours, which only drove home just how much she hated waiting. At least until he determined that she was calm enough to proceed, or maybe he was simply tired of waiting too. Either way, she heard him stand. Heard the clatter of the chair as he picked it up, moving it out of kicking reach of the table and then set it down with all four feet securely on bare stone.

      “Come here, Eden.” The creak of his chair as he sat down underlay the trembling doom she felt quivering up through her already shaky legs. It hit her pussy first, combing up through her folds with spidery fingertips before seizing hold of every knot that her stomach had just twisted into.

      She couldn’t take half what Josie had.

      You will receive what I determine you can and should take, he’d said. Oddly, that made her feel better. But only until she turned around and saw him sitting there, the dark neat press of his uniform vest and trousers and black shiny shoes melding him with the shadows of his office at night, and the ghostly white of his shirt, with sleeves already rolled up past his forearms. He was a thin and slender man, very tall and very lean. He should not have looked as strong as he did right then to her.

      “Come.” He pointed to a spot on the floor directly in front of and slightly between the points of his shiny black shoes.

      She crept from hard stone floor, to red and gold area rug, and back onto hard stone floor again, stopping when she reached the spot he’d indicated. He had the most capable lap she’d probably ever seen. His hands were empty though. His switch wasn’t anywhere in sight, much less within reach.

      “When it comes to disobedience, demerits and discipline—my holy trinity of Ds—I don’t usually believe in warmups. However, this is more of an introduction into what you can expect from me, as an employer and as a man who has extended to you his offer of dominance, guidance and protection.”

      Her stomach twitched in the most delicious spasms. Hardly aware she was doing it, she pressed her hands flat against her abdomen in an effort to still it.

      “First thing tomorrow, you and I will negotiate a proper contract and I will determine the extent of your experience, your hard and soft limits, as well as what you hope to gain from this arrangement. At that time,” he said, dark eyes holding her stare without blinking or wavering, “you will also learn what I expect of you.”

      Her mind went straight to sex. Moisture spilled down through her southern folds, positively soaking the gusset of her panties. Was he going to want sex from her? Why didn’t the idea of being bent over, of receiving first the hard applications of his tools of the Castle trade and then, with her naked bottom stinging and on fire, of having to hear with trepidation the clicking of his descending zipper, scare the hell out of her? Instead, a warm liquid pulse thumped through her. She could practically feel the probing caress of his fingers as he parted her, followed by the bulbous nudge of his cock as it pressed for—

      Stop it, she told herself. He wasn’t going to want sex. That just wasn’t sensible. They barely knew one another, and no, that was not disappointment lodging in the back of her throat. She absolutely was not going to be sad because a perfect stranger—even one as stately and attractive as Grimsley—wasn’t going to ‘force’ her to take his cock.

      Like she wanted that anyway.

      Wow—she covered her burning face with both hands—where had that come from?

      “Do you need to go back to the corner?” he asked.

      “No,” she groaned. She just needed to figure out how to shut off her brain. He probably thought she was getting all agitated because of her impending spanking. If he knew the direction her thoughts had just taken, he’d probably be every bit as embarrassed as she was for having them. “No. I’m fine.”

      “All right.” He nodded once and gave his pants a loosening tug. “Take your panties off, please.”

      Like a sudden drop in an elevator, her stomach fell. She had the most absurd urge to cover herself, but her hands got lost in the unexpected confusion of what needed covering the most. Her front, the part of her that pulsed and thumped at the thought of being bared to his gaze, and which he would see first the second he asked her to raise her skirt. Or her back, the full round wobble of her bottom that clenched protectively because it was about to lose its cover. Its woefully thin and completely-ineffective-when-it-came-to-protection cover, but all the cover she had nonetheless.

      “I-I’m sorry?” she stammered.

      Grimsley didn’t even blink. “You heard me, girl. Take your panties off. Not just down, off.” He held out his hand. “Give them to me, and from now on, whenever you enter this room for punishment, you will do so already bared and ready to receive it.”

      He was going to make her do sex stuff.

      The burn in her face flared hotter as she bent to slide her hands up under her short skirt, hooking the elastic of her own panties. Pinned up into as close of a Little Maid’s coiffeur as she could force her blonde curls, she couldn’t even hide her embarrassment behind her own hair while she pushed them down her legs. Evidence of her arousal soaked the cloth at the crotch. Unable to get them off fast enough before he noticed that, she caught her heel in a tangle of lace and fell. Grimsley grabbed at her arm, but she lost her balance anyway. She tried to control her fall, but his grip meant she didn’t control anything. Instead of landing on her knees, he pulled and she collapsed with a sprawling umphff across his lap.

      “Oh! I’m sorry!” She struggled to get up again, but his hand only tightened on her arm. His other—she squeaked—caught the inside of her left thigh and with a hefty pull, he hauled her that much further up and over his legs. Grabbing the floor with both hands, she only just kept from banging the dark stones with either her forehead or her nose. Her bottom was now positioned dead-center across his lap with her legs kicking off the other side in a desperate search for balance.

      Her panties dangled off the end of one high heel, a black-laced flag of clumsy surrender. If she could have grabbed them, wadded them up, stuffed them somewhere no one would ever find them again, she would have. But she just couldn’t reach.

      Grimsley could, and did. His hawk eyes missed nothing. As soon as he unhooked them from her heel, he turned the sullied cloth over, folding it in his hand to better see the moist stain her wayward lusts left behind.

      “What is this?” he asked, not because he didn’t know but because he was a sadistic son of a bitch and he wanted to made her say it. Out loud.

      Eden rolled her lips. She covered her face with both hands, mortified beyond belief.

      “I asked you a question.”

      “I have the right to remain silent.” Twisting, she made a desperate backwards grab to snatch her panties out of his hand, but he lifted them easily beyond her reach.

      “This is not a court of law. You do not have the right not to answer when I ask you something.”

      Rearing up off the floor, she twisted and grabbed again, not only missing widely, but accidentally kneeing him in the ribs in the attempt.

      The Master Butler responded by tossing her underwear well out of reach onto the table, grabbing the back of her nearest thigh, and shifting her far enough over his lap to wrench one leg out from underneath her. Before she knew what was happening, he had both her legs pinned in the vise of his own thighs and the ruffled skirts of her miniscule costume were tossed up onto her back.

      “Put your feet—” the flat of his broad hand landed with breath-stealing ferocity upon the back of her naked thigh, “—down!”

      He slapped the other side every bit as hard and Eden snapped her feet to the floor.

      He’d missed her bottom. That might have been intentional, too. The sting chewing into the backs of her tender thighs had her gasping and hugging onto the legs of his chair.

      “Rule number one: You will accept your punishments with grace and obedience,” he told her. “You will strive always to maintain the positions I request of you, keeping your hands and your feet out of my way. Is that clear?”

      “Yes,” she gasped, already fighting not to squirm. Or to reach back and, if not rub, then at least to hold on to her smarting thighs until the worst of the awful sting faded away. Wow. That really hurt.

      “Rule number two: You will answer when I ask you a question.” His hand came to rest directly on top of the first area he had just spanked. It wasn’t a comfort. Rather, it felt like a warning.

      Eden closed her eyes, the embarrassment burning at her face melding with the heat of the hurt pulsing in the backs of her legs, which had slowly begun to move upward. Drifting up over the curve into her cringing buttocks as well as down into the shadowy vale in between. The pulse of pain met the pulse that was already there, and the two intertwined, becoming something more. “I—”

      He struck the backs of each thigh, not once this time but twice in rapid succession.

      Eden yelped, her hands flying up in knee-jerk response before she quickly latched onto the chair again. “Wait, wait!”

      “I am not going to wait,” he replied. “Answer me.”

      “I don’t know what you want me to say!” she wailed.

      His next fiery swats found her bottom dead on, with each swat feeling ten times worse than what had already come before. “Avoiding the question is as good as a lie,” he commanded. “One more time and I will revoke our agreement. If I cannot trust you, I would just as soon not waste my time.”

      Her chest caught. Despite the burning and the very real discomfort his spanking was branding into her flesh, she didn’t want this to stop. But the thing he wanted her to say, to admit to out loud… “I can’t!”

      His hand came to rest on the stinging curve of her bottom. The respite was wicked. It was just pause enough to allow the hurt to diminish and the fire to throb, not just in the backs of her spanked thighs but in other places. She could feel it spreading up into her bottom. Worse, though, the sinuous thumping was spreading in between her thighs too, moving through the whole of her pussy until that languid thumping had seated itself in the base of her clit.

      “Why can’t you?” he demanded.

      Eden squeezed her legs together, unsure whether she ought to confess her attraction or cry. His hand moved then, making the choice for her as he cupped the hot pink swell of one buttock, squeezing to make the fire and the throb intensify, and bringing back just a hint of the pain. The mortification, too, since squeezing pulled her buttocks apart, revealing not just the pucker of her back passage, but the shadowy crease of her pussy, drenched as it was with the shimmering evidence of her undeniable arousal.

      “I don’t want to say it,” she groaned. “This is so embarrassing.”

      “I don’t care.” Releasing her buttock, Grimsley shifted his grip to her other cheek. He squeezed there, too, pulling at her flesh until the strain of it tugged at her labia, prizing her open down there as well. She groaned all over again, hearing how wet she sounded. She could smell herself, the unmistakable perfume of physical attraction.

      Could he?

      “I don’t care how embarrassing you find it. You will answer what I asked, or you will be punished for your defiance. And I would have you know, so far, defiance is all that is being corrected now. We have yet to start on either your demerits or your penalties.”

      Wide-eyed, she stared at the floor. Her jaw dropped. Her bottom flared, but so did her misbehaving sex. She was almost done as it was and, according to him, they hadn’t yet gotten started? How could that be?

      She choked on a gasp when he released her other cheek and shifted his grip again, lowering his hand until once more it was resting on the back of her thigh. Where the skin was so much more tender and sensitive. Where the spanks hurt so much worse. Where the press of his fingertips followed the curve of her leg down into the shadow between her thighs and she could almost feel the skimming touch skirting her most intimate folds. Just a twitch. That was all it would have taken for his finger to brush full up against her, skimming through the slickness of her desire. As if it belonged to him.

      Her grip on the chair legs turned strangling. She wrung at the inflexible wood, her knuckles whitening in desperation.

      “M-my panties were w-wet.”

      Five hard, stinging swats bounced off the under-curve of her instantly writhing bottom. She sucked back her yelps. Were her legs free, she would have kicked them.

      “My panties were wet, what?” he countered, his fiery palm coming to rest once more on the back of her thigh.

      “Sir!” she gasped, panting. “M-my panties were wet, Sir!”

      “The thought of being spanked was that arousing?” He switched his hand from her left thigh to her right. When he squeezed, his thumb caressed a single path up the inside of her thigh and her whole body erupted in a burst of wanton tingling when it touched her. It full on touched her. Not invading, but simple passing boldly across the seam of her pussy lips to spread that liquid arousal from her folds onto her thigh. The moisture cooled on her skin where the air touched it.

      “No,” she whispered, shaking her head. Shaking in other parts of her too, truth be told. Her legs were shaking. Her hands were too, her grip on the chair was the only thing keeping her steady right now. Everything inside of her was trembling—from the heated well of her weeping sex to the beating of her heart, which she could feel pounding the hardest all the way down into her aching clit. It was in her veins, her throat, her head. It was even in the tips of her stiffening nipples. “N-no,” she hated herself for admitting. “It was the other things.”

      “What other things?”

      She closed her eyes, so very aroused and so very ashamed. “Please… don’t make me…”

      The vise of his thighs across the backs of hers abruptly released and suddenly Eden’s right leg was thrust away from its twin. He clamped back onto her left, holding on to that one as tight as any man’s legs could, but now there was no such thing as shadow between her thighs. He’d splayed her open. She could kick and scramble and flail, but only with one leg, the other was still his prisoner, and now he had full, unobstructed access to every intimate part of her.

      “What other things?” he repeated, soft as a purr, as terrible as thunder, the bold cup of his hand as he caught firm hold of her pussy folds one of total ownership. He squeezed, tightening his grip.

      Oh God… she had to tell him, but she couldn’t. How could she? How could she say out loud that she had been imagining him doing… well, this! This grip. If only she’d had the imagination to envision exactly how it would feel, she wouldn’t just have been wet, she’d have come, right there in front of him. The pressure on her clit, caught between his squeezing fingers, was incredible. Eden couldn’t move, and yet she couldn’t hold still. Her body was frozen, immobile in the grip of that one hand cupping her sex, and yet her scrambling toes couldn’t stop curling and flexing. She lost her heels, first one falling off her foot and then the other, leaving her stocking-clad toes digging helplessly against the floor stones.

      “You!” she gasped, as his expert fingers worked her captured clit. Back and forth, applying pressure enough to make this maddening, pressure enough almost to make it hurt. That minute pain was an intoxicating pleasure all its own and it helped the confession come out. “D-doing things.”

      “What things?”

      There was absolutely no censure in his tone. No embarrassment of his own, or revulsion that she could hear. That had to be his professionalism shining through. As long as he’d worked here, there probably wasn’t a lot she could say that he hadn’t already heard from hundreds of other guests.

      A tiny sting of jealousy bit at her for all those faceless other women. Eden envied all they must have experienced, and for the ease with which she could imagine them asking for what she could barely form into words.

      “This,” was as close as she could come to vocalizing the way in which she had envisioned him bending her over, sliding his fingers into her in the same careful, calculating way in which they were even now pinching, massaging, rolling the swollen nub of her clit between his fingers, the slick friction of their skin all but dripping in the wetness that poured from her.

      “Did you think sexual things were going to happen tonight?”

      She burned in the humiliation of hearing him ask such a question out loud. She burned even hotter, because that wasn’t just what she’d thought, it was what she wanted. In this very position, with her legs splayed open wide and his hand gripping her pussy, owning her clit, alternately massaging into her a confirmation of his ability to give her pleasure if he so desired it… not to mention those little tastes of pain.

      “Yes,” she whimpered, hiding her face in her hands.

      He rolled her clit between his fingers, until her hips were rolling upon his knee in time with the motion he’d set. “In this position?”

      “Bent over.” She was going to cry. She might come first, but immediately after, she was going to cry. She could feel it, a hot wave of unshed tears riding the wave of orgasm threatening to break her. Like the winding of some invisible clock, his fingers kept tightening the springs holding back that wave with every massaging, pinching circle he made.

      “My lap?” he asked.

      “The couch,” she gasped. “The bed… I don’t know!”

      “Here.” His fingers released her clit and in a single, hard upward thrust, three became buried inside her.

      “Ah!” She threw back her head, panting, her hips grinding down on those deep-seated fingers. “Yes. Please, yes.”

      He was making her beg for it. She’d never begged before. She’d never felt such a terrible need to from anyone, much less a man she barely knew, but this man hadn’t just created the need, he’d stoked it to bonfire-like proportions and then set it free to rage inside her.

      “Here.” His fingers withdrew all the way to the very tips, then thrust up into her again. He butted them all the way to his palm and his thumb found her secondary passage. He did not touch. He did not caress. He did not gently apply pressure or meekly ask for consent. In the same second that she felt the shock of his thumb against the puckered rim of her anus, he was inside her there now too. Sinking in, slow but deep, and giving her no chance to wrap her mind around the fact that she was about to be invaded in a way so deeply personal, intimate, dirty and mortifying. One instant she wasn’t, and in the next, she was impaled on both fingers and thumb.

      “No!” she gasped. Not because she wanted it to stop, but because it was involuntary. It was guttural. It was dirty, and it felt good in the most primal way imaginable. It was double-penetration in a circumstance and a place where she could barely imagine being penetrated at all.

      It was a claiming of her body that she hadn’t expected. Hadn’t known until this very moment that she’d wanted as deeply and privately as suddenly she did. And God help her, but she came from it. She came, explosively. Crying out in a hard, grunting, unladylike caw of pleasure so utterly and helplessly given that all she could do was flail her hands back with the need to grab at him, but somehow stopping herself without touching him. Because he’d said not to. He’d said to keep her hands down. She tried. God, she tried, but with every spasming wave of ecstasy her hands flailed back again.

      She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t stop her hips from pumping and grinding and riding on his hand. She couldn’t stop herself from making that primal, god-awful grunting sound as her belly clamped down and her pussy milked at him.

      Eventually, the spasms slowed. Eventually, she exhausted herself to the point she could not buck her hips back, not one thrust more. Eventually, she wilted over his lap, gasping and moaning and half-sobbing because she’d never done that before in her life, not one time. She hardly recognized herself.

      Grimsley took his fingers out of her pussy, stroking and rubbing her clit and folds one last time. Like a fond farewell. He took his thumb out of her ass next. And then, without any warning, he spanked her.

      “Demerit number one,” he said, and the flat of his broad hand caught her right buttock in a thunderclap of sound and sensation. If he wasn’t spanking her as hard as he could, she hoped she never felt it when he did. Maybe it was because her nerves were all awake and clamoring. Maybe it was because she already felt scraped raw in the aftermath of her orgasm, or because there had been time enough between now and the last swats he’d given her, so her skin had regained all sensitivity. Eden didn’t know. What she did know was she was done earning demerits.

      “Ow!” she squeaked.

      “Demerit number two.”

      She grabbed at the chair legs again and grit her teeth. Only this time it wasn’t just one bottom-blistering swat, it was three, all of them given just as hard as the first. Try as she did to take it, the last stroke wrenched a shout from her. It was all she could do not to slap her hands back and catch at his, stopping this punishment before it killed her.

      Thankfully, it stopped on its own after three.

      Four in total, that’s what she’d taken so far. She would never earn another demerit again, not for as long as she lived. She gasped, holding on to the chair legs with all her might, desperate for Master Grimsley to let her up so she could grab her bottom and rub out the overwhelming hurt.

      “Penalty number one,” Grimsley said, soft and without mercy.

      Eden started to cry. “Please,” she begged, toes curling tight against the floor, every muscle locking down in an effort to endure what she knew was coming next. “Please not my bottom! I can’t!”

      Except she could. And even as she said it, she felt that first errant thrum of pleasure re-igniting off the burning pain beginning once more to pulse everywhere his hand had spanked her. And in the one place it hadn’t… right up until he gave her the first penalty swat.

      His hand caught her pussy squarely, though not as hard as before. It didn’t have to be to make her throw back her head, shouting and arching back her hips because she was helpless to do anything but offer herself for more while he punished her. The force with which he did it edged her closer to that point where she lost all determination to hold still and just take it. The way he expected her to. The way a good submissive should.

      She held on, but only just barely.

      “Penalty number two.”

      Not one stroke now, but six. All of which were delivered against her throbbing, burning, aching pussy, and she couldn’t close her legs.

      She shouted. She screamed. There was no such thing as holding still, and yet somehow he managed to hold on to her. Keeping control of her across his lap until it was over, and above all the tidal waves of burning, pulsing fire and hurt, she heard the low calm of his voice say, “Last penalty.”

      She wailed, but he didn’t spank her again. In a single hard thrust, he buried his fingers back inside her. Three fingers claiming her pussy. His thumb claiming her ass.

      “Penalty number three,” he said.

      God help her, she came even harder than before.
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      Grimsley lay awake in the quiet of his dark room, in the softness of his lonely bed, eyes wide open and fixed upon a ceiling he couldn’t see.

      His body was thrumming, singing, that long-slumbering beast of dominance within him well and truly awake now. It kept whispering for him to get up. To leave his room and walk down the hall what few tiny steps separated his quiet apartment from the Little Maids’ dormitory. That was where Eden was.

      He knew that not because he had a copy of her employment folder or because he’d read it now twice, front to back, but because he’d had to carry her there once her punishment was done. He’d never seen a submissive flying so high in subspace, her legs just wouldn’t work. Under any other circumstance, he’d have called a runner to escort her. Grimsley did not do aftercare, but truth be told, this one time, he truly hadn’t minded. And from the moment he’d picked her up, she’d wrapped her arms around his neck, laid her head upon his shoulder and closed her eyes. It was hard not to be affected by that, but Grimsley did his best with every step that he carried her from his office to her dorm.

      There were thirty cots in the Little Maids’ dormitory, all but three of which were in use. It was dark and everyone was sleeping when he carried her down the twin rows to the narrow bed that had been assigned to her. Tiny as she was, he wasn’t even winded when he finally bent to lay her down. The minute her hot bottom touched the mattress, Eden roused enough to gasp and immediately rolled onto her stomach. Her hand went back. She touched her bottom, pale fingers against a surface of bright-blushing pink, and then she was asleep again. Gentleman that he was, he’d covered her with her blanket and gone home.

      The dormitory door would be locked now. It locked automatically at ten o’clock each night. A safety feature meant to keep the Castle’s sexiest sex icons safe while they slept. Of course, they could get out any time they liked; those with less than scrupulous morals could not get in. Grimsley had never considered himself one of those potential night-time predators, but instead of sleeping himself, he just kept thinking how he had a master keycard for that door. All the top-tier Masters did. One quick tap of his card against the lock and he could have access to her.

      He could already see himself picking his way down an aisle lit only by the evenly spaced nightlights that kept the dorm from ever falling truly dark. Until he came to Eden, still lying on her stomach in the bed where he’d laid her, her bottom still faintly aglow from a mild punishment now hours old. Perhaps her legs would still be parted with her swollen, sensually punished sex openly displayed just for him. Perhaps she’d sense it when his shadow fell over her and she’d raise her head to blink up at him, all sleepy and innocent.

      In the faint light of that dormitory, surrounded by the sounds of so many of his Maids slumbering, he wouldn’t be able to see the lovely details of her face. But, her wide blue eyes would be upon him and then her lips would part. He knew she would tremble, just like he knew she would not say the safeword. Neither the one he’d given her to use just between them, nor the Castle’s all-encompassing ‘onion,’ because stopping him wasn’t what she truly wanted.

      Stopping wasn’t what he wanted, either, but he would give her every opportunity to change her mind. To think it through as he took his clothes off as quietly as possible, baring his body to the caress of the nightlights and all the shadows in that far from private room. He would let her feel the impending consequences, let her take full ownership of them as she held her tongue, while he climbed onto the narrow cot of her bed. First one knee, making the mattress dip at her hip, and then the other as he straddled her.

      He could hear in the back of his mind her intoxicating whimper as his weight settled on the backs of her thighs. It echoed through his head, the shakiness of her breathing as he bent to bind both her wrists in the prison of his one-handed grip. With his other hand, he would reach down between them, taking hold of his cock. He was, every bit of him, as hard as these old castle stones, but it wasn’t fear that would make her tremble as he brought his mouth down to her ear.

      “Penalty number one,” he would whisper in a voice no louder than breath.

      Grimsley closed his eyes. Oh yes, he could hear every gasp and every mewling cry, just like he could feel the hungry clenching of her body as her hot sheath locked down on him right from the very first thrust. He wouldn’t be gentle. She didn’t want him to be gentle.

      She wanted to be owned. The same way everyone who came to this place of fantasy wanted to be owned. The only problem was, the Castle was a lovely vacation resort.

      Grimsley lived here.

      Forcing his eyes open, he stared sightlessly up at his own ceiling and he kept his ass in his own bed. It was the longest, most frustrating night of his life, and he spent every minute of it as hard as a damn rock.
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        * * *

      

      Eden spent the whole night in the Little Maids’ common dorm, sleeping in fitful spurts, haunted by the same damned, aggravating dream. She saw herself, lying on her thin cot of a bed, sandwiched between a girl with blonde streaks named Tasha, who kept second guessing her own reasons for coming to the Castle, and a redhead who mumbled in her sleep. She had to sleep on her stomach, too, because her bottom and the backs of her thighs were so tender that initially she couldn’t bear the pressure of her own weight on the mattress. After the worst of the discomfort faded, though, she’d stayed on her stomach. This time in an attempt to recapture the tenderness. Although that soreness had been unbearable in the beginning, Eden found she missed it the second she couldn’t feel it anymore.

      Touching her pussy helped. Her clit was sore; her labia, swollen and tender to the touch. The innermost folds surrounding the molten heat of her entrance felt scoured and raw, but she still touched herself there—gingerly at first and then with growing dismay, because the more time passed, so did the tenderness, fading away until she could hardly feel anything at all.

      Not that she wanted her body to hurt, she told herself, hugging her pillow and trying not to cry, but it all felt so… anticlimactic. He’d fucked her with his fingers. First, he’d made her admit that she wanted all the same sex stuff that she’d tried desperately not to think about, and then he’d fucked her with his fingers. His cock he’d kept tightly confined within his black trousers, but she could feel it. Oh, could she ever feel it, that obvious breath-catching lump that she wriggled against until it strained and prodded at her belly and hips. She wouldn’t have said one word of protest had he dumped her on the floor at his feet, torn open the fastenings of his pants and, in a single hard thrust, replaced his fingers with his cock.

      Sadly, he hadn’t. Maybe, like most sensible people (herself included up until today) he wasn’t the sort to fall into bed with random strangers.

      Maybe you’re not his type, her mental voice of doubt chimed in. Either way, his pants had stayed buttoned and she’d gone to bed with a sore bottom, a pussy that was even more sore, and she’d done it all alone, albeit in a dorm full of fellow Little Maids, all of whom slept blissfully unaware of her restless, horny-as-hell state.

      And then came the dreams. The ones that felt so realistic that sometimes she couldn’t tell for sure which parts had really happened and which her imagination was taunting her with.

      The ones where she lay in bed on her stomach, hugging her pillow all night—those were probably real.

      The parts where she reached down between her legs, touching herself in a vain attempt to rekindle that intoxicating amalgam of pleasure and pain—those were real too. But while her hands knew exactly how to bring herself to climax, it wasn’t the same as when another person was involved. The intensity wasn’t as high and it always stopped far sooner than it had when Grimsley had been driving her body. He hadn’t cared how breathless she was or how strong the orgasm, he’d kept stroking, thrusting, grinding, rubbing her on to higher and higher peaks, apparently just so he could hear the trembling of her cry as she was swept right off those peaks in orgasm’s crushing waves.

      Then there were the parts that she was pretty sure weren’t real. Like the times when she lifted her head off the pillow to find him standing over her cot, just staring at her.

      So were the times when he stripped away his clothes, silently daring her with the blackness of his stare to whisper her safeword—or scream it—those absolutely had to be dreams. Because that was when he climbed into bed on top of her. And that had felt so real, she could have sworn the mattress actually moved around her.

      He’d gripped a handful of her hair then, pinning her head to her pillow while he straddled her from behind, the prod of his hard cock angling down between her legs. She remembered biting her pillow as that first penetrating thrust parted the folds of her tender sex. Hurt so good—it was the only way she could think of to describe how he sank inside her, slowly at first, deep as he could go, forcing her to muffle her moan for fear of waking all those other people sleeping around her. Sore as she was, damn if it didn’t feel good to be stretched upon his cock. Damn if the hard fucking pace he set didn’t set her on fire. The slapping of his pelvis against her ass was primal, the burning heat of his mouth as he alternately kissed and bit his way across her shoulders, up the back of her neck, behind the ear he liked to grip before marching her off to stand in the corner, flared the burning, aching, ferocity of her impending orgasm.

      All of that had to be dreams. It had to be, and so were the silken whispers that had woken her at least twice when he’d said, “Penalty number four. Now I’m going to take your ass.”

      The second time she heard him say that, she awoke with her whole sex twitching, electrified, begging to be filled by something—anything—other than the emptiness. This prolonged anticipation was unbearable. The sun was barely over the windowsill and everyone else in the dorm was sound asleep, but she threw off her blanket and crawled out of bed anyway.

      Eden hobbled to the bathroom with every muscle up the insides of both thighs crying at every step. Between Grimsley and all those dreams, she’d kept them open at entirely the wrong angle all night long. Hot water from the shower helped ease the stiffness. It also washed away all evidence of her body’s extended arousal—the musky smell of sexy and sticky desire. By the time she shut the water off, her soreness was mostly gone and she had talked herself into a pepped-up state of self-confidence. Today was a whole new day. Come what may, she was going to show Master Grimsley that she knew how to be professional, capable, and more than worth his time and training.

      Her hair dripping down her back and dressed in only a towel, she opened the bathroom door to find Grimsley standing there with one hand poised to knock and the other cupping his open pocket watch. They both startled, but he recovered first.

      “We are eleven minutes late for breakfast,” Grimsley whispered, looking her up and down with a frown. “Morning inspections are due in less than an hour, new arrivals must be checked in by 10:00 am and departing guests checked out by 11:00 am, and we still have to get you ready to take your mandatory first-aid and CPR certification test. Why aren’t you dressed?”

      “Well, good the hell morning to you too,” Eden snapped back. Any other day, her automatic response would have been an apology. In retrospect, an apology here probably would have gone over better than what came pouring out of her. She blamed her lack of sleep and, frankly, that was his fault, whether he knew it or not. “How was I supposed to know all that? It’s not like anyone told me—”

      Snapping his watch shut and stuffing it in his vest pocket, Grimsley caught her by the ear, hauling her right up onto her naked tiptoes.

      “Ow!” she mewed.

      “Be as loud as you like,” he growled. “The more people you wake up, the more will get to watch me do this.”

      He marched her out of the bathroom and through the long dormitory, past all the beds full of sleeping women, until they reached the main door and, more specifically, the whiteboard on the wall that listed the names of everyone in the program and which bed they were assigned to. He pointed to hers. Right beside her name was her mandatory 5:00 am wakeup time.

      “Oh,” Eden said, rubbing her ear. She stared at the time, shoulders slumping, mentally racing for how best to apologize. “Uh—”

      He cut her off. “We haven’t the time. One demerit for tardiness and a penalty for the cheek. Now, get dressed.”

      He sent her scampering for clothes with a swat to the bottom that stung even through the terrycloth towel. He stayed in the doorway the whole time she dressed, and God, how she felt every caressing minute that his eyes were upon her. Unrecovered from her fitful night’s dreaming, her already raw nerves flared to heated life. A low thump of arousal began its erotic dance between her unsteady legs. Her hands, tugging and pulling their way up the laces of her uniform corset, fumbled as she tried to hurry. She couldn’t breathe right, something that had little to do with the tightness of the lacing. Pinning her hair into a hasty bun, Eden cried a mental ‘to hell with it’ in regards to makeup, put her thumbnail right through her sexy stockings, and nearly twisted her ankle as she rushed to get back to his side in those death-defyingly high heels that were part of her uniform. She hated high heels. She’d never really worn the things before and she didn’t feel at all graceful in them. Plus, her feet must have swollen because they pinched even worse today than they did yesterday.

      Grimsley’s watch was back in his hand and impatience ticked in the hard line of muscle leaping along his chiseled jaw. As soon as she was close enough to hear him, he whispered, “That bed will not pass morning inspection and tell me I did not just watch you throw your wet towel on the floor.”

      Tottering all the way back to her assigned space, Eden’s lips locked against a wide assortment of scathing things she dared not say where he could hear it. She made her bed, kicked yesterday’s discarded panties underneath to be dealt with later, snuck a piece of gum from the travel bag she hadn’t had time to unpack so (hopefully) no one would know she hadn’t had time to brush her teeth, and then threw the towel into the hamper by the bathroom door on her way back to Grimsley.

      No longer looking at his watch, his arms were folded across his chest and his face was a mask of grim displeasure. As soon as she was close enough, he held out his hand, palm up, waiting for… what? She didn’t know, but she was pretty sure it wasn’t for her to ‘give him five.’

      The gum.

      Crap. She should have known better.

      Bending, Eden sheepishly spat her gum into his palm. Her mouth was as minty fresh as it was going to get anyway.

      Grimsley closed his eyes. It was quite possibly the longest, slowest blink she’d ever seen him do and it was accompanied by a deep breath for patience. Taking a white handkerchief from his jacket pocket, he wiped both gum and spittle off his hand and, with another breath for patience, held out his hand again.

      “I don’t know what you want,” she said, even more sheepish because she had a feeling anybody else in this position would have.

      “Your panties,” he said, in short syllables. “Trust me, you will not be needing them for the rest of your day.”

      Mornings that started like that did not bleed seamlessly into wonderful days.

      Grimsley took her to the breakfast hall. Half the Castle might still be in bed, but if it was, it was the guest half only. The buffet lines were full of fellow employees, many of whom she recognized from her orientation. Almost half were dressed in the dark pants and black t-shirts of the security staff, including the one she almost backed into when Grimsley tried to hand her a plate and she tried to put it back again.

      “I’m not really hungry yet,” she said. “I’ll just have coffee.”

      “The foundation of every good morning is a sound and nutritious breakfast, none of which can be found in a cup of coffee.”

      Which was funny, because cups of coffee had pretty much made up the whole of her breakfasts from about high school on.

      “Also, you’re going to be so busy there won’t be time for you to eat later on.” Grimsley handed her back the plate. “Try the frittata, unless you’re a vegetarian. In which case, we also have oatmeal and fruit.”

      She didn’t want to try the frittata. She wanted a cup of coffee and flat shoes to walk in. Twenty minutes into wearing them and already her feet were done with these heels.

      She saved her glare for the first moment when he wasn’t looking at her, but that made her feel guilty. Edging along behind him, she put a piece of toast on her plate so he wouldn’t keep frowning back at her. She was halfway down the super long line of culinary breakfast options when she realized she was the only one there with a mostly empty plate. It wasn’t even that the food didn’t look good. She just wasn’t a morning breakfast kind of person, and her eyes kept drifting to the coffee dispenser set up with all the other drinks against the far wall.

      A braver person would have stepped out of line, leaving Grimsley to frown all he wanted while she got herself a damned coffee. At no point had he told her she couldn’t go off on her own, but it felt wrong somehow even just wanting to leave his side. So, Eden stayed right by him, step after microscopically small step, past the biscuits and assorted gravies, past the eggs and steaks, sausage and bacon. Past the pancakes.

      He looked at the toast on her plate and frowned; she drizzled syrup over the crisp triangle in hidden, albeit sullen, defiance. She wasn’t planning on eating it anyway.

      Catching her casting longing looks at the coffee line, the Master Butler stopped abruptly in front of the corned beef and potato hash and she promptly walked right into him. He dropped his plate onto the buffet, only from a height of about two inches, since he’d been in the process of putting it down anyway. She managed to hold on to hers, but her toast slid right off the edge of it, dropping syrup-side-down right on the point of his shiny black shoes.

      She stared down at the dribbles of syrup beading down the length of his pants from knee to ankle, all that stickiness obscuring the polish. She wanted to cry.

      “Oh dear,” said the blonde woman directly behind her. She stepped slightly out of line, peering around Eden to get a better look, then tsked.

      Grimsley wasn’t tsking. He wasn’t saying anything. He simply picked his plate up in one hand and politely excused himself out of line. Eden knew it was coming before he caught her by the ear, she was already up on tiptoes, wincing and apologizing as he dragged her around the buffet cart and marched her through the swinging doors into a very busy kitchen.

      “You’re not supposed to be in here,” a portly man said, his mostly bald head shining from the heat as he worked over a steaming griddle covered in choice cuts of steaks, all of them brown and sizzling in butter.

      “Mind your business!” snapped a female chef already descending on them from the biscuit station across the kitchen. Her apron was wet down the front, streaked with the same flour that she was wiping off her hands. She smelled of cinnamon, which made sense since she’d just left several racks of unbaked cinnamon rolls, ready for a warm room and time to rise.

      “I have a problem,” Master Grimsley said as the cook neared them.

      “Yeah,” she scoffed in agreement. “So I see.” She looked at Grimsley’s syrup-drizzled pants leg and then at Eden, trying vainly to ease the pressure of his grip on her earlobe. Finally, she sniffed. “I can take her over there.” She thumbed over her shoulder to a sink laden with unwashed dishes.

      A tiny thump of shock hit the bottom of her stomach and lay there, quivering. He was going to leave her here? Eyes wide, Eden ripped her own ear out of Grimsley’s grip as she looked from cook to butler.

      “That won’t be necessary,” Grimsley replied, making no effort to reclaim his grip. Beckoning for Eden to follow, he marched her to the sink. He neither did nor said anything, but simply standing there in front of that mountain of dishes was pretty self-explanatory. Shoulders slumping, Eden unhooked the spray nozzle from the wall, selected a dirty pot from the top of the pile and started rinsing.

      Grimsley sighed. “My leg, Eden.” He sounded tired. “You made a mess. Kindly clean it up.”

      Oh. She looked down at the trail of syrup on his pants and then his shoe. Right.

      Setting the pot aside, she found a folded white rag on a wire rack next to cleaning supplies and wet it under the faucet spray. She lowered herself to her knees and, gathering the excess cloth of his dark pants in a way that hopefully would not smear the syrup any worse than it already was, she did her best to wipe it off.

      Everything she touched, from the moment she’d arrived here, all went to crap. She was seriously starting to wonder if she shouldn’t just go home.

      Grimsley clasped his hands behind his back. Waiting seemingly with all the patience in the world, one never would have guessed he was upset with her when he said, “I am growing tired of being constantly bumped into.”

      Eden said nothing. What could she say? Everything that came sprinting to mind was either sarcastic or petulant. Bowing her head, she wiped the syrup off his shoe instead.

      He sighed again. “That was your cue, Eden, either to offer an explanation or to vow to do better.”

      “I’m trying,” she finally said, but only when she was sure she could manage the words without bursting into tears. His shoe was blurring. She could barely see what she was doing.

      “What must I do then, if this is the best you can offer?”

      Gently though he said it, all Eden could feel was the lash of the sentiment behind it and it broke her down completely. She tried to cry soundlessly. At least until she got his shoe clean, but it was hopeless. She was hopeless. Dropping the rag on the floor, she covered her mouth with both hands and pressed hard, but the sobs would not be stifled. Her shoulders shook as she choked on them.

      He’d asked her a question though and, bound to him, she had to answer.

      Her hands flopped in the most hopeless of shrugs as she gave the only answer she had. “Send me ho-home?”

      He was silent. The weight of his disapproval crushed her; she couldn’t even look up far enough to see how fiercely he was frowning. She got about halfway up his body, far enough to see the bulge of his erection tenting the front of his trousers, and stopped. She stared at that, shocked. He was erect? Why would he be looking at her like that—with that—when everything she had done over the last twenty-four hours was nothing short of colossal failure?

      “Don’t,” he said softly, the timbre of his voice husky with—was that lust?

      Her gaze snapped from his waist to his face, only to be captured by the dark light of hunger that had taken over his stare.

      Ever so slightly, he shook his head. “Don’t you dare.”

      “Dare what?” At this point, she hardly dared even to whisper.

      “Look at me like that. Cry for me, like that. What a hideous waste of passion, when I’ve done nothing yet to wring those tears from you.”

      A shiver ran through her, dancing down her spine on tickling fingers and straight between her legs, where it shivered her even more. “What?”

      “It’s everything I can do right now not to run my fingers through that tangle of curls you call a bun and shove my cock down the back of your throat. Do you want to cry for me, Eden?” He moved in closer. “Do you want to cry for me?”

      Don’t look anywhere but at his face, she told herself, her breath catching raggedly, feeling the heaviness of her own breasts rising so high above the neckline of her corset it was a wonder she didn’t spill right out over the top of it. Don’t look, but it was too late. In the quickest flash of disobedience, her gaze flicked from his entrancing stare to the bulge below his belt, and back again.

      “Stand up,” he ordered, soft as thunder.

      Her legs shook, but she managed, rising to stand in those awful heels. She barely felt the pain.

      “Turn around.”

      She faced the sink, staring without seeing the mountain of dirty dishes or the free-hanging metal nozzle, constantly dripping water into her now discarded pot. Hands clasped in front of her, she wrung at her own fingers.

      “Bend over,” came the dreaded order, but in a tone that sent a rush of wanton warmth flowing down onto her tensing thighs. She wore no panties to catch the moisture and soon a trickle of liquid was tickling its way down the inside of her leg as she laid her hands upon the lip of the sink and slowly bent herself over it, presenting her bottom for correction.

      The whole of her world felt frozen in that moment, and yet the busy kitchen bustled on. She could hear the scrape of multiple cooking utensils on metal pots, pans and bare cooking griddles. Metal sheet pans clattered in and out of ovens. People were talking, calling what they needed to those who might have it and letting others know what dishes were running low on the buffet in the dining room. Someone else laughed; the female cook. Hers was a low, throaty chuckle that preceded her drawled out, “Yeah, my kitchen always has plenty of that.”

      Everyone in that kitchen could have been on a whole different planet for all the notice Eden gave them. It was only her and Grimsley in this moment. Her and Grimsley, and the brush of his knuckles up the side of her thigh as he lifted the back of her skirt, baring her bottom to his gaze. He cupped the full flesh of her there, molding the curves of her in his palms, prizing her open. Was he looking at her pussy? At the dusky rim of her back hole? And—her body startled—did she really just feel the dribbling coolness of liquid spilling down into her crack right before his fingers caught it, arresting the fall in favor of spreading that liquid all around her anus.

      Eden rolled her lips tightly together. She almost rolled her eyes too. God, that felt good. Good, but mortifying, intimate and far more vulnerable than she knew she was going to be back when she’d knelt down to clean his shoe. She became a thousand times more vulnerable and mortified an instant later when the tip of his finger began a few circling passes all around her puckered rim.

      “I need you to focus,” Grimsley said. His finger pushed, penetrating her by knee-buckling degrees.

      She mewed and rolled her lips tighter, fingers clutching the lip of the sink in a death grip.

      “Focus,” he said again. She wanted to say she was focusing, but she was too distracted by the pleasure of his retreating finger. Push and retreat, push—deeper now—retreat again. Her throat wouldn’t let her speak, not even when, on his next push, it wasn’t the slow penetration of one finger that she felt stretching her open. It was two.

      She squeaked. It would have been a moan, a deep, toe-curling, passionate moan, except her too-tight throat cut it off.

      “Focus,” he crooned. Catching the back of her bun, he dragged her head back until the heat of his breath burned her ear. “When you are with me, you will keep your eyes on me, your mind on me, and the next time you walk into me, I will sodomize you with the largest cock I can find. Who knows, it might even be my own.”

      Eden shivered, her ass clamping down on his slow-thrusting fingers.

      “Do you want me to sodomize you?” he asked, and now it was three. Three fingers, thick and long, impaling her and bending her that much further over the sink as she rolled her lips to keep back the primal, guttural, lustiness of her escaping grunt.

      That was a loaded question. To say yes would be the same as admitting she was doing it intentionally just to be difficult and that she would eagerly do so again, as if she were trying to get him to punish her. She wasn’t. She didn’t want him to be mad at her. She didn’t want to be punished. To say no, however, would be a lie and her throat wouldn’t let her do that either.

      Grimsley pulled her head back even further, pushed his three fingers even deeper, winning from her the most animalistic grunt—a sound equal parts pleasure and pain, lust, and the humiliation that came only from having a man put his fingers in her ass. “Is that what you want? Do you want me to sodomize you because you can’t be trusted to keep your mind on the task at hand?”

      “No,” she whimpered. Not for that reason. Never for that one.

      Slowly, his fingers retreated. He’d forced them so deep, she’d never felt more stretched open. Now, in the absence of his touch, she’d never felt emptier.

      “Let’s see if this won’t help keep you mindful.” His touch returned, only now, instead of his fingers, she felt the hard, cool bump of something wet and roundish nudging against her anus. It was not as big as his three fingers had been, but then, he only had the object halfway up inside her before the coolness of it began to yield into a warming tingle, and then a smarting burn. Her eyes bulged. Her jaw dropped.

      “Oh my God,” she panted, her knees buckling into the side of the stainless-steel sink. She gritted her teeth to keep from shrieking as Grimsley thrust it, in and out, the brutal imitation of a hard, uncaring fuck with something that burned like the devil.

      “Say, thank you, Master, for keeping me mindful,” he ordered, the words caressing up the side of her neck, shivering her with their silken seduction.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, voice trembling and breaking. “Th-thank you, M-Master, for keeping me mindful.”

      “Again,” he ordered, pushing the ginger root deeper, applying circling pressure against the base to make the bulbous end embedded inside her rock and rotate. Every part of her that touched it, burned. She wanted it out. She ached for it to be deeper, spreading the intensity of all that delicious burning into her needy flesh.

      “Th-thank you, Master, for keeping me mindful,” she whimpered, teeth gritted against pain that should have been unpleasant and yet which barely met the definition of the word. Her body knew better. Her arousal flowed freely down her thighs, leaving drips on the floor.

      He backed away from her, the heat of one hand branding its staying authority into the small of her back.

      “Again,” he said, a half second before she heard the whipping ‘snick’ of the switch he always carried. No longer hooked to his belt, somehow it had come to be in his other hand and the sound it made as it rent the air was nothing compared to the sound it made when it laid that first stinging kiss right across the center of her naked backside.

      Eden sucked air, her hands both falling off the lip of the sink and slapping back into tight-gripping place again. “Ha!” she gasped, locking her lips to keep back her involuntary yelp. She breathed, struggling to absorb the pain until the worst of the sting began to fade.

      “I’m waiting,” Grimsley reminded.

      Swallowing hard, Eden forced herself to relax, for her bottom to unclench and her feet, which kept stamping mindlessly at the floor, like some well-trained counting horse, to lock back into place and stop moving. She breathed in twice, and then repeated his disciplinary phrase. “Th-thank you, Master, for keeping me, ah!” She slapped the side of the sink again, breathing through a sudden flare-up of fire and pain that surged back through her. “M-mindful.”

      Snick!

      The switch bit into her only a bare space below the first, hard and crisp, winning from her the cry she just could not keep back. Heat flared, both across her stinging bottom and down into the space between. Because damn if her pussy knew what it wanted anymore. Damn if she knew what was erotic. She humped her bottom against the sink, pinned into her bent over position by nothing more than his hand and her own sheer will not to be any more ill-behaved than she already had been. Her bottom clenched, trying to hide from the switch only to make the existing sting and burn of the thing lodged in her ass that much worse. And all the while, through the growing, flaring pain and the languid heat pulsing from each kiss of that switch as it grew into welts, her wanton, greedy pussy sobbed its empty need to be filled.

      “Please, ah!” Her knees banged against the sink. She had no idea what the hell had been burned in the pan directly under her face. She barely noticed the look or the smell of it. Every part of her was focused unerringly on what was happening behind her. On the light, but rapid tapping of the switch as it searched the lowest curving point of her bottom for the next place to bite.

      “Again,” Grimsley intoned.

      She repeated the magic phrase, blurting it clumsily between ragged gasps and mewling whimpers. How many strokes was he going to give her? How many had she received last night, bent over his knee with her legs wide spread and his hand cupping, soothing, owning all the slippery folds of her that he held in his squeezing grip?

      The third stroke nearly jacked her upright but for the weight of his hand and the slipping of her scrambling feet as she lost her footing. Her heels had little traction against this floor. They skidded out from under her in opposite directions, leaving the sink beneath her hips as the only thing keeping her up off her knees and in position.

      She didn’t need coaxing this time. She said the words he wanted. She cried them, and she couldn’t even say exactly why. Yes, it hurt and it was awful, but it wasn’t that unbearable. Rather, the hurt was… well, it was fantastic. It was hot and stinging, and freeing. She’d never felt more submissive or safe, with her face half thrust into a dirty sink full of dishes and her bare ass humping the air behind her as she jammed her knees, one into the back of the other. She was putting on a hell of a show, but for all that she didn’t mean to do it, it was still a show meant for one. How much he was taking advantage of it, she didn’t know. But later, when the searing pleasure-pain had dwindled to nothing more than memory, she would masturbate to the erotic unknown of just how close he might be right now to unfastening his pants, fitting himself to the slick heat of her pulsing slit and shoving. Hard. God, she wanted to feel him all the way up in the back of her throat. She wanted to feel all the breath thrusting out of her as his hips pumped against the growing welts on her ass, spanking her all over again, bruising her over the lip of this incredibly uncomfortable sink. She wanted to feel the claw of his fingers in her hair, making of it the leash that he used to yank her back onto him.

      She wanted to feel everything… except the fourth and last cruel snick of that switch, lashing another weal on the reddening ladder he’d built across her backside. She bounced, bucking in a vain effort to throw off the sting. It didn’t help. She wasn’t entirely sure that she wanted it to. It was all knee-jerk reaction moving her until the initial ferocity of the hurt receded into a warm, pulsing hum.

      He could have fucked her then, if he wanted to, and she didn’t care that she’d only known him for a day. He could have done anything he wanted, she’d have licked, she’d have sucked—hell, she’d have swallowed.

      “I’m hungry,” he said instead, his voice thick, low, husky, full of an unrequited hunger all his own. Taking his hand off her back, he stepped away from her. His dark eyes were positively black when she twisted back, so wanton in her need that she couldn’t even rise. She stayed in position, ass offered up, pleading without words for him not to go.

      He rolled his shoulders, adjusted his coat, took another retreating step, but that look on his face was the darkest hunger she’d ever seen a man wear while looking back at her. His hand drifted to the watch tucked into the pocket of his vest. He didn’t pull it, but just touching it seemed to center him.

      “We can’t be late for morning inspection.” He stared at her a moment more, as if the mental debate were still raging. With a steadying shake of his head, he retreated that final step. “Breakfast,” he said, and turned away.

      On rubbery legs, Eden pushed up off the sink. She watched him walk back through the kitchen and away from her, the wrapped handle of his switch still clutched in one hand. It was broken, snapped right in half, little more than a stub with a braided leather handle. Reaching back, she slipped her hands under the hem of her maid’s uniform, feeling with wonder the swollen ridges of all four welts.

      He pushed through the swinging kitchen door and was gone. A quick search of the floor and she found the frayed end of the switch. It had snapped off in two pieces. She had the most absurd urge to pick them up, slip them into her bodice and keep them. For what? She had no idea, but it felt… special to have broken his chief instrument of discipline in a four-stroke spanking.

      “Back to work, bitches, or it’ll be all of you feeling that next!”

      Eden jumped, completely unaware the cook had come to within steps of her until the command was bellowed. The frozen silence that had befallen the kitchen erupted back into busy work, occasionally punctuated with covert looks shot back at Eden.

      “You steady, girl?” the gruff cook asked, reaching out to catch Eden’s arm as she sagged back against the sink.

      The moment the edge touched her bottom, Eden jerked back off it again. She tottered a step, grateful for the cook’s quick reflexes. What was wrong with her? She felt so… floaty. “Yeah,” she sighed, wobbling in those pinching too-high heels.

      Snorting, shaking her head, the cook ordered, “Take ‘em off.”

      Slipping her feet out of first one shoe and then the other, Eden watched as the cook picked them up. She looked at the pinched marks on Eden’s toes and promptly threw both in the trash. Clapping her hands to brush off imaginary dirt, the gruff woman leveled the sternest look on Eden, almost squelching the fluttery-floaty feeling inside her.

      “That man,” she said pointedly, “happens to be a very good friend of mine. Don’t make me have to hunt your skinny ass down.”

      The kitchen door snapped back open and Eden jumped when she heard the snap of her name being called. Grimsley was back. So was his irritation. The instant their eyes met, he pointed to the floor directly at his shiny, black heel. “Focus!”

      “Off with you,” the cook said, landing a meaty swat right to the worst spot that all her tender welts had to offer.

      Barefoot and blushing, Eden hurried to catch up.
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      Instead of an hour for breakfast, Grimsley had twenty minutes. Twenty of the longest, most thought-jumbled, pulse-pounding, libido-charged minutes of his life, all of which were spent sitting in the Masters’ private dining room just off the guest dining hall, with Eden eating her toast, sipping her coffee, and squirming on her seat in a way that constantly reminded him of why she was sitting so tenderly. And why he was, too.

      She had the perfect ass for spanking. It was soft and round, with just the right amount of bounce and wobble to each stroke. She’d marked beautifully, the redness popping out against the paleness of her skin, followed by the swelling of each ridged welt. He could cheerfully have whipped her ass for far longer than he had. He’d probably still be whipping it, if only his switch hadn’t broken. Heaven help him, but his first instinct when it had snapped hadn’t been to stop. It had been to seize her by her hips, prize her buttocks open with his thumbs and enjoy the erotic show of continuing to watch the greedy, sucking motions of her pussy as he sank his cock into her from behind and started pumping.

      Master Butler, his ass. Right now he wasn’t the master of anything except the world’s longest-lasting and highest-standing erection. People didn’t get prizes for that. They got laughed at.

      He didn’t know how much more he could stand just having Eden around before he broke down and bent her over something. Except that he had managed to walk away from her today, and that had been just as intolerable. Worse, in fact. With every step he’d taken out of the kitchen and across the public dining hall, his tightening gut had screamed for him to go get her.

      So, he had. Having her jog back into step beside him was like a cooling balm. All his inner tightening had instantly relaxed.

      Now, here he was, struggling to choke down the last of his frittata with Eden sitting beside him, her elbow occasionally bumping into his and her leg sometimes brushing his under the table. The very nearness of her continued to rob him of any chance he might otherwise have had to get his shit together, find his calm, and get the day back on track. She was killing him. One tiny—did she really think she was being covert about it?—squirm at a time, she was absolutely killing him.

      If only he had another switch nearby, he’d happily return the favor. But no, he’d have to swing by his office and pick up a new one on his way to morning inspections, where Eden would get to watch him play his Master Butler role for guests and secret-staff alike, handing out demerits to some and lashes to others, while in the back of his mind he already knew it wouldn’t matter whose bottom he was thrashing. It was Eden’s in his mind. Then he would get hard again, right there in front of everybody, and he couldn’t even hide it because his uniform coat only came down as far as his waist in the front. The back tails were longer, but fat lot of good that did him with a three o’clock stiffy pushing at his zipper.

      “That’s enough,” he snapped when she squirmed and bumped his elbow again. He even went so far as to smack the table, rattling everyone’s dishes in his aggravation. It worked. Eden stopped moving… for all of three seconds.

      Leaning into him, she whispered, “It doesn’t burn as much anymore. Can I please take it out now? I’m getting… sore… down there.”

      His need to yank her up out of that chair and bend her over this table became immediately that much stronger. That she should even dare to offer such information only showed how naïve she was.

      “Please?” she whispered.

      “Remove that yourself only if you want me to hate-fuck you with it,” he growled back.

      Across the table from them, Little-girl Selena, blonde hair tied up in pigtails and wearing her Daddy’s favorite blue dress, looked up from the bowl of oatmeal she was unenthusiastically prodding with a spoon. “What are we removing?”

      “Never mind.” Grimsley frowned at her, hoping to quell any further pursuit of a subject he hadn’t meant to introduce to the rest of the room. Her face turning bright pink, Eden buried her attention in her fruit bowl.

      “That’s enough, young lady,” her Daddy-Dom, Master Emerson said beside her, but it was too late.

      Noticing Eden’s blush, Selena perked and proclaimed in loud delight, “Oh my gosh, you’re wearing a butt plug, aren’t you? Grimsley, you old dog, you!”

      “Selena!” Emerson censured, frowning.

      The perky blonde immediately slumped chastened in her seat, but the damage was already done. Jackson, sitting two chairs to Grimsley’s right, choked on his coffee. His submissive, Sara, thumped his back with her scarred hand.

      “I’m okay,” he wheezed, above Eric and Reeve’s snickering laughter across the table. “I’m okay, I’m okay.”

      “I am not old,” Grimsley informed them all, although his parting frown was for Selena. “I’m forty-six.”

      She flashed him a beaming smile. “Right.” That smile became an exaggerated wince, which she directed into her bowl of oatmeal.

      “Selena,” Emerson warned, no longer amused.

      “I didn’t say anything!” she protested.

      “And yet you’re saying it quite loudly, and rudely.” He arched both eyebrows at her, an expressive ‘that’s enough’ that spoke volumes all its own. “Last warning. I won’t have it.”

      Selena stuffed her mouth with oatmeal and sullenly chewed, which didn’t exactly make Grimsley feel better, because now he was catching thoughtful looks, not just from the other submissives around the table, but from Eden. She was looking at him critically, he could feel it. That annoyed him. He might well be one of the older of the Castle Masters, but he was also among the most experienced. That ought to count for more than physical age.

      On the other side of Jackson, Sara spoke up. “I actually called him elderly the first time I saw him.”

      Eden forgot all about giving him the covert side-eye. Her jaw dropped and she peeked, first at him and then she leaned over her plate to give Sara an incredulous look around him. “How could you possibly think that?”

      “Drop it,” Grimsley told them both in the same tone Jackson used when he said, “Sara…”

      “It was back before the torches, when we had the old wall sconces,” Sara protested. “Unless there was a window and it was broad daylight, the lighting here was horrible. You remember,” she prodded the chief of security, “he came at me with a stick. I’ve never run so fast in my life.”

      “You either drop this right now or I’m going to start letting him catch you.”

      And this right here was why Grimsley preferred to eat his meal first thing in the morning before anyone else was up. There was something to be said for peace and solitude, and the absence of the younger crowd, particularly when they—like now—seemed determined to make him feel like a damn dinosaur.

      Grimsley stood up and, without excusing himself or clearing his plate, he left the dining room.

      “Congratulations,” Eric said as the door swung shut behind him. “I think you guys hurt his feelings.”

      Grimsley was a professional. He didn’t get hurt feelings.

      Hands behind his back, he stalked across the public dining hall, heading for the main hallway and stairs toward his second-floor office, a fresh switch, and the start of his tightly regulated day. Halfway there, he heard the bang of the private Masters’ dining hall door slamming, followed by the running slap of bare feet trying to catch up.

      Falling into step beside and little bit behind him, Eden said nothing. She was probably lamenting the fact that she didn’t have a Dom with Jason Momoa muscles, like Jackson, or dashing good looks like ex-military soldiers Reeve and Eric. He wasn’t the roleplaying Daddy-Dom that Emerson was, nor did he have Master Alan’s exotic foreign appeal. He was simply the Master Butler. He rode herd on the mischievous Little Maids and was, easily, the most overlooked Master in the whole of the entire place.

      Eden huffed a soft puff of air, all but grumbling as she said, “I don’t think you’re old.”

      Stopping not ten feet from the main hall doorway, Grimsley turned to face her. “How old are you?”

      “I’m not a kid,” she countered.

      “How old?” he asked again.

      When she clenched her teeth, the cutest tick of stubbornness leapt up the side of her neck into her jaw. “Old enough to know what I’m getting into.”

      “If you think for one second I won’t put you across my knee right here in the middle of the breakfast crowd, I would caution you to think again. It won’t bother me at all to give everyone in this room a brisk, albeit thorough, floorshow.”

      There went that stubborn tick again, but Eden wisely backed down first. “I’m thirty-three. You’ve got thirteen years on me, so what?”

      She actually hiked her chin at him. That would have been cute if it didn’t smack just a bit of attitude.

      “Eighteen,” he corrected.

      “No, I really am thirty-three.”

      She was cute.

      “I’ll be fifty-one in October,” he confided. “I’ve been holding steady at forty-six for the last five years now. I’m the oldest Master employed here.”

      She only blinked at him, as if she didn’t understand the issue. Eventually, she shrugged. “Okay. Eighteen, then.”

      Just like that. As if she didn’t care that the age difference between them was old enough to be graduating from high school.

      Annoyed, he started walking again.

      She hurried after him. “You’re not old,” she called, catching the door he’d just gone through before it could come swinging shut on her face. “I don’t underst—”

      Suddenly spotting a familiar couple and their K9 in the midst of their own argument coming toward them, Grimsley stopped. The last thing he wanted was to be caught airing personal grievances in front of guests, even if they were undercover police officers. In retrospect, he should have side-stepped; it was too much to hope Eden noticed them too, she didn’t even notice him until she crashed into his back.

      Aggravation exploded through him, but it was a minute fuse—the feeling was gone just as fast as it burst into being. And on the heels of it came a flooding rush of lust and expectation so hard and strong that when he turned on her, he almost lost the ironclad grip he’d always—always—kept on his control. Somehow, he managed not to reach for her, because if he had, her throat would have been in his hand and he’d have had her backed into the nearest wall before either one of them knew what was happening.

      Blue eyes huge, Eden took a healthy step back. The problem was, she only took one. An even bigger problem was, she was still well within his reach.

      “Do you not remember what I said would happen the next time you walked into me?” he said, riding that rushing wave of dominance and anticipation all the way back to her.

      Judging by the spark of excitement that instantly underscored her nervous dread, she remembered only too well. Her hands tucked behind her in a vain attempt to protect what he had no intention of allowing her to. She took another step back, and then she noticed the undercover agents.

      He saw it in her eyes, that moment when her courage gave way and she allowed her nerves to overwhelm her.

      “I-I have to go!” she suddenly blurted and took off down the hall. She didn’t run away from him. Not exactly, but she wasn’t walking, either.

      The male agent looked miffed. The female agent’s eyes grew huge when Eden latched on to her, declaring, “We’ve got, um… important, you know… cleaning stuff to do.”

      “Uh,” said the woman, flashing her partner a desperate look. One that he was too busy rolling his eyes to catch. “I-I guess now’s a good time,” she stammered, then winced as Eden pulled her down the hall.

      Grimsley didn’t care if she ran. He watched her go, already knowing she couldn’t ‘clean’ forever. Eventually, she would find her way back to him with her head bowed and her apologies ready. And when she did, he’d be waiting for her. The Castle wasn’t an endless place, after all, and more importantly, he knew where she lived.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      What was wrong with her? For all that Eden spent hours in the company of Terri, the undercover agent and her bomb-sniffing canine, Champ, she doubted she was being very good company. She tried to keep up a cheerful conversation, but her thoughts stayed with Grimsley. He wasn’t really going to do what he’d threatened, right?

      That had been nothing but an empty threat delivered in the midst of an intensely erotic moment, when their passions had pretty much swept away with them both. How could it not have? He’d had his fingers inside her. He’d been spanking her ass. All the Doms in every story she’d ever read had always whispered the most seductive threats in those moments, and Grimsley was nothing if not a Dom. In her book, he was the ultimate Dom. He was tall; she practically got a crick in her neck every time she looked up at him. He was strong; maybe not as strong as some and he certainly didn’t have Jackson’s physique, but he had no problem pinning her down when he wanted to and, damn, what it did to her fluttering heart and electrified nerves every time he did!

      He certainly didn’t hesitate to spank either, and he definitely knew how. Although by noon, sadly, those four wonderful welts he’d given her had gone away. Sometimes, while stationed at the cleaning cart, waiting while Champ and Terri certified each guest room to be ‘all clear,’ sometimes she tried to recapture the fading tenderness. She’d touch her bottom—discreetly, of course. She didn’t want anyone to see her doing something that embarrassing, but all that was left was a small place on the under-curve of her right butt cheek that still felt a tiny bit sore. She wondered if she was bruised. The thought made her heart skip and her pussy twitch, but there was no help for it. She was going to have to wait until later, when she was well and truly alone, before hiking up her skirt and checking for marks. Just one. That was all she wanted. Just one tiny bruise to help make the experience feel just a little more real.

      As if the ginger plug still embedded in her bottom wasn’t proof enough of that. The problem there was, it had stopped burning hours ago. Enough time had passed now that all she felt there was awkward and the slightest bit chafed. The lube was probably wearing off or absorbing back into her. She wanted to get the thing out, but Grimsley had told her no. Of course, he hadn’t known she was going to run off immediately upon their leaving the dining hall. For all she knew, he’d been planning to take her somewhere private, bend her over and…

      Butt fuck the hell out of her, because she hadn’t been paying attention and had walked into his back again.

      Her pussy convulsed. This time it wasn’t just wanton warmth and arousal swirling through her nethers and making her sex pulse and her clit ache to be touched. It was nervousness too. Dread of an unknown experience she could all but feel looming in her very near future. She couldn’t see it, but it was there. She couldn’t feel it, but it was on the cusp of bending her over and doing something to her that, up until this prickly moment, had only ever happened in her fantasies.

      It was just a threat, Eden told herself. He wasn’t really going to do that to her. He wasn’t really going to sodomize her the way, in the very back of her mind where it had been teasing and titillating her all morning long, she kept imagining might happen. Just like they’d been in the kitchen, with her face mere inches from the filth in the bottom of the sink, her ass on naked display and his strong body riding her the way naughty girls deserved to be ridden. Hard. Fast. Pounding in and out of her like a piston.

      Or like a man, turned on by the consequences naughty girls evoked in savage moments like this.

      The ginger root in her ass was impossible to ignore. It kept her open. It kept her constantly mindful of being stretched in the most humbling way a girl could be. But Grimsley wasn’t here to enjoy it and Eden was a chickenshit, because when they finished checking one wing and she at last had the chance to break away and go in search of him, the second Terri suggested her dog get some fresh air outside, Eden volunteered to go with her. She hated herself for it the minute those words were out of her mouth, but damn—the alternative was a scary thing. A looming and terrifying unknown experience that was already threatening to make the minor discomfort currently pinching at her backside feel like kitten-play in comparison.

      She really wanted to get this thing out of her ass now, but she didn’t. Because he’d told her not to. So instead, she walked Terri and Champ around the Castle grounds, pretending to show Terri the sights, when the sights were also new to her too. With every step, she got a little more tender and a little more scared of what her immediate future might hold.

      That future become the present when Terri at last announced that she needed to check in with her partner. They parted company in the main hall; Terri and her canine went upstairs. A runner in the white robes of a Roman slave found her standing in the hall and quickly passed her a note before dashing off again. It was from Grimsley, allowing her to remove the plug (finally) and ordering her back to his office as soon as she was done with the bomb sweep. There was no further delaying the inevitable. Her trepidation growing with every step, Eden started the long trudge down the dark Castle hallways, past the crowded main staircase to a hidden set of servant steps that would lead straight up to the Master Butler’s daytime office.

      She didn’t get very far. Distracted as she’d been, Eden never noticed the dark-haired Greek warrior with a scruffy beard who stepped out from behind the curve of the grand circular staircase just a few steps after her passing. He followed her, but it wasn’t until she turned that first corner away from the hustle and bustle of Castle guests hurrying off to their next grand adventure that the man tapped her on the shoulder. “Excuse me, my dear,” he said in a nasal voice.

      Eden jumped, her heart leaping into the back of her throat and her body tensing so violently she almost lost control of the ginger plug. She whipped around, grabbing her heart before she could stop herself.

      “Oh my God,” she gasped, hand pressed to her chest. She laughed, afraid that if she didn’t, surely he would think her a nut, especially since he was already backing away with hands held high in a show of empty surrender.

      “I’m sorry I scared you,” he said, one corner of his mouth curling and that glint in his dark eyes saying that might not exactly be true.

      “No, no. It’s okay.” She laughed again, a little uneasily although she wasn’t sure why. “You didn’t scare me. I was just—” Thinking about getting butt-fucked for punishment, her mind supplied. Cheeks burning, Eden changed the subject. “What can I do for you?”

      “I’m lost, I’m afraid.” The man dropped his hands. “Never was one for reading maps right. I was hoping you might help me.”

      “Oh.” For a change, that was something Eden did know how to do. “Well,” swallowing her reservations, when he pulled his Castle map from a back pocket, she edged closer for a look. “Where are you headed?”

      “The 101 room,” he said, the heat of his coffee-scented breath brushing at her temple. He was looking at her, not the map. For some reason, that made her uncomfortable, although she couldn’t for the life of her figure out why. Probably because she was in trouble and jumpy already.

      “Okay. Well, let’s see.” She consulted the color-coded key at the bottom, and then the map itself. “Oh. You’re real close. Go back down this hall and up the stairs. At the top, there’s a series of discussion rooms, all of which are called the 101, but the particular discussion will be posted outside the door, so if you know which one you want…”

      When she paused, the corner of his mouth curled. “Spanking,” he supplied. “A demonstration, I believe the schedule said. Although I’ve been lost for so long now, I’m afraid I might have missed it.”

      “I think it repeats,” Eden said, helpfully. She hadn’t been allowed to sit through the same orientation that the rest of the new-hires had, but she did remember Mrs. Hardwick briefly touching on both the 101 classes and its womanizing instructor. If you’re pretty and you go in there, the headmistress had warned, you will end up on the stage. And don’t think for a second Chelsea’s being there will help you. Not only is she his 101 submissive, but she lives with him. She will happily offer to hold implements so someone else can be his victim for a while.

      “Does it now?” the dark-haired man asked, his tone light, friendly even.

      “Two classes per day,” Eden said from memory. “Each class repeating three times. Tomorrow it will change, but you should be in time to catch both classes at least once more this evening.”

      If both were spanking-oriented, poor Chelsea, she thought. As if she didn’t have enough worries about the future condition of her own ass. Directions given, she started back on her way.

      The man caught her arm, fingers hooking her elbow and pulling her up short. “Was that a dog I saw you with earlier?”

      Eden fought the urge to yank her arm out of his grip. The man was still smiling, which made it difficult to remind him that consent was an important part of Castle life, and that included not touching people when they hadn’t given it. He was probably new, she rationalized. He probably just didn’t know better.

      But then, the vast majority of guests in the Castle were new and everyone knew better, because the topic of consent was touched on thoroughly by Mrs. Hardwick at each and every orientation. Were the headmistress here, she’d likely have wasted no time in touching on it again. But she wasn’t, and being as new as she was, Eden didn’t feel she had a right to lecture anyone. Particularly since, when she pulled, he did let her go.

      “Yes,” she answered, rubbing her elbow. He hadn’t hurt her, his grip hadn’t been anywhere near rough enough for that. But for some reason, his touch lingered. Not in a nice way, either, and the more he smiled, the more that smile seemed like a mask, unreflected in the glittering black depths of his stare.

      “Yours?” he pressed, slipping a step closer.

      Shaking her head, Eden retreated another step back. “He belongs to one of the guests. He’s a therapy dog.”

      “Is he?” The man’s mask of a smile broadened as a hint of cool amusement lit his stare. It lasted just a flicker, and then was gone again. “Is he really? I love dogs. I’d love to meet him.”

      Eden didn’t want to be here anymore. “I have to go.” Turning, she started walking. Head down, she folded her arms tight across her stomach, just in case he tried grabbing after her again. As it turned out, that man stopped her easily with nothing but his voice alone.

      “What if you don’t have a partner?”

      Eden stopped where she was, not more than a dozen steps between them. Her skin crawled. She didn’t understand why every inch of her begged her to keep going, all except for that niggling voice of doubt in the back of her mind that kept whispering she was a Castle employee. It was her job to help the guests whenever and wherever she could. Even the difficult ones, Mrs. Hardwick had said, and what about this man was being difficult? Yes, he had touched her arm, but he wasn’t being rude or angry, or insulting. There was absolutely nothing about him—nothing—that warranted the kind of reaction currently pricking its icy tickles up her spine to perch between her shoulders like the tip of a knife.

      Reluctantly, she turned back to face him. “I’m sorry?”

      “I don’t have a partner,” he said again, still smiling. He spread his hands, once more showing them empty. It didn’t make him seem less threatening, though. Somehow, he only felt more so. “For the 101,” he specified, when she continued to stare at him. “I don’t see where it would do me much good to sit in on that kind of demonstration without a partner.” One sauntering step at a time, he closed the distance she’d just put between them. “After all, I’m hardly apt to spank myself, now am I?” He showed her his white Dominant’s bracelet. “Definitely not my kink. I know.” He brightened. “How about if you come with me? You’re a submissive.”

      She looked down at the yellow bracelet on her arm. Even knowing it would do no good, she still covered it with her hand. As if he hadn’t already seen it and even called attention to it. She wasn’t just any submissive; Eden was a Castle submissive. Guest submissives had the right to say no to anyone they wanted, at any time. Castle submissives—well, she didn’t really know what the protocol was. She was still in her probationary period and too new to be matched with guests. Did that mean she had the right to say no? Should she turn around, like the crawling of her nerves kept begging her to do, and run the other way? Or maybe she could take him up to Master Marshall’s office and let the Master of the Masters find him a suitable submissive partner?

      What was the right thing to do here, and if she did the wrong one, would she get in trouble? Eden wrung her fingers, unsure of what to do. Would it be so terrible if she followed him upstairs and just… sat in as his submissive partner in the 101 room? What was the worst that could happen, apart from getting her bottom smacked in a crowded place, where there was not only safety in numbers, but a real Castle Master in attendance?

      “I-I…” She swallowed hard, torn.

      “Come on,” he coaxed, with that vaguely crocodilian smile. “You always have your safeword. Trust me. I won’t be angry if you want to use it.”

      Something deep inside her said he was lying.

      But suspicions weren’t rational, responsible reasons. Were they? No, and no matter how she twisted it, it all came down to two very solid facts: One, she was a Castle employee and like all Castle employees, it was her job to make sure the guests had a good time however she could; and two, he was a guest. If guests were always right, then shouldn’t that mean she didn’t have a choice?

      “Okay,” she whispered. Rationally, it seemed like the right decision. Inside, though, the minute she agreed, it felt like the biggest mistake of her life.

      The dark-haired man held out his hand and Eden grudgingly reached out to take it, all the while telling herself this was the right thing to do. That he wasn’t going to hurt her. For heaven’s sake, if anything was going to hurt it would be what Grimsley was planning and she ought to be more frightened of that right now than some silly over-the-knee spanking in a room full of guests!

      He was just closing his hand upon her fingertips, in preparation of drawing her to him, when another arm encased to the wrist in the dark garb of a butler’s jacket erupted into her field of vision. The force with which Grimsley’s hand clamped onto her wrist, snatching her back out of the other man’s reach, should have made her jump, or gasp, or possibly even pee herself. What it should not have done was make her want to throw her arms around his neck in relief and fall crying against his shoulder.

      She managed not to do any of that, but only because Grimsley had already yanked her back behind him, inserting himself neatly between her and the no-longer smiling guest—a physical shield in the shape of a very tall and imposing butler. The only hint of annoyance he showed was in the way his fingers flexed upon the braided leather handle of the multi-switch, willow birch he held at his side. He slapped it once against his own leg and her bottom clenched. So did her sex.

      “I beg your pardon,” Grimsley politely said. “Is there anything I can help you with?”

      The dark-haired man slunk half a step back before he caught himself. Though he tried to reclaim his smile, it was merely a ghost of its former smugness. Even less touched his eyes now than before.

      “You may step aside,” he finally replied. “The lady has just agreed to be my submissive.”

      Grimsley’s grip on the willow birch tightened, then his fingers flexed again, all four readjusting themselves on the handle, followed by a subtle tightening of his thumb. “Has she, indeed.”

      “N-no, that wasn’t…” Eden tried to shake her head, but she jumped and fell silent when he again smacked the birch against his leg. He never looked at her.

      “I’m taking her to the 101,” the man said, his nasal voice dipping low and dangerous. “She’s agreed to be my partner.”

      “Has she,” Grimsley repeated flatly, still calm, still polite, so much so that it felt like her imagination trying to put those bottom-crawling inflections in amongst those two innocuous words. “Well,” Grimsley said, “you may rest assured, sir, this particular Little Maid is about to receive all the spanking she never knew she wanted in any one session. Sadly, however, it will not be delivered by your hand. She is spoken for, sir. If you lack a partner, one will be provided for you when you reach the 101 classroom. If you need help finding your way, I will summon Security, who will be happy to provide you with an escort.”

      The other man scowled, dark eyes glittering with a level of resentment his slipping mask could not hide. For her part, though, Eden could have kissed Grimsley. She was pretty sure her knees were going to buckle out from under her the second she tried to move, but ludicrous as it was, she’d never had anyone do anything half as heroic as this before.

      Before he punished her, she really hoped she got the chance to tell him so.
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      Grimsley stood in the hall, body tense, watching the other man walk away. Once he was gone, he continued to stand there, waiting to make sure he wouldn’t return. He wasn’t angry, he told himself, but he was annoyed. He was supremely annoyed. So much so, that every few minutes he smacked the birch against his leg again. The sting was grounding. It helped to keep him focused in the moment when every riled and bristling instinct he had wanted to snap about on his heel, bend Eden across his hip and let her feel the full and unbridled fury of the kind of sting a real birching could impart.

      He didn’t do that.

      Because, regardless of what he was telling himself, he was angry. Furious, in fact, but in a weird way he hadn’t ever felt before. Instead of cold and purposeful, all he felt was the heat of his anger burning across the nape of his neck and up under the back of his skull. It pulsed there, keeping time with the aggravation of his thoughts.

      She’d agreed to be another Dom’s submissive, had she? If any other woman had done that to him, he’d have released her that very second and walked away without another thought. He had more respect for himself than to let a submissive play that game, especially with his offer of protection less than twenty-four hours old.

      She was going to accompany him up to the 101 room, was she?

      Well, if she was that desperate for a spanking, he could well accommodate her needs.

      Except he’d have to wait. In the mood he was in, he could easily take it too far. And, she had protested the other man’s accounting of the situation. Before he did anything, Grimsley would give her a chance to explain herself and then, when he was calm, cool and collected, then he would order her to bend over, like any other maid in his program.

      —except he could already feel her, hesitating and wringing her hands, biting her bottom lip even as she laid herself across his waiting lap—

      He’d flip her tiny bib of a skirt up onto her back.

      —bare her naked ass for the harsh application of his hand while her bottom cringed in dread expectation, her thighs and knees clamped tight against the building urge to kick and fuss—

      He’d lash her backside with six hearty birch strokes, lecturing all the while about what she had done that was wrong; calm and impersonal.

      —it was personal. It was oh so personal, and it would not be the birch he used to impress on her just how deeply she had offended him. It would be his hand. His bare hand on her bare bottom, a strong and steady application that numbered a hell of a lot more than six, all of them raining down hard and fast until she couldn’t even fight him anymore. She would just lie there, absorbing the punishment he meted out until every inch of her was a deep shade of crimson and she was sobbing her remorse—

      With tears on her lashes and hands rubbing frantically to put out the sting, she’d stand before him while he calmly and patiently repeated what she’d done wrong, what she should have done if she’d wanted to avoid punishment, and then he’d end the lecture by reinforcing exactly what his expectations were for the arrangement that they had.

      —and then he’d kiss her fucking senseless. He’d drag her up until she was sitting on his lap, her bottom so hot she could barely hold still while he grabbed twin fistfuls of her hair and crushed her salty-sweet tear-stained mouth beneath his.

      A pang of pure wanting thumped through his gut, echoing in the base of his cock and pulling at his balls until the tightness of them was damn near painful. He didn’t kiss Little Maids. He’d never kissed them. He’d never before kissed a paying guest, either.

      He was going to kiss Eden. He was going to plunder her damn mouth like a Viking of old, not some strict and proper let’s-pretend Victorian butler. He was going to lock his mouth on hers even as he pushed her from his lap and rose to stand with her. He was going to back her up against the nearest wall. He was going to rip her uniform off far enough to bury his face in her breasts, filling his hands with them, before grabbing her by the ass and dragging her up the stones until she was eye to eye with him and hip to luscious hip.

      “M-Master Grimsley?” Eden softly ventured.

      Slapping the birch against his shin, Grimsley looked at her.

      He was not calm, he suddenly realized. Nor would he be, not for a very long time.

      “Run,” he told her. It was the only warning he could make himself give before that last tenuous thread of what used to be ironclad self-control snapped. He charged straight at her. “I said, run!”

      Her eyes got huge. Those intoxicating blue eyes that had completely destroyed his ability to do his job practically from the moment he’d first lost himself in them. In the time it took him to close half the distance between them, she stumbled a half step back. He swished the birch, and that’s when she took off running. She could have gone anywhere, but she did what all submissives in that primal moment of panic did—she ran back down the maze of dark hallways, ducking around what few guests they encountered, and racing up the stairs all the way back to his office. To the place where, deep down in places so instinctive that she could not put them into words, she felt safe. That it was about to become a place of discipline and pain, didn’t figure into it.

      She felt safe with him. Grimsley exalted in that knowledge even as he limbered up his wrist, swishing that birch in a tight circle at his side, and chased her down. He didn’t run—butlers never ran. They did powerwalk upon occasion and this was as close to that as Grimsley dared to allow.

      Because they weren’t alone yet. There were people in the hallways. Not a lot. Usually only one or two guests, all of whom went about their business, but all of whom also cast puzzled glances after Eden as she went racing by… until they saw him. Then puzzled became amused, and amused turned to snickers and giggles once he shot—er, walked—powerwalked—past them.

      When they rounded that last corner, he stopped when he saw the line of Little Maids waiting for him on the hard bench just outside his office. Of the four women and two men assembled, five were guests and one an employee. The employee drew his attention first. She was hunched where she sat, arms folded, twisting a lock of hair around her finger and jiggling one knee rapidly up and down. He didn’t know what she’d done, but—in her mind, at least—it must have been bad.

      Eden didn’t even slow down. She shot past all of them and into his office, the door slamming shut behind her. She was back out again almost immediately.

      “Sorry,” she told those waiting. “Sorry.” She shot down what little hall still remained between them, and then she vanished back inside. The door shut much more softly this time.

      He’d bet his pension she was nose to the wall, ass bare and hands behind her back by the time he got there. As much as he would have loved to just send everyone off so he could attend her, he still had a job to do.

      “You.” Grimsley pointed to the two men first. “Offense?”

      “Laziness,” one said, somewhat chagrined.

      “I was late getting back from lunch,” the other replied.

      “One demerit each. Rainbow Room,” Grimsley ordered, and waved them off with his birch before stabbing the flexible tips at the next group of women. “You?”

      “I called a ho a slag,” she mumbled.

      The woman next to her didn’t wait to be singled out. “I’m the ho.”

      The first thumbed to her. “She called me a bitch first.”

      “Only after you shoved me!”

      No longer looking at him, they turned on one another. Grimsley reclaimed their attention by grabbing them both by their black velvet choker-collars and hauling them to their feet.

      “Two demerits in the Rainbow Room,” he said, giving each a silencing shake to quell the fighting. “Afterward, you will report to Master Dominick in the Dungeon. You will tell him your offenses as well as what transpired in the Rainbow Room. He will then decide if the slate has been washed clean. I can almost guarantee, for fighting—” he gave the shover a hard look, “—it won’t be.”

      When he let them go, the young women trudged off together down the hall. Now and then, they glared at one another, but nothing more was said between them. At least not where Grimsley could hear it.

      All he had to do was arch an eyebrow at the third woman and she stood up, stammering, “I-I was hoping I c-could transfer to a different program? See, I met this guy…”

      “Report to Master Marshall’s office. He’ll handle the transfer for you.” He was being abrupt, he knew he was. But there was no slowing down. Just pausing long enough to deal with this fundamental aspect of his job had him gritting his teeth and slapping his own leg with the business end of that birch. Again and again, every few seconds, like the ticking of some internal clock that forced him to keep time on exactly how long was the growing delay between dealing with this minutia and finally getting Eden back within his grasp. “I hope it is more to your liking,” he said belatedly as she walked away. He was struggling to find, much less walk, that thread-thin line between what he wanted and the immaculate professionalism that, up until this point, he’d always operated by.

      Although the woman glanced back, she also quickened her step and hurried on. Which left the very nervous-seeming employee, who wasn’t just eyeing him now but also biting at her thumbnail with one hand, twisting and tugging that same kinky curl with the other, and jiggling her knee violently up and down.

      The old him—the pre-Eden Grimsley—would have strolled up to her, his expression calm and unreadable, the birch clasped behind his back, and simply waited for her to spill her confession. Regardless of what it was, her every reaction was crying for release from guilt. He had no contracted agreement with this woman—at the moment, he couldn’t even recall her name—but her obvious need was such that the old Grimsley would have offered her one. He’d have found a way to provide that release.

      The Grimsley standing before her now saw only an obstacle between himself and Eden, waiting in his office. All he could see as he stared down at her, was shades of Eden, locked in the agony of submissive waiting.

      “Offense,” he said, so clipped that the woman jumped.

      For the first time she looked at him and, behind the usual submissive tears—he didn’t know her well enough to guess whether they might be genuine—he could see the very real weight of her guilt. Bowing her head again, instead of answering, she handed him a slip of paper.

      A request for discipline, signed by Aaron, one of the supervising attendees over the Play program, a joint venture between the Castle and the local Humane Society. In its third year at the Castle, the program allowed any guest access to the various dogs and cats currently being fostered by the Castle. Predominantly, it was the Littles and those who identified as puppies and kittens themselves who made the most use of the Play room, where they could pick any available animal to spend an hour or a day with. Little Maids tended to spend their days flirting with Castle guests and getting into trouble. To the best of his knowledge, this was the first time one of his girls had given up mischief-making in favor of playing with puppies and getting into trouble with them.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, drawing the paper closer and reading it again. “What does this say?”

      Swallowing hard, the nervous maid lifted her chin far enough to confess, “I stole.”

      Arching both eyebrows, he looked at her.

      “Pugs,” she confessed between sniffles.

      “Pugs,” he echoed.

      “Th-they’re tiny little dogs with squashed up faces—” she started to explain, but he cut her off.

      “I know what a pug is,” he said dryly. “Where I’m having trouble is understanding why you should feel the need to steal one.”

      “Three,” she corrected sadly, her voice breaking. “I took three of them.”

      God. He closed his eyes long enough to calm himself with a stabilizing breath, then opened them again. “Why?”

      Fat tears rolled through her lashes, spilling down a face locked in sad confusion. “Haven’t you ever cuddled a pug before? How do you stop?”

      Why did silly women keep finding their way into his program? Of any Master in this place, he had the least tolerance for dealing with it.

      Drawing another deep breath, Grimsley connected the remaining conversational dots and skipped to the end. “So, you stole one.”

      “Three,” she corrected again, a little impatiently herself now because he wasn’t seeming to get it. “And I didn’t take them anywhere. Not really. I just wanted to sleep with them.” She bit her bottom lip. “I got caught.”

      “In the dormitory? I daresay you did.” He swished his birch, one part wondering how best to handle this, while the rest of his brain tried everything it could to conjure Eden into this woman’s place. Would it seem any less silly to him to have this conversation with Eden? No, probably not. Would he have been any less impatient or cranky? Again, probably not. What he could see, however, were three rambunctious pug puppies tumbling and playing as they trailed Eden throughout her day, completely disrupting his well-ordered Little Maids program.

      Except while he might have thought the word ‘program,’ his brain conjured his office, and then his personal quarters. A grumble of pugs running after Eden as she padded barefoot into his bedroom. Gathering around her ankles to watch while she positioned herself at the foot of the bed and removed her uniform. Three soundly scolded pugs joining her in the corner, all of them with heads bowed in shame, their little bodies feeling the weight of their remorse. Eden, of course, would be the only one he switched. And they absolutely would not be allowed on his bed. He refused to wade through a huddle of sleepy puppies every time he reached for her in the middle of the night.

      He slapped the birch one last time against his knee, then sighed. “Wait here.”

      Turning, he took that slip of paper into his office. Eden was wringing her hands, pacing furiously up and down in front of his desk right up until she saw him. She froze mid-step, her eyes huge as she watched him come. A frightened girl would have paled, but she was flushed and her blue eyes sparkled in an easy-to-read blend of trepidation, excitement, fear and nervous energy. It was the excitement that pricked at the stirring Dom within him, waking a few cock-tightening threads of excitement of his own.

      And he didn’t have time to deal with those threads, not just yet.

      She stumbled back when he drew closer, but obediently bit back the surge of explanations that leapt up in her with little more than an upraised hand and a tense, “Not now,” from him.

      She bit her bottom lip again and waited, watching as he took a clean sheet of paper from his desk and quickly jotted a note to Aaron. It read: I am returning her to your care until she has supplied an equal measure of labor to offset the aggravation of her puppy theft. Between the lines, he hoped Aaron got the message: Handle it your own damn self.

      Folding the page, he headed for the door once more.

      “Master Grimsley, can I just expla—” Eden tried again.

      And again, she stopped, this time covering her mouth with both hands when he pointed at her and said, “In a moment.”

      Calling to the errant Little Maid, he both returned the demerit slip into her keeping and handed her the note. “Take this back to Master Aaron. He will explain the rest and, for your sake, I’d best never see another of these from you.”

      The Little Maid had eyes that got every bit as wide as Eden’s, but they were the wrong shade of blue and the intended effect was entirely lost on him. “I-I have to go back?”

      “Oh yes,” he replied coolly. “Not only are you going back, but until I deem the offense repaid, you will be working under his authority. If you think my switch something to be feared, wait until you’ve sampled a measure of his strap.”

      Her face paled; that right there was what a healthy measure of fear and respect looked like on a submissive—if only he had a phone, he’d take a snapshot of it to show Eden later on. Walking back into his office, he shut the door and then he locked it. Almost nobody walked in to see him unannounced. Apart from naughty Little Maids in need of correction, almost no one walked in to see him. However, Grimsley was a big believer in that old adage: There’s always a first time. He was also a believer in Murphy’s Law, which dictated that first time would happen sometime in the next few minutes, and he was determined. Nothing short of the Castle falling down around them was going to stop him now.
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      Eden heard the door close as if it were a steel-plated bank vault. It didn’t bump softly shut against the threshold, it clanged a reverberating kong all the way through her flesh and into her soul. Her knees actually weakened beneath her. She covered her mouth with her hands just to keep from chewing straight through her bottom lip, she was so nervous.

      And excited.

      And scared.

      But mostly excited, and she didn’t really understand why. Had she the power to do it all over again, she would have changed everything about that run in with the man by the stairs, just to avoid being here right now. And by ‘here,’ she meant in a punishment situation. This would be entirely different if they were here for the fun of it. If he was looking at her like this—with Grimsley’s face dark in its intensity and hunger, and his brown eyes smoldering in unspoken intent—he was going to hurt her. She knew that all the way down through to her core. He was absolutely going to hurt her, but he would never harm her. And therein lay the fundamental difference that kept her bare feet rooted to the floor when he dropped the birch he wielded into that canister full of canes just inside the door. It kept her rooted while he took off his butler’s jacket and hung it up behind the door. Uncuffing his white shirt sleeves, he rolled them up even as he came towards her, slowly stalking her from across the room, as if he were a lion and she a gazelle with no place else to go.

      Eden shivered. Taking her hands from her mouth, she covered her stomach instead, pressing tight to keep the swarm of panicking butterflies from breaking free.

      “I want to talk about what happened at the stairs,” he finally said. He was close enough now that he could have reached out and grabbed her, but he didn’t. He circled her, and every inch of her body erupted at the energy of his nearness. Every fine hair stood up on end, every electrified nerve inside her hummed, reaching for him.

      Eden nodded. “I-I want to talk about it too. See…”

      “Hush.” He said it softly, but Eden heard that word like a thunderous boom and shut her mouth. “I will hear your side of it, but we’re going to talk about it first. I am going to ask you some questions, and you are going to answer them. If you lie to me—”

      “I won’t lie,” she whispered, shaking her head.

      He stopped circling long enough to quell her with his stare. “Don’t interrupt me, either. I don’t like it.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Circling the rest of the way around her, he eased himself down to sit on the edge of his desk and folded his arms. “You left my side to do what?”

      A tiny kernel of icy trepidation dropped from her heart, landing in the pit of her stomach amongst all those panicking butterflies. With what had happened at the stairs, everything else that morning had completely flown from her mind.

      “Oh, uh…” She rubbed her suddenly damp palms against her skirted thighs. “I was with Terri while she searched the guest rooms.”

      “Did Terri invite you to come do a room search with her?” he inquired.

      She rubbed her hands. “N-no, but Master Marshall said—”

      “Were you invited?” he asked pointedly.

      She fisted her hands in the folds of her uniform. “No, Sir.”

      “Did you, in fact, invite yourself?”

      These were at once, the easiest questions to answer and some of the hardest.

      “Yes,” she admitted.

      His dark eyes bored into her. “Why did you invite yourself?”

      “Because you said you were going to be upset with me if I bumped into you again.” She rubbed her legs again, then even more softly confessed, “I-I bumped into you again.”

      “What did I say was going to happen if you bumped into me again?”

      Prickling awareness crawled up the backs of her legs and over the curves of her bottom. When she plucked at the excess folds of her Little Maid’s skirt, she felt the soft bump and brush of cloth caressing her from behind, amplifying those prickles and making them even harder to ignore. She would have loved to laugh just then, make-believe like this all was part of some silly joke, but her throat was too tight for it and her mouth would not cooperate. And none of this felt like a joke.

      He’d said he was going to sodomize her, but she wasn’t going to say that. She couldn’t. First, nobody talked like that. They said, I’m going to butt-fuck you, or maybe, I’m going to fuck you up the ass. Or, even knowing such a thing would never be classified as rape, they might say, I’m going to rape your ass, just to stress the intended punishment, brutality and force. Whether it actually played out to be brutal or not, didn’t matter. It certainly wouldn’t be forced. She had a safeword. She’d known from the moment he’d said it all those hours ago that she wasn’t going to use it.

      So, no. Nobody talked that way. And second, just the thought of trying to say all that out loud was too surreal.

      The longer she stayed quiet, however, ever so slightly that glint in his eyes began to change. He tipped his head expectantly. The fingers of his right hand drummed once upon the bicep of his left arm. “Did you forget the question?” he asked, in a tone that could have been mistaken as solicitous, except that she wasn’t stupid.

      “No, Sir.” She swallowed hard, then lifted her chin as if the extra stretch was all her too-tight neck needed to help the words come out. “Y-you said you were going to…” God, she couldn’t. Her face burned. Her belly burned. Her entire ass was tingling as if there were a swarm of ants milling about, bringing every nerve she had to focus on that singular aspect of her anatomy.

      “Go on,” he ordered, and drummed his fingers again.

      He wanted her to say it. He knew this wasn’t easy, but he wanted her to say it anyway.

      “You said y-you… would… s-sodomize, um… me.” Her face was on fire. Spontaneous human combustion was a thing, because it was on the cusp of happening right here, right in front of him.

      “Why am I going to put my cock in your ass, Eden?”

      “B-because I keep bumping into you.”

      “Do you want me to put my cock in your ass?” he asked.

      Was that a trick question?

      A mortifying rush of warm liquid flooded through her nethers. Were her panties not right now living somewhere hidden in this office, they’d have been soaked in an instant. Her thighs tensed, but she was afraid if she moved, even to clamp them tight together, that flood was going to start dripping. Maybe all the way down her legs and onto the floor where he could see it.

      She didn’t want to answer that question either, but that glittering light in the depth of Grimsley’s dark stare said he did not intend to let her escape any of this easily. “Do,” he repeated, slowly and succinctly. “You want. Me. To put my cock. In. Your. Ass?”

      God help her. She lied, and he knew it, even as she shook her head.

      The darkness of his hunger intensified. He never moved from his spot on the desk. He didn’t unfold him arms. He didn’t even drum his fingers, but she could see it. The rising swell of his desire fast growing inside him.

      “Was it an effective threat, do you think?” he asked, solicitous once more.

      Eden shook her head.

      “Why not?”

      Because her pussy was pulsing. Thumping and throbbing in response to his fast-rising need.

      He took mercy on her, but it was a deviant mercy. One that only made the burning humiliation worse as he said, “Because it didn’t work, did it?”

      “No, Sir.”

      “You bumped into me again not five minutes later, didn’t you?”

      She couldn’t possibly get any hotter or feel any more embarrassed. Not without bursting into mortified flames. Her hands fisted, pressing hard against her own quivering thighs. Her pussy was pulsing. She could feel the minute spasms and her own unbearable wetness. “Yes.”

      “Put your hands behind your head,” he ordered.

      Her watery knees almost buckled, but she did. She seized hold of her own hair the way she’d fisted her skirt. Pulling a little helped to keep her centered, grounded in the reality of the moment, instead of the myriad of fantasies now swirling in her head. Him, ordering her to turn around, to bend over, to grab her ankles. Would he spank her first, or simply unbutton his pants, pull out his cock, fit it to her passage, and shove?

      She almost came, just at the thought of him sinking into her on a single, impassioned thrust. Of him not even caring if she came or not, but using her as nothing more than a sheath for his cock, taking his pleasure stroke after stroke until with a hard grunt, he slammed all the way up to his balls and spilled himself inside her.

      She could easily have come to nothing more than the image of him doing that. The reality, however, was a completely different thing. The reality was that she’d only once ever had a man try to stick his cock into her back passage. It had hurt, and the effort to try and push through her body’s natural tightness hadn’t been fun for either one of them. Try as she had to muffle her cries in the pillow, her screams had made him go soft. After that, he’d had no interest in trying again.

      Grimsley was not that man, however. Trapped in the grip of his cool, hungry stare, Eden doubted if he’d care one whit how much it hurt her. He was going to do it anyway; nothing in that moment could have been more erotic.

      “Turn around.”

      Or terrifying.

      Her knees buckled weakly as she shuffled around until her back was to him. He was going to tell her to bend over now. Her whole body quaked from the want and the fear. Could she bear it? It had been a fantasy for forever, but some things were so much better as fantasy.

      Bend over… bend over… Her own heartbeat was thumping in her ears, she strained so hard, just waiting to hear that command. But it was a command that did not come. Instead, she jumped when she felt the caress of his fingers, raising her skirt behind her and tucking the tail end into the ties behind her back. The brush of air moving across her bottom felt cool against the wetness seeping down her thighs. It was a sharp contrast to the heat of his breath caressing her ear as he said, “You knew you were going to be punished, so you ran away. Isn’t that right?”

      Her indrawn breath tried to choke her. “Yes, Sir.”

      Grimsley cupped her hips in his hands. When he squeezed, it felt as if he were giving her strength, but they didn’t stay on her hips. One after another, his hands began to move. One slipped around her middle until the heat of his palm came to a burning stop right over her quivering womb. The other slid downward, slipping over the curve of her mons until she felt the dip of his fingers parting her silken folds.

      “Mm,” she rolled her lips to muffle her involuntary gasp when he found her clit, and pressed.

      “Are you afraid I’m going to spank you here?” he asked. She nodded, and her heart both soared and sank when he brought his mouth in close behind her ear. His hot breath shivered her when he asked, “Tell me, when did you and the undercover agent finish ‘cleaning’ the rooms today?”

      Her heart sank all over again. “Noon, Sir.”

      “What time is it now?”

      The butterflies that had only just begun to diminish, kicked up in panic all over again.

      “I… I don’t know.”

      “It’s half past the supper hour.” He took his hand off her stomach long enough to fish out his pocket watch and show her. It was a lovely timepiece. Either gold or gold-plated with black Roman numerals on a mother-of-pearl face. It looked very old.

      “Can you explain the five-hour discrepancy?” he asked, making the butterflies positively swarm.

      She clung to her hair, her knees trembling. “W-we went outside. I showed her the grounds.”

      “Were you required to show her the grounds, or were you doing it because you wanted to continue avoiding the punishment you have coming? Tell me, how am I going to punish you again?”

      Heat blazed through her. The pulse of her heartbeat wasn’t just pounding in her pussy anymore. She could also feel the subtle thump of it pulsing in her anus. “You are going to p-put your cock in m-my ass.”

      “I’m going to shove it up your ass. Let’s say that instead, it’s a much more honest admission of what I intend to do.”

      Another tidal flood of heated moisture spilled through her nethers. Now she was dripping, multiple tickling drops winding their way down the inner slopes of her thighs to her knees. “D-do you want me to say that now?”

      His hand returned to her stomach. The other squeezed her pussy. “Yes, I do.” It felt like a warning.

      She repeated her punishment phrase, stammering over ‘shove’ and ‘cock,’ losing her voice entirely when it came to her ass.

      “Good girl.” He reached up to pluck the silly lacy maid’s cap from her hair, dropping it onto his desk before turning his attention to the bobby pins holding her mountain of curls in its sloppy bun. “Now, you may answer the rest of the question.”

      She closed her eyes, fighting back the urge to lean back against him. “I was avoiding it.”

      “Were you avoiding it also when you agreed to accompany a certain guest upstairs to the 101-spanking demonstration?”

      Swallowing hard, she shook her head.

      “Are you sure?” he asked. “You know what the penalty is for walking into me. I don’t think you want to suffer through the penalty for lying.”

      “I’m not,” she stammered. “I was coming back here when he stopped me.”

      “I don’t care what you were doing when he stopped you. I care only that you agreed to accompany him. Did you or did you not agree to do that?”

      Torn, Eden hesitated. “I—” She stopped herself, wanting so badly to explain and yet, what possible explanation could there be? She had agreed. At no point had she agreed to be his submissive, but she had agreed to go upstairs with him and to be his partner for the duration of the class. “Y-yes, I did, but—”

      Grimsley abruptly released her and moved away. She couldn’t see him now but she could feel him, the towering height of him looming over her as he softly countered, “No buts, Eden. Were you assigned to be his submissive?”

      It was a funny thing, being this scared and this relieved all at the same time. “No, Sir.”

      “No, sir,” he agreed, calm and grim, soothing in the overwhelming completeness of his authority.

      Eden stayed exactly as he’d told her to be when he walked away from her. She didn’t look back, although the temptation was very real. Especially when she heard a desk drawer open, the rustle of objects being shifted and then the drawer bumping softly closed again.

      “Whose submissive are you?” he asked as he returned to sit on the edge of his desk just behind her. Her bottom clenched when she heard the plastic lid on a tube of gel lube pop open.

      “Yours, Sir,” she whispered.

      A dab of coolness touched the rim of her ass. Eden caught her breath, her fists clenching tighter on her own hair as he circled once, spreading the lubricant around. Take it, she told herself. Take it, take it, take it! And yet, when he pushed and his finger began a far slower and gentler invasion than anything she had imagined at his hands, it was more than just a pinch of pain that brought her arching up onto her tiptoes. She squeaked, unable to entirely dampen her involuntary cry.

      “You’re swollen,” he said, penetrating no deeper than his knuckle and yet, it felt as if he’d impaled her on a tree trunk.

      “I’m sorry.” She cringed, unable to smooth the wince from her expression.

      His finger abruptly withdrew. Standing up, she heard him swipe two tissues from the box on his desk and then he came around her, glaring down into her eyes as he cleaned his hand. “How long did you wear the plug?” he demanded.

      “You told me not to take it out!” she stammered, stung and instantly defensive. “It’s okay if I’m a little sore. I-I-I can take it, I promise!”

      “This is more than a ‘little sore’ and more than a little swollen,” he snapped back. “I sent you a runner at 10 am this morning, telling you to remove the ginger root. Don’t even try to tell me you did as I ordered. It’s obvious you wore it longer. By the look of it, I’d say you wore the damn thing all day, long after the lubricant re-absorbed. Look at me!”

      Helpless not to obey, she snapped her wounded gaze to his.

      “I understand these experiences are new. I understand wanting to feel everything, perhaps even to maximum the discomfort of some sensations in moments when you might want more. But when I tell you to do something, I expect you to do it promptly and exactly as I have ordered. Your disobedience in this case has caused physical damage—not to you; because you are yours no longer. You are mine, and you have damaged my submissive. Nobody gets to do that, especially not you.”

      “But I didn’t,” she wailed, no trace of the erotic need pulsing inside her anymore. All she felt was the panic now, and the burning effect of the tears welling up in her eyes, turning everything to a watery blur. Including him. “When I got your note, I went to the bathroom right away and took it out. But it wasn’t this morning. I only got your note maybe half an hour ago, I swear! I’m not lying!” she protested when he stiffened, his dark eyes narrowing. “I won’t ever lie!”

      Grimsley held up a silencing finger, holding it just off the tip of her nose where she couldn’t help but see it. Locking her lips, she struggled to swallow back the tears and hoped he would tell her what he wanted her to do. His eyes were still narrowed and he was still frowning, but it was no longer directed at her. Rather, he was staring at a point slightly past her.

      “Be still,” he said, calmly. And yet Eden knew just by the stiffness of him that Grimsley was anything but calm when he walked around his desk and snapped open a drawer. “Did I say you could turn around?”

      She promptly faced forward again. Hands still in her hair, her ears strained to listen.

      “Yes,” Grimsley said a half second later, but not to her. It took a half second before she realized he was on the phone. She didn’t know he had a phone in his office. She’d never seen one, not anywhere in the Castle. “A runner by the name of Stephanie has caused injury to my submissive. Is she there? … Who is her immediate supervisor and may I speak to him? … Yes, I’ll hold.” In the quiet that followed, Grimsley said, to her this time, “You took it out immediately upon receiving my note?”

      “Yes, Sir. I found a bathroom right away.”

      He breathed in and did not speak again until presumably the line picked up on the other end of his call. Was he on a phone or a cell phone? The curiosity nipped at her, but the desire to obey was stronger than the urge to steal a peek back over her shoulder.

      Grimsley’s greeting to the other supervisor was razor-sharp ice. “Your submissive broke mine and I am not happy… Stephanie, yes… I gave her a note at twenty to ten this morning. She was to hand deliver it to my submissive, granting my permission to remove the ginger root she was being punished with. That note should have been in my submissive’s hand no later than ten o’clock. I want to know why it wasn’t delivered until approximately half an hour ago.”

      Eden listened to the exchange, the cool back and forth between one supervisor and the other. Even knowing she was telling the truth, even when she could hear by Grimsley’s responses that the other submissive wasn’t protesting it, her heartrate still quickened. Especially when she heard him say things that included the words ‘my submissive.’ She’d never felt so delightfully owned. It might not be real, but it still felt good.

      “Don’t get testy with me,” Grimsley snapped. “Were the situation reversed, you’d be furious… Yes, and my submissive suffered physical harm because of her willful actions. I want to know what you’re going to do about it.” In the brief pause that followed, she could all but hear his eyes roll. “Yes,” he finally drawled. “I’m sure she’ll love every bit of it.”

      Eden jumped a little when she heard the clatter of (presumably) a cellphone being thrown back into his desk drawer.

      “Idiot,” he muttered.

      She jumped again when he came back to her, his hand clamping onto the back of her neck.

      “Don’t for a second think because I’m not going to fuck you as you deserve that you’ve somehow gotten off easy.”

      She wasn’t sure if that was meant to be rhetorical or not, so she answered anyway. “No, Sir.” Just to be on the safe side.

      Out the door he marched her, with her skirt still pinned up in the back and her bare ass on full display to anyone who cared to look. With her hands locked behind her head and his still clamped on the back of her neck, Eden didn’t have a lot of freedom to look around, but she could feel the stares in what few people they passed as they turned the corner and traveled a maze of gray-stone turns and corridors.

      They were headed for the Little Maids’ dormitory, she realized with a start. Except that they weren’t. Because when they reached it, instead of pausing at the double doors to shove her inside, put her to bed as he had the first night or leave her with a scolding, Grimsley kept walking. All the way to the far end of that hallway to a very unassuming wooden door.

      By now she’d passed this place half a dozen times and never thought another thing about it. It wasn’t until she saw Grimsley tap his keycard to the latch that she realized this was not a supply closet. Nor was it yet another fantasy room for paying guests. This was the Master Butler’s personal apartments—the open concept kitchen and living area were spacious and brightly lit via the setting sunlight, spilling in through two open windows that overlooked an enclosed courtyard and a bird aviary. Two open doors fed her glimpses into a neat and tidy bedroom, followed by an equally neat and tidy bathroom. Sparsely decorated, the only thing he had in abundance, it seemed, was books and what handful of floor-to-ceiling bookcases were required to shelve them.

      Why had he brought her to his private rooms, Eden wondered, a zing of excitement—or was that panic—zipping up her spine and straight into her chest. When he let go of the back of her neck, her first instinct was to run. Unfortunately, her feet were rooted to the floor and for the second time that evening, when she heard him close the door, yet again it both felt and sounded like the heavy metal clang of a bank vault slamming shut on her.

      Or a prison.
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      What was he doing with her here? Grimsley scolded himself, even as he shut the door, sealing them both into the privacy of his personal apartments. He’d never brought anyone to his place before. He’d never felt such a hoarding need to keep a submissive this close at all times. Having her here was calming. It was also aggravating. He didn’t understand it and that annoyed him.

      He left her standing as close to the door as she could get while trying to disguise her growing nervousness, and he went into the kitchen to make an icepack.

      Something responsible, considerate employers did all the time.

      When they weren’t courting sexual harassment charges.

      “Go lie down on the couch,” he ordered, shaking his head at himself, determined not to examine anything he was doing too closely. His reasons weren’t rational anymore. He couldn’t trust them, and nothing he was doing right now made sense.

      So he’d been deprived of a little fun. So what? It was hardly the end of the world or, frankly, the end of his fun. He could have put her on her knees and shoved his cock down her throat, face-fucking her until he found his own satisfaction and then sent her off for the night. Preferably with a soundly smacked bottom, complete with a few cane strokes, because that’s the least she deserved for agreeing to accompany anyone anywhere without his knowledge or permission.

      She had a submissive’s deep-seated need to please. He was pretty sure that was the reason behind her colossally poor decision, and if that was the case then she could certainly use a keeper. He was nothing if not experienced in that regard. He’d been a keeper of deep-seated submissives for years, and most of those he hadn’t even liked.

      He liked Eden, though.

      Gathering ice in a plastic baggy, he ordered himself not to think about that. There was absolutely no reason for him to like Eden. She was the kind of woman who drove him crazy, and not in a good way. She was easily distracted, unfocussed, slightly dotty, innocent, naïve, just incredibly likeable to the point that every time he got anywhere near her all he could think about was bending her over the nearest whatever and—

      He slammed the ice tray back into the fridge and shut the freezer door. Leaning both hands on the counter, he took a breath, counted to ten, and pulled himself back under control.

      He needed to get his act together. This was ridiculous.

      Gathering the ice, he walked around the cooking bar and headed into the living room, pausing for a heartbeat or two when he saw her lying on the dark cloth of his sofa. She had done exactly as he’d told her to, so he couldn’t fault her obedience. But to have her lying on her back, staring wide-eyed up at the ceiling, hands folded across her stomach, fingers nervously picking at one another—that was not what he had meant. Any other submissive in the world would have known the command he’d given her had meant face down, ass up. It almost never meant go pose yourself like Sleeping Beauty awaiting true-love’s first kiss.

      His lips tingled at the thought, and his cock tightened. So did his hands, that irresistible need to touch wakening them to her close proximity as he forced himself to near her. “Roll over.”

      Pushing herself up into a sitting position, she turned over onto her stomach. Now she lay on her belly, stiff as a board with her arms flat at her sides, fingers picking at the folds of her skirt. Whether the hem had untucked itself when she’d lain down or whether she’d done it herself, he didn’t know, but he treated it the same. Drawing a chair up to seat himself beside her, he gave her bottom a brisk slap, then flipped up the skirt and bared her again.

      “If you cannot keep your bottom bare when I ask it, I will strip you naked.”

      Her buttocks tensed, bunching together. As a means of self-protection, it wasn’t effective. All he had to do was catch one cheek, pry the crack open and dump the bag of ice directly over the little brown hole he would have preferred to be jackhammering into the sofa cushions.

      Eden came up with a shriek. “What the—Cold!”

      She grabbed at the baggy but Grimsley caught her wrist. She squeaked, her tiny feet drumming the arm of the couch, but he managed to pin her hand without difficulty behind her back. He caught her other arm too, before she decided to let that one misbehave as well. She looked damn fine with her hands pinned to the small of her back.

      “That’s cruel!” she complained, hips squirming until he gave her bottom another sharp smack. She now had matching pink handprints on the summit of each milky white nether cheek.

      “I can do a whole lot worse than ice,” he said, adjusting the bag so it was firmly pressed where it needed to be.

      “Sadist,” she whimpered, burying her face in the couch.

      He tsked. “A sadist wouldn’t care what damage was done to your body, he’d shove his cock up your ass and ride until he was sated anyway.” Picking one particular cube of ice, he shifted his touch between her legs and the piece in the bag, until he could keep one cube pressed against her anus, and then another down until it was nestled into the folds of her very wet pussy. God, the intoxication of seeing all that feminine lubrication, still fresh and dripping and begging to be licked. “Spread your legs.”

      She groaned, her flesh already breaking out into goosebumps, but grudgingly shifted her legs further apart. Her groan became a half laugh when he pushed until the plastic-wrapped cube was all but penetrating the heated furrow of her sex.

      Grimsley held it in place. It was a kindness; he would so much rather have fucked her with it, slow and deep. He could have filled his hand with as many cubes as he could hold and rubbed them all through her quivering folds. He could have splayed her open with a spreader bar forced between her ankles, hooked it to a chain from the ceiling, hoisted her until her ass was up off the couch and then, with just one small piece held between his fingers, he could have peeled the tender hood back exposing her clit and tortured her for hours as he alternated between licking and sucking her with his mouth and ‘licking’ and rolling her with ice.

      No, he wasn’t a sadist. He was fucking kind in ways she would never know about, because he had an iron will. Damn it.

      “Tell me,” he said, needing the distraction. “Why did you agree to go with that man?”

      Dragging her arms up, she covered her head with both hands, groaning again into the sofa cushion. For a moment, he thought she intended to ignore him. “I didn’t think I could say no.”

      In a place that prided itself on consent? He almost lost his temper. “Why not?”

      Lifting her head, she twisted to look back at him. Her face was a mask of the most exquisite agony and confusion. “B-because I’m an employee. Aren’t I supposed to do whatever I can to make the guests happy?”

      He stared at her, torn between the urge to drop the ice and just start spanking, and dropping the ice to comb his fingers back through her hair and reassure her. Either way, he dropped the ice and sat back, elbows on his knees, hands clasped until he knew exactly what he wanted to do. “Were you assigned to be his submissive?”

      She huffed, a sign born of frustration which she quickly stifled with a guilty glance thrown back at him. “No.”

      “Whose submissive are you?”

      She seemed to be struggling to hold his stare. Her eyes kept darting away, but they always came creeping back again, always with a little more confusion than before. “I… I don’t…”

      Grimsley slapped her bottom. It was a light blow, a glancing swat that barely skimmed the curve above her thigh. “Whose?” he demanded, threads of steel weaving through his tone. The only people allowed to have difficulty with this sort of question were those with little to no lifestyle experience. He’d read her file; he’d been up all night reading it. He knew how thoroughly she qualified as a newbie, what few experiences she’d claimed in this lifestyle were woefully inadequate. She was green as a person could be, but still… she had signed that paper last night. She had accepted his offer of protection and authority. She had submitted to him, both last night and this morning, when he’d shoved his fingers inside of her and felt every quivering tug that her impending orgasm had made.

      This was not a hard question.

      “Whose?”

      “Yours?” she blurted, but it sounded like a question. “But not really, right? I mean, it’s not really real.” He could only stare at her while she stammered, “You only did it b-because everybody thinks I’m a sneak.”

      He would not lose his temper, but only because he did have an ironclad will.

      She blinked, confusion only deepening the longer he held himself silent. “It’s true, isn’t it? Given your way, y-you’d have fired me.”

      “Yes,” he finally said, because honesty truly was the best policy in most circumstances. And because he would no sooner lie to his submissive than he would accept lies from her. Trust, in his opinion, had to be earned both ways. “But that paper I gave you to sign wasn’t just for last night. It doesn’t only apply during working hours, and it’s not something that I hang up with my coat before I go home at night. I meant every word written in that contract. It’s not a game, Eden. If you thought it was, you need to tell me that right now.”

      “I don’t know what I think this is,” she said softly.

      “It’s not a game,” he repeated.

      She shook her head, agreeing with him out of submissive duty, but that look on her face was still very much trying to figure out what this was. He’d had years himself and yet, for all that experience, every single thing that Grimsley the impartial Dom would be doing were the girl before him absolutely anybody other than Eden… felt wrong.

      For instance, immediately dissolving the contract was what came first to his mind—the perfect solution for someone treating his dominance like a game, but that wasn’t Eden.

      Lecturing her on what she’d done wrong—he’d already done that—and continuing to lecture until she was firm in her knowledge of what she should have done differently, would have been his second choice. Except this was the Castle and the myriad of ways in which an experienced submissive could screw up were damn near endless. Not only would he be lecturing all night, but she had a long way to go before she was anything approaching experienced.

      Then there was the tried and true—punish her and send her off to bed. His bed, no less. Because that’s what she was here for, wasn’t it? She was in his apartment, lying on his couch, with her legs still spread and that bag of slowly melting ice tucked up where he so badly wanted to go, because she belonged to him. In his mind, if not in fact. In her mind too, perhaps, because if there wasn’t at least a kernel of deep-seated desire to wander in that direction, then she would not now be lying here. She would not have opened her legs to him. She would not have her face half-buried between the couch and her arms while she looked back at him with such naked pleading.

      He’d told her her misbehavior would earn an ass-fucking. Well, she wouldn’t be getting that now. Not for at least a day, and perhaps two. But that didn’t mean ‘Eden Funland’ was closed to him. Her pussy was still hot, still wet, still twitching for him. He could spend hours tonight, holding her by her hair and her neck, letting her choke on his cock until her face dripped with drool, cum and tears, and there wasn’t an ounce of sperm left to be sucked from him.

      Or he could pull her up off that couch, drag her down onto his lap and into his arms—something he had never wanted with any submissive he’d ever taken here—and hold her. Until that confusion was gone from her eyes and she went softly pliant against him.

      Grimsley got up and left the living room. He went to his bedroom where he could be alone and think without fear that she might somehow see past the fake butler act, past the mask, and read in him the violent upheaval of emotion just the thought of holding her had evoked. A job was a job. A fuck was a fuck. But holding a woman, clinging to her, body to body and heart to heart, that was vulnerability. That was intimacy.

      That risked the kind of hurt that could debilitate a man, and God knew, he’d felt that pain before. Married for seventeen years to a woman who, as far as he’d been able to tell, hadn’t practiced fidelity for the last ten or so years of their togetherness. He hadn’t known. Not only had he given her his authority, his protection, his dominance, but he’d given her the whole of his foolish heart and when the fall had come, it had hurt like hell. It had hurt so badly that, on the power of one telephone conversation with a man he’d only talked to once at a BDSM convention, he’d sold everything he owned, bought a bus ticket and moved to the middle of a cornfield in Ohio to do role-play in a fifteenth century castle that hadn’t even been built yet.

      He’d been the Master Butler ever since. The Master behind the scenes, shepherd of lost Little Maids, the damaged and the mischief-makers alike, earning his paychecks one switch stroke at a time.

      He’d also learned his lesson when it came to women. So long as he kept them at arm’s length, there was no vulnerability. There was no risk. And there was absolutely no way he could do that with Eden, he’d be a fool even to try convincing himself he could. Knowing that as strongly as he did, Grimsley also knew he should bundle her up off his couch right now, take her back to the Little Maids’ dormitory and leave her there. Before she could so innocently and unwittingly sink her clumsy claws any deeper into his already shredded soul.

      When he started moving again, it wasn’t to take her back to the dormitory. That thought was in and brutally shoved straight back out of his head almost from the moment he’d conceived of it. Any number of things could happen to Eden in the dormitory. Unmolested sleep being chief among them, but Little Maids being what they were, were incredibly fond of breaking out in the middle of the night to get into mischief. God only knew where she might end up if he actually left her alone amongst all their manipulative shenanigans.

      So that became his excuse for not doing the one thing he knew above all others to be in his best interest. He went to his closet, rummaging through what things he’d kept from the ‘old days’ and those little knickknack items he’d picked up over the years. One didn’t live one’s life in a BDSM resort without accumulating minutiae. A paddle from an old charity auction that Sam had thrust into his hands some years back, because it was the last one he had and, apparently, he couldn’t go home until they were all gone. A pair of black restraint cuffs that Kade had made for him, back when Kade was first starting to seriously get into leatherworking and he’d mistakenly assumed Grimsley had developed some attachment to an especially emotionally-needy guest—what was her name, Candace something. Sadly, the developing attraction had been all on Candace-Something’s side of the relationship. As soon as he realized what was happening, Grimsley wasted no time shuttling her over to another Dom.

      Which was exactly what he ought to do with Eden, he thought, turning those heavy leather cuffs over in his hands. He discarded them and the idea both, dumping the cuffs back into the box in which they’d been stored before continuing to rummage through the rest of it. Bundles of hemp rope, because he’d once spent hours in the quiet of his apartment, thinking he might enjoy learning the craft of knots and bondage, until he realized he really had no aptitude for it. He was simply trying to quell the loneliness.

      Where is it? he thought with a sigh. Searching behind a series of identical butler uniforms, all neatly hung side-by-side in plastic laundry bags, he found another box and pulled it out. Eureka. Tucked beneath a hat, a bag of nipple clamps and a handful of sex toys he’d confiscated from the dormitory over the years, he found a thin black collar. Unlike the velvet choker collars worn by all the other maids in his program, this one was leather, with a soft faux fur lining to protect a submissive’s delicate neck from chafing. A series of tiny silver letters spelled out ‘Naughty Girl.’

      Grimsley ran his thumb over the letters. He wasn’t particularly fond of the sentiment. While many saw such phrasing, particularly on play collars, as sexy and full of fun, he couldn’t help but see it as negative reinforcement. Particularly if worn by a submissive with already low self-esteem. What’s more, Eden wasn’t naughty. Despite everything he’d once thought at the moment of their first meeting, nothing that she had done since coming to work for him brought that particular word to his mind. To put her in a collar that effectively gave her such a label was repugnant, but it was what he had. In the morning, he supposed, if it turned out to make a difference, then he could visit the storage room and pick out something more fitting. For now, ‘Naughty Girl’ would have to do.

      Returning to the living room, he found Eden sitting up on the couch, the ice pack held limp between her hands, sniffling.

      He barely managed to stifle an exasperated sigh, something he instantly regretted when she looked up in surprise and he saw the tears.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked, a little too sharply for what he actually meant, and he regretted that too when she flinched.

      “I-I thought you left because you were mad at me. I wasn’t trying to do that.” With every word, her voice dropped further and further into hard-to-understand whispers and the tears in her eyes got bigger and shinier. “I know it doesn’t seem like it, but I really am trying very hard to do things the right way. It’s just all going so wrong!”

      She broke down right in front of him. Oddly enough, in one part of his mind he couldn’t help but compare this to every other submissive who’d dissolved into sobs in his office. Sometimes because they were manipulative bitches who thought tears would bend him into letting them have their way. Sometimes those tears were because the fantasy had begun to blur the lines of reality, or because emotions in moments of discipline had run too high, too fast. Sometimes it was simply because some submissives needed to cry. In every case, Grimsley would let them do it long enough to get it out of their system. It never affected him, because he always kept them at arm’s length.

      Eden affected him. From the moment her shoulders heaved and her shaky breath hitched in its first hiccupy sob, he felt the pull of her unhappiness. This wasn’t manipulation; Eden didn’t have a manipulative bone in her body. She wasn’t bawling to get something out of him. With her face flushed red with misery, she was struggling to make herself stop, but once it started rolling, like an ocean wave, there was no stopping this until it had crashed as far up the shore as it could go.

      “Eden,” he said, as calmly as he knew how. “What position are you supposed to be in?”

      Still crying, she obediently rolled back onto her stomach and lay down. She turned up her own skirt, too, and then crossed her wrists behind her back, just as they had been when he’d pinned them there. After a moment, she dug under her, pulled out the half-melted ice baggy she’d been lying on and laid it on the floor, then crossed her wrists behind her back again.

      Moving his chair up to her shoulders, Grimsley sat back down again. “What do you see?” he asked, elbows once more resting upon his knees as he showed her the collar.

      Sniffling, swallowing back her tears, in a small voice she said, “I’m not trying to be a naughty girl, either.”

      “Eden,” he said again, even softer. “When you go to bed tonight, you are going to go with a bottom so hot that you cannot sleep in any position but the one you’re in right now. Do you understand that?”

      She caught her breath, blinking back what tears hadn’t managed yet to escape. For now, however, her crying was done. “Yes, Sir.”

      “When you wake up tomorrow,” he continued, “you will do so already knowing you still have a punishment coming. I am going to make you sore. You don’t come to me already in that state; that is unacceptable. You come to me a pale, unmarred canvas and I will paint you in what shades of pain I want you to feel. Now, do you understand that?”

      Her hands, curled up in tight fists, relaxed just a bit. Her shoulders eased. She blinked several times, then nodded. “Yes, Sir.”

      “So, knowing that,” he said calmly, “when I ask you a question, instead of telling me something I didn’t ask, what should you be doing?”

      She clasped her hands tight in front of her, worrying her own fingers even as the rest of her small body relaxed a little. “It’s a collar.”

      “If I put this collar on you, what does that mean?” Just saying the words sent a shiver through him. He’d been married to the last woman he’d collared. What a hideous mistake that had been and yet, this didn’t feel like that. It obviously didn’t feel that way to her either, judging by the soft flush spreading pink all across her face.

      She bit her bottom lip, chewing it before hesitantly answering, “It means I’m in your program.”

      “No.” Leaning closer, he hooked a finger into the velvet band around her neck and gave it a gentle tug. “This means you are in my program. The problem is, Eden, you are not like every other Little Maid in my care. The problem is, I think you think you are. We are contracted, you and I. I realize you don’t have the same experience I do and, therefore, you don’t have the same understanding of what that means. So that is what I want to teach you. This—” he held up the collar, “—this is a bullshit collar.”

      Her brows beetled in confusion and she looked at it.

      “It’s bullshit,” Grimsley continued, “because I didn’t pick it out specifically for you. It’s not personalized to you. It doesn’t mean anything, to either one of us. It’s simply something I had sitting around in the back of my closet. But—” he paused, turning the collar to show it to her from all sides, “—if I were to remove your costume collar and put this on you, then that would change things. That would give it meaning. What do you think that meaning would be for you?”

      Just before her expression shuttered and all hint of her inner thoughts slammed shut behind a wary wall, he could have sworn he glimpsed wistfulness. She rolled her lips before carefully answering, “I don’t know. Maybe if you tell me, then I won’t jump to wrong conclusions.”

      “There are no wrong conclusions when it comes to collars. Just differences in expectations.” He turned the collar over in his hands, knowing in his gut what he wanted to say, knowing in his head that it was too soon. Nobody collared anyone after two days and expected anything good to come of it. Realistically, they were two very different people. His entire life was organized, from the moment his alarm went off in the morning until he set his pocket watch on the bedside table and went to sleep at night. Eden didn’t even wear a watch. He was pretty sure once the newness of her wore off, that was going to drive him crazy.

      “Okay.” She hesitated. “What sort of expectations should I have from a…” she looked at him, “…from a bullshit collar?”

      He almost smiled. Listening to her was a lot like hearing a four-year-old swear—on the one hand, he was pretty sure he ought to correct her for it; on the other, it was just cute enough to warrant a chuckle.

      He picked his words carefully. “In this case, Eden, I think I would want to treat this as a play collar. It would simply reaffirm that I am more than your employer and you are more than any other Little Maid in my program. That means, when you are wearing this collar, you are my property to the extent of the guidelines that we are about to draw up. If someone comes to you while you are in my collar and asks you to sub for them, it doesn’t matter what the circumstances or who they are, you will tell them: I am the Master Butler’s submissive and I am not allowed to play in any capacity without his knowledge and permission.”

      Lying down the way she was, it was easy to see the shiver that went through her when he said that. Her shiver sparked an answering one in him. It raced in staticky patterns under his skin, zipping through every waking nerve until it all collided in the core of him in a sudden lightning-like crack so physical that it was damned near audible.

      “I don’t mind not being able to play with other people,” she said, a tell-tale catch in her breath.

      “For the sake of full disclosure, you won’t be playing with me, either.” Unbuckling the collar slowly, he drew the supple leather through fingers so eager to reach for her that they felt stiff and uncooperative. “I don’t play, Eden. I take. I demand. I expect, and in exchange for all of that, I pledge to you that I will see that all of your needs are met. Water, shelter, sustenance, rest. Discipline.” He watched her. “Sex.”

      Her breath hitched and that tiniest of shivers went through her again. Was she even aware that her toes had just curled and her pelvis undulated, rocking the smallest circling press against the couch? If he’d blinked at the wrong time, he’d have missed it.

      Grimsley never missed anything. It was what made him good at his job.

      The stitched edges of the collar cut into the creases of his knuckles, a sharp tactile contrast with the softness of the fake fur that lined the inside. He ran the collar through his fingers again, forcing himself to relax his grip.

      “Okay,” she whispered.

      “I am going to get you a copy of my contract of ownership,” he said, noting how her breathing had quickened, how her thighs kept flexing, how the brilliant blue of her eyes had darkened, taking on a storm quality in the face of her lust.

      He was not frightening her, oh no. She was absolutely turned on by what he was suggesting. He could smell the flood of honeyed wanting flowing from her. All he had to do was dip his fingers into the shadowed curve between her legs and feel for himself how slick she’d become, but he didn’t. He didn’t want her to feel pushed or manipulated into agreeing to something she truly didn’t want.

      “Okay,” she repeated, that shiver of anticipation now clearly heard in her trembling voice. She definitely didn’t sound like someone being forced into something she didn’t want.

      “You will read every line in my contract,” he ordered. “If you agree with my terms, you will—”

      “What if I read it, but I don’t understand some of it?” she blurted, raising her head up off the couch. “What if I have questions? What if I agree with most of it, but there’s parts I don’t—”

      “What,” he said, cutting her off, “have I told you about interrupting?”

      She sank back onto the cushions. “Not to do it. Because it’s rude and you don’t like it.” After a moment, she hesitantly raised her hand.

      Now he knew how Emerson the ‘schoolmaster’ felt day in and day out. He pointed to her.

      “Everything I asked before. Plus, what if I like parts of it, but not others?”

      “Then we negotiate.” Standing, he gestured at her. “Kneel up. Head on your arms, bottom in the air.”

      He would have taken his belt off, but he still had the collar in his hand. The fake fur on one side made that part ineffective as a spanking implement. He ran his fingers over the silver lettering on the other side, making sure there were no sharp edges that might inflict damage he didn’t intend.

      She looked from him to the collar before ducking her head onto her arms and obediently raising her bottom into the air.

      “Spread your legs as far apart as the couch will allow.” It was his first time spanking a woman on this couch. On any of his personal furniture, for that matter. “Six for interrupting,” he said calmly, but that calm was a joke. His nerves were humming, so much so that his hands felt shaky as he gripped the buckled end. His aim, however, was dead on, lashing low across her buttocks just above the crease of her thighs, where the skin was its most sensitive. Next to the pussy, of course, though that wasn’t his aim. He was hitting too hard for so tender a place, and this—while not severe discipline—was serious enough that he wanted it to stick with her. He put just enough wrist into it to make each crack of leather to skin echo in conjunction with her gasps and then cries. He put just enough arm in it to raise bright red lines with each stroke. When he reached six, he stopped.

      Looping the collar around his hand, Grimsley sat back down to watch and wait while the worst of her squirming undulations writhed themselves out. She wasn’t crying, but she was right on the brink. He liked that. He liked the sounds she made, and the way she looked as she fought to keep her hands from flying back in defense of her bottom. Still, as if she weren’t yet aware the spanking had stopped. And when the pain did finally abate to the point where she could again calm and open her eyes, her face was almost as red as her bottom.

      “That was for interrupting,” he told her softly. “Now, we can do the rest of tonight one of two ways. You will read my contract, which is nothing more complicated than a list of my rules and a variation of all the likes and dislikes you filled out in your admission packet. I’ve trimmed it down to include only those fetishes and activities that I enjoy or which I’m willing to do. In this way, I’ll be able to see those areas in which we most closely match. Now, option number one: We discuss the contract over supper, after which you feel comfortable enough to sign it, and I put this collar on you. You will then receive a long, thorough spanking and you will go to bed. Option number two: We discuss this form over supper, but you do not sign, so I do not put the collar on you. However, I am still your Dom and your employer, you will still get a very long, hard spanking because you have earned it, and if you are at all confused on that point, trust me, we will discuss all of it while you are kicking and crying upon my knee. Afterwards, I will put you to bed and we can discuss this further in the morning, if you still want to. Now, do you have any questions?”

      Eden raised her hand.

      Stifling a sigh, Grimsley pointed at her. “Yes, Eden?”

      “What’s for supper?”

      Of all the things he’d expected her to ask, that one caught him completely by surprise. But she was Eden, so of course it did.

      Shaking his head, for the first time in a long time, he actually laughed.
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      Grimsley lay on the couch, propped up on a small mountain of pillows. His shoes were kicked off and Eden’s file lay open across his lap so he could compare her answers with those she’d given when first applying to the Castle for a job. As for Eden herself, as of twenty minutes ago when he’d last checked on her, she was still lying on her stomach in his bed, the last of her tears still drying on her face and the sheet kicked all the way off her bottom, presumably because she couldn’t bear even the soft scrape of his Egyptian cotton.

      Grimsley flexed his hand, more than aware any other Dom might have opted to use an implement, particularly towards the end when he’d given the last twenty or so with all the strength of his arm. Well. A lesser Dom could use whatever the hell he wanted, Grimsley had chosen his hand for a reason. Just like holding her pinned across his knee, he liked the intimacy of both hearing and feeling his bare hand striking her equally bare bottom. He liked the squeals and the squirming, the kicking that turned into bucking. He liked every nuance of taking her through all the levels of frantic disbelief that anything as laughable as a spanking could hurt this much, until finally she lay limp and bawling, promising with every hiccupy breath she took that she would never do it again. He liked the connection and the high he got when he at last let go enough for her to slide off his lap onto the floor. From there, with her hands pressed to the sides of her hips, her bottom blazing so sore and so hot that she couldn’t even bring herself to rub, she buried her face against the side of his leg and wept.

      He’d never wanted to hold a woman as badly as he did with her tears soaking into his pants.

      Fighting to keep his own hand from shaking, he touched those golden chaotic curls, comforting her with the same hand that had so fiercely punished her. He didn’t care how much it hurt or if he spent the rest of the week with a bruised palm, he was already decided. This was going to be their bedtime ritual from now on. Every night, whether she’d displeased him that day or not, he was going to spank her, just so he could feel this same sense of connection.

      He had to check on her again. He set both his contract and her folder aside; he hadn’t truly been reading them anyway. Rather, he’d just been staring into space with a pen in his hand. Occasionally, he pulled himself together long enough to mark a discrepancy if he found one, but none were major. As far as he could tell, she’d told the truth on her application form and she was telling the truth now. These little discrepancies were nothing more than the modifications anyone in the lifestyle experienced, particularly in the beginning, when real tastes of the lifestyle at last began to shape them. No, all these slight changes that he was marking with his pen meant nothing more than that Eden was learning.

      She was learning under his hand.

      Rising, he ventured across the living room to crack open the bedroom door. Exhausted by her spanking, she’d cried herself to sleep some time ago. The urge to move in closer was so strong. That was the trouble with intimacy and connection; neither preferred the status quo for very long. The need for more always reared its hungry head and pushed for deeper satisfaction, the likes of which at this point could only be gained by shedding his clothes and slipping into bed beside her. By touching her and hearing the soft sighs as she arched up into his caresses, begging without words to be held even closer.

      He had restraints in the closet. What a small thing it would be to go and fetch them. Beautiful as she was right now, with the sheets bunched down around her knees and her ass on fiery display, she would look even more so with her hands cuffed to the headboard. Pinning them out of his way and freeing him up so he could explore all the rest of her in exquisite thoroughness while he claimed her body with his.

      He could do that now. It was written in black and white on the bottom of every page of his contract, and in particular, in the section marked ‘Sexual Congress.’ Without the slightest hesitation in her pen strokes, she had given consent allowing him to do as he pleased, when he pleased and how he pleased.

      He was so, so tempted. Unfortunately, every single negotiation he’d had with her had occurred after the fact. After she was in trouble and faced with the seductive prospect of finally receiving her first adult punishment. Her first sexual punishment. Her first fingering, ginger figging; hardcore anal discipline the likes of which would make most submissives safeword out regardless of how much lube he used or gentle stretching he employed before shoving himself as deep as he could reach and beginning that hard, scintillating ride that was sure to ruin what little ability he still had to resist her.

      The only reason he didn’t was because consent given after the fact wasn’t any different than no consent at all. How many submissives had he funneled out of the Little Maids program and into something safer in an attempt to stop the cycle of abuse? Too many for him to become a perpetrator of it now himself.

      He went back to the couch, determined to spend the whole night there. Determined not to go back and ‘check’ on Eden, not once more.

      He broke that vow half a dozen times before the crack of grey pre-dawn began to lighten the morning sky. But he kept his hands to himself. It half-killed him and what little sleep he got was fitful at best, but Eden spent the night safe and sound. Even if the worst person he had to guard her from now… was himself.
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        * * *

      

      Eden woke up slowly, a little stiff, a little cold from the legs up because she’d slept out from under the sheet, a little hungry and a little bit horny too. Her sex felt raw as only a woman abandoned at the peak of arousal could be in the unrequited quiet of the morning after. She also needed a shower, something she became only too well aware of when she raised her arms to stretch and caught a slight whiff.

      She sat up slowly. The Master Butler’s bed was so much more comfortable than her cot in the Little Maids’ dormitory had been. The only twinge she felt was the one that accompanied her realization that Grimsley must have spent the night sleeping on his couch. Like a gentleman, she tried to tell herself. Like a guy who didn’t physically want her, whispered that ugly inner insecurity that most women had.

      Or maybe just like a guy trying not to fuck something up by moving too far, too fast.

      Ignoring the clean maid’s uniform folded at the foot of her—his—bed, Eden wrapped herself in his queen-sized top sheet and padded from the bedroom to the living room. Coffee was percolating in the coffee-maker, brown liquid dribbling down through the filter into a glass pot only half full. Two mugs had been set out—on a tray, no less—alongside little ceramic containers for cream and sugar cubes, with a bottle of half and half on the counter, just beginning to bead with condensation from the coldness of having been in the fridge.

      As she stole a cube of sugar, she became aware of the whisper of running water, something flowing in greater quantities than the trickling coffee. Her eyes followed her ears. Eden found herself looking at the crack of light spilling out from under the closed bathroom door. Grimsley was in the shower.

      Her feet moved her before she could stop them. Her hand was out; she touched the door. First with her fingertips and then leaning in, she pressed her cheek against the smooth wood. She could all but feel the vibrations of him, of the water beating down through his dark hair, running in rivulets over the lean contours of his back as he soaped himself under the spray.

      Eden rolled, pressing her forehead to the door next. This was so foreign to her. She’d never wanted anyone as desperately as she wanted Grimsley. After three small days? Ridiculous! And yet, her nipples were tightening, her body straining as she helplessly envisioned the bubbles and water drops flowing off him, to the point that she could almost feel it with him. She could feel the mugginess of the steam as she breathed, and the heat through the wood, through the water… through the press of his skin as he turned when she stepped into the shower with him.

      Except she already knew what would happen if she ever worked up such extraordinary nerve. His eyes would light with dark, wanton hunger, but his expression would turn to stone and instead of opening his arms, he would send her away. Even with his cock rising to greet her, he would make her go. Because…

      She had no idea what his reasons were, but she wished she did. If she knew what was stopping him from taking that last seductive step, then maybe she would know how to counter it. Right now, all she knew was how much she wished she had the courage to just walk through this door. To tell him it was okay, and she didn’t care if the attraction she was feeling was nothing more than Castle magic. She’d never felt it so strong before. It was impossible to think beyond the warring of her feelings—the lust of the attraction, the ache that his quiet, utilitarian authority inspired with little more than a look. The stiff way he held himself, shoulders back, hands clasped upon the switch he carried, usually gripped behind his back. As if that might somehow diminish the ever-present threat of it.

      Nothing about him felt diminished. Not when he was in his butler’s uniform. Not when he was out of it; her hands caressed the door. Not even when he was in the kitchen, an apron hanging from his neck and tied about his waist to protect his tidy clothes while he cooked a modest spaghetti supper, like last night.

      And certainly not when, supper consumed and contract long since filled out, he took the empty dishes away, pulled the chair he’d been sitting on back from the couch and declared in that soft, calm way of his, “It’s late. Time for bed, but first, put yourself across my knee, Eden. I’m going to spank you now and it won’t be pleasant.”

      Her pussy fluttered, as much now at the memory of it as it had when she’d first been facing down that moment.

      The spanking had been as awful as it had been wonderful. The loneliness of having to sleep in a bed that smelled so strongly of him was even worse. Her ass was on fire, but her pussy was so desperate for his caress that somewhere along the way, waggling in the aftereffects of pain became a slow, languid hump against the blankets. She wasn’t brave enough to slip a hand down between her legs. She didn’t want him to laugh at her if he caught her masturbating.

      He wouldn’t catch her now. He was in the shower. All hot, wet, soapy and alone.

      The only way he could catch her now would be if she went in there.

      Of course, if she went in there, then he might just give her that dark look of his, maybe arch his eyebrow in that stern way that made the butterflies soar through her… right before he scolded her. He might even spank her for it. In her fantasy, he didn’t even put on a towel first before ordering her to drop her sheet, then bending her over his lean, naked hip. She’d put her hand on the back of his shin, for stability. He’d put his hand on the curve of her bottom, still tender here and there from the vigor with which he’d disciplined her last night.

      “You just don’t learn,” he’d say in that deep, dark, scarily calm voice. Or maybe, he’d say, “When I desire it, not you,” right before his hand came cracking down in brisk, meaty slaps that would both catch her breath and ignite the fire in her womb. Or, hell, maybe he’d just say, “Focus, Eden. Focus.”

      Oh, she was focused, all right. Right now, all she could feel was the fiery burning of her focus, flooding down through her nethers to tickle at her folds. Her nipples were tight, pulsing in time with the throbbing in her clit and the beating of her heart. The feeling was exquisite. Like the suckling of a warm mouth. Grimsley’s mouth.

      Her knees dipped. She grabbed the door, she told herself, only because she was unbalanced. At this moment, anything was a good thing to hold on to. Even if it was the latch that kept the door closed. Even if it gave way beneath her thumb and the whole door pushed open before her like someone else was shoving against it.

      Even if she walked inside that bathroom completely uninvited.

      Grimsley liked his showers hot. The steam engulfed her when she slipped inside, softly closing the door behind her to keep the heat in and the cool out. It took two shaky breaths before she could gather the pulsing, suckling tatters of her courage enough to dare face him.

      His bathroom was so neat, so clean, so tidy. His dirty clothes must have been in the hamper, because all she saw was the fresh uniform hanging on a hook on the back of the door. The shower and tub were two separate conveniences. The white, slightly mother-of-pearl incandescent floor tiles extended all the way into the shower, over the slight lip that kept the water in and all the way up the wall to the ceiling. The glass door that enclosed it was completely clear, speckled with water, dotted with steam, but not so much so that she couldn’t clearly make him out. And certainly, not so much that he couldn’t see her in return.

      Both his hands were braced against the wall only slightly higher than his shoulders. Earlier, perhaps, he might have been dousing his head under the spray, but from the moment she turned and her eyes found his, he was just standing there. Letting the water sluice over his back and down his body. Staring right back at her.

      Oh, how the stiff straightness of his butler’s uniform had lied. Yes, he was tall. Yes, he was lean, but every inch of him was contoured muscle over a heart-stoppingly masculine frame. A smattering of dark hair speckled across his chest, leaving a vast barren stretch of unmarred skin leading down his lean stomach. The thin line of a happy trail beckoned her gaze to follow it south just a little bit further. The moment her gaze caressed it, his cock began to grow. Her mouth ran dry; he was height-length proportionate, with the thickness of him jutting high and proud before she managed to drag her gaze back up.

      He did not beckon her closer, but she took comfort from the fact that he didn’t order her out, either. Pushing back off the wall, he faced her instead, naked and completely unashamed. If she looked like that, she would be unashamed too, Eden thought and on the heels of that: How could anyone have thought him old?

      It was her move. What did she have the courage to do? Dared she go a little further, or was she going to chicken out entirely and flee back to the living room? Back to safety. Back to sleeping all night long, in Grimsley’s bed but without him beside her. Because he was waiting for some nameless, faceless thing to happen that would tell him this—this right here—was right.

      Fingers loosening their grip, Eden let the bedsheet fall to the floor at her feet.

      His breath caught. She saw it, that tell-tale hitch that stopped his chest mid-rise, sending that leap of muscle to tighten his jawline. It leapt again when she stepped from the puddle of her discarded sheet, bare feet crossing the damp tile floor until she reached the shower door.

      He turned again when she let herself inside, keeping himself always facing her, the rising jut of his cock leading the way. At the periphery of her vision, she saw it twitch, tugged by the clench of eager muscle and the pounding of his own heart. Her fingers ached to reach for him, but she didn’t. It felt wrong to touch something so perfect without permission. Eden did the next best thing, the only thing she could think to do in the only way she knew how to do it.

      She lowered herself to her knees before him. She was for him, after all. All of her, as much as he wanted. She didn’t know what to do with her hands, so she put them behind her. Her breasts weren’t perfect—a little on the small side and more pointed than the high, round globes all the movie stars seemed to have—but she offered them to him anyway. Hesitantly, she spread her knees apart, offering him that part of her too. Lifting her chin, terrified that she might be doing this wrong, that she might look ridiculous, that he might start laughing at any second, even more hesitantly, Eden opened her mouth.

      Please, her soul cried.

      She had no idea what her eyes were saying, but his were saying plenty. She saw the darkness. She saw the hunger. She’d been watching both growing now for days behind the calm he always showed her, even when he was spanking her to the point that she couldn’t hold still and beyond. She should not have been surprised that calm right now was nothing like what he was truly feeling, and yet, when she tipped back her head and opened her mouth, inviting him in, that darkness in his eyes flared and the hunger exploded, right through that mask of calm.

      One strong step had him towering over her, the fingers of his left hand combing back through her hair, water raining down off of him onto her face and her chest as he seized her.

      “Mind your teeth,” he growled, closing his other hand around the shaft of his cock. Big as his hands were, his cock was bigger. She barely had time to roll her lips over her teeth before he fed it into her mouth. He pushed, too slow to be a thrust, but deep enough that when it hit the back of her throat, she gagged.

      Her hands flew up, catching at his lean hips, but he was already withdrawing.

      “Relax your throat,” he told her. “You can breathe. Relax.”

      Her instinct was to jerk back but she fought that down. His grip on her head kept her anchored where he wanted her, where she wanted him to want her. She opened her throat, forced her jaw to go as slack as she could make it and closed her eyes, giving herself over to the feeling of just… being taken. Being used in the most base and seductive of ways. He was utterly male, and no other point in her life had she ever felt as feminine as she did now.

      “Look at me,” he ordered, growling.

      She opened her eyes, loving the intensity in his face as he fucked her willing mouth. Thrust after thrust. Shallow and fast, slow and deep; sometimes pushing all the way into the back of her throat until it didn’t matter how relaxed she tried to be, she could not suck any air. Then it was nothing but sheer will that kept the panic at bay while he held her, impaled upon his cock while her throat worked and her head began to pound.

      “Fuck, yes,” he said, pulling out abruptly. “Breathe. Deep breath. Hold it.”

      Back in again he went, as deep as he could go. So deep that she felt an answering pang of need in her empty, aching pussy. Suddenly, he released his hold on her head. Hands behind his back, he tried to step back but, robbed of his cock, she chased him. Now it was her turn, hungrily impaling herself upon the long, hard length of him. Sucking and licking, cupping his shaft and his balls as she explored him with her lips and her tongue. She followed every ridge and vein, she closed her mouth around the very head of him and suckled like an infant at a pacifier until she tasted those first creamy drops.

      Her eyes all but rolled in her delight. She tried again to curl her tongue around him but he caught her hair in both hands this time, growling, “Enough.”

      From the moment he took control, she felt her whole body go calm, even as she tightened. The emptiness in her sex felt as vivid as sound. It was deafening, a reverberating roar that swept up through every tingling nerve until she couldn’t bear not to slap a hand down between her legs and touch. She was hot, she was wet in ways that had nothing to do with the warmth of the water flowing off him and onto her.

      “Do you want to touch your pussy?” Grimsley asked, his dark eyes sparkling with hungry amusement as he began to fuck again, slow at first, just the barest inch of length dipping in and out between her lips.

      Oh, shoot. Was that another mistake? Should she have waited for permission?

      A corner of his mouth lifted. “It’s all right, this once,” he assured. “Go on. Play with your pussy. I want you to take yourself right to the edge of coming, but you’re not to go any further until I give you that permission.”

      She relaxed her throat, welcoming him into her like the willing sheath that she was. It was much, much harder to breathe now. Not because of him, but because of her. She tried to time her fingers’ movements with his, stroking herself as he stroked her. Quickening the pace when he shortened his thrusts, going slowly no matter how maddening it was when he drove into her long and deep.

      She felt his groan in every trembling inch of her. In her thighs and the tiny spastic twitches of her womb, as the growing tightness inside her wound to the point of snapping free. Her legs shook. Her belly shook too. Her hips kept trying to roll, curling up as if to meet the quickening thrusts with which he was taking her mouth.

      His breaths began to quicken as well. His hands on the side of her head, entangled in her wet hair, caught hard. His hips began to jerk, the muscles of his buttocks beneath her hands twitching with the coming of his end.

      “Now,” he grunted, and she tried to. She really tried to, but her timing was off. It wasn’t until she felt that first salty hot spurt jet across her tongue that all that hot tightness inside her sprang into glorious freedom. Her orgasm tore into her, wave after wave, each spurred on by another salty jet. She didn’t just suck, she swallowed too. She was really very proud of that, and she didn’t stop. Not until her Master came back to himself enough to open his eyes.

      His cock was starting to soften when he at last pulled out of her mouth. There were dribbles of sperm on her lips, sticky ropes of it dangling from her chin, but there was nothing of it left on her tongue. Something she happily showed to him just as soon as he was out of her.

      Looking down at her, Grimsley lost his composure first to a smile, and then to a gentle laugh. “Good girl,” he said, stroking her hair back from her wet face.

      Eden grinned.
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      Saturday was the longest day of Eden’s life, and every minute of it was spent in the shower. Except, not really. It was as if she were living in a kind of sexually charged daze in which she followed Grimsley to breakfast, held her plate through the buffet line while he put things on it, sat with him in the Masters’ private dining room, just off the main area, and even engaged in conversation. Both with him and with what few others came down to eat that early. She couldn’t for the life of her recall one word she said or what was discussed. She couldn’t remember the faces of those who joined them, and that was even after she’d finished her orange juice and Grimsley brought her a compromising cup of coffee.

      She followed Grimsley through the early morning inspection of the Little Maids, holding the clipboard he gave her and dutifully jotting down who got demerits and for what. She watched the coolness with which he got tough on secret employees and guests alike. Her stomach fluttered, her nerves humming and her bottom clenching in sympathetic dread each time he put his fearsome switch to use. She marveled that she never once felt an itch of jealousy as she watched him work, but then, he never once looked at any of them with the same hungry intensity that he always used with her. Like when a runner sent from Master Eric came, ordering her to meet with the detectives and their canine to search more guest rooms.

      Grimsley took the clipboard back. “Go,” he allowed, “but I expect you back immediately afterward.”

      The look he gave her would have melted her panties in a second, except that he hadn’t let her wear any again today.

      “You will be accessible to me whenever I choose,” he’d told her.

      So far, those moments of choosing had come at the breakfast table, when he’d reached under the table and under her skirt, his caressing fingers seeking out and finding her clit and damn near bringing her to come, in front of three other people, all while calmly asking if breakfast was to her liking.

      The look he sent her off to her meeting with promised another moment just as nerve-wrackingly hot as soon as she returned. And, to that end, Eden wasn’t all that upset when neither the undercover detectives nor their dog showed up at the scheduled time.

      She waited in the Littles’ wing for almost an hour, but after that, she hurried on back to Grimsley’s office. Where she was promptly put to work, in an incredibly boring but non-sexy capacity, filling out the paperwork necessary to check out all the Little Maid guests who would be leaving the Castle that morning, followed by filling out all the paperwork on the guests scheduled to arrive too.

      Beds in the dormitory were changed, personal spaces cleaned out and then it was lunchtime. They had sandwiches and chips in the privacy of Grimsley’s office, complete with tea for him and coffee for her, and conversation that revolved around fantasies.

      “I don’t really have a favorite,” she’d tried to hedge.

      “Of course you do,” he countered, saucer in one hand, tea cup in the other, legs crossed at the knee as he leaned back in his chair, studying her from across the expanse of his tidy desk. “Everyone has at least one fantasy that they come back to again and again. Tell me about it.”

      Her body flushed so hot she thought for sure she might combust, but eventually she did. Shyly, unable to look him in the eye, she told him about lying in her bed at night, pretending to be asleep while he came into her room, pulled the blankets back and, without even rolling her onto her back first, climbed on top.

      “Sometimes my hands are tied,” she confessed. “Sometimes they’re not.” It was an even harder, hotter confession when she admitted, “Sometimes I want you to do it and sometimes… I-I don’t. Is that wrong?”

      “You’ll always have your safeword,” he said, dark eyes hooded and hard to read.

      “What about you?” she asked, in an attempt to change the subject to something less humiliating.

      A slow smile curled the corners of his mouth before he hid it behind his cup. “We’ll talk about it tomorrow. In the shower, perhaps.”

      And then it was nighttime and the demerit hour. Three guests and one employee arrived to sit on Grimsley’s bench. One at a time, he dealt with them, and all the while, Eden stood in the corner, holding her skirt up off her naked bottom. She was so glad she was facing the corner. If she closed her eyes, she could almost make believe each scolding he gave was directed at her… up until the switch strokes began to fall and someone else did the yelping. After each one, Grimsley came back to her. He’d sidle up behind her back, the size and heat of him closing all around her as he let his hand slip under her skirt and there she’d be, struggling to keep her knees steady and her breathing even while he sought and found her clit. Around and around his fingertips rolled, until her hips were echoing that same motion and she was perched right at the very edge of coming.

      “Not until I say,” he cautioned, and she fought hard to be obedient. The problem was, he never said. He left her there, perched on that razor’s edge while he turned his attention back to the next person waiting on his bench.

      By the time he sent the last guest sniffling off to bed with welts on her bottom, and Eden’s fellow employee sulking off to the Rainbow Room with demerit in hand, Eden was so aroused, so cued to come that she was terrified she would the very next time he touched her.

      “Supper time,” he announced.

      Sadistic. Bastard.

      She followed him to the dining hall on legs that wobbled. Joining the line, he took a plate for himself, but when she tried to follow suit, he took it from her and put it back. “Go to the kitchen and tell Cook Connie that I have sent you for the largest piece of fresh-peeled ginger root she has available.”

      It was a good thing he’d taken the plate from her hands when he had. Otherwise, Eden might have dropped it. It would have fallen alongside her stomach. Her right knee buckled instead, but she caught herself on the edge of the buffet table so she wouldn’t fall. “B-but… I haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “Whether you have or not has nothing to do with it.” The look he gave her buckled her knees all over again. “Who is your Master, Eden?”

      Her chest constricted; so did her sex, a sudden convulsion that only amplified a full day’s worth of maddening emptiness. She ached to touch herself. “You,” she whispered, fully aware of the building line of people standing right behind her, a least a couple of whom were more than close enough to overhear this.

      “Do as I’ve told you,” Grimsley told her.

      On shaky legs, Eden left him to go through the supper line alone and walked into the kitchen.

      It was every bit as hustling, bustling, hot and busy as she remembered it being the day before. She found Cook Connie, squatting down in front of the deep sink, her hand resting on the shoulder of the submissive crying underneath it. Tapping her fingers, hoping to wait until they were done with whatever was happening, Eden tried to stay far enough back not to be an intrusion, but no sooner had she identified there was an issue than did Cook Connie seem to know she was there.

      She snapped around, frowning at Eden with eyes that narrowed, and then continued to remained so even after the light of recognition flickered within them. “Did he send you to me?” she asked.

      Shaking her head, Eden relayed the embarrassing message.

      Still frowning, whatever Cook Connie said to the submissive under the sink was not for Eden’s ears. She didn’t catch a word of it, but then the grim cook was walking toward her and Eden quickly got out of the way.

      “This way,” Connie said, leading her to the massive wall of industrial-sized walk-in refrigerators. Eden waited at the door while Cook Connie entered one. When she came out, taking hold of Eden’s hand, she slapped a curved, penis-shaped length of brown ginger into it. Rough, with a bark-like exterior, it didn’t at all look like the last piece she’d seen.

      “You know how to ready it?” Connie asked. When Eden shook her head, the cook took her back to the sink and parked her in front of it. “Come along, Bianca,” she told the woman still huddled underneath it. When she offered her hand, the woman crawled out and Connie led her away. A few moments later, she returned to slap a carrot peeler into Eden’s hand. “Take off all the skin and, wherever you see these rough spots from past cuts, trim them smooth. This, here,” she showed Eden the base where the edge of the root curled into a sizeable bulge, “you only peel to this point. This is where your bung will naturally want to grip. Don’t worry about the rest of the skin down here. Be careful around this thin part here; don’t you dare break it off. If you do, I’ll make you start over and you’ll be catchin’ my switch for your wastefulness. Understand?”

      Nodding, Eden went to work. Cook Connie lingered only until she was sure her directions were understood and then, with a bellow back at the kitchen, “You know what you’re supposed to be doing, get to it!” she headed back to her office to deal with the submissive she’d left there.

      Hands trembling, Eden peeled until that spicy-smelling root was as smooth as she could make it. The whole piece was easily six inches in length, thick and curved, with the end destined to be inserted round enough to be quite scary. Her hands shook as she turned it over in her hands, smoothing and shaping where she needed to, but not enough to diminish the size. It wasn’t as if the whole thing was too big; just that one end. The girth diminished quickly after that and, of the two, the bulbous half was much bigger than the part Grimsley was going to punish her with. She supposed she ought to be grateful for that, but all she could think about, as she palmed the newly peeled root and made her way back out of the kitchen, was how much it had burned the first time he’d done this to her.

      Having filled his plate, Grimsley was waiting for her at the door to the Masters’ private dining room. Root hidden in her hands, she quickly ducked her head as she slipped past him.

      He made her eat off his plate with that piece of root sitting in her lap, a constant, pungent reminder of what was coming. It was all she could do not to squirm, and the way Grimsley kept directing her wasn’t making it easy to forget.

      Dinner was cheesy chicken in a crispy parmesan crust, garlicky green beans and potatoes, with a salad slaw speckled with nuts and sweetened with raisins, and she didn’t get a choice about what she ate or when. That was new. She’d never had someone feed himself a bite of slaw and then direct her to eat the same. She’d never had someone cut himself a bite of chicken, before cutting another for her and watching while she ate it. It was the epitome of control. It should have been grating, but it wasn’t. It felt caring, instead. He made sure she ate enough and that what she ate was well-rounded. The food was delicious, even the green beans which she normally didn’t care for and which, under any other circumstance, she wouldn’t even have tried. And all the while, the root sat in her lap. Smelling. Reminding.

      Halfway through the meal, she noticed her leg was jiggling rapidly up and down and she couldn’t make it stop longer than a few seconds at a time.

      “Dessert?” Grimsley asked, when she returned from clearing their empty plate away.

      She was too nervous. She shook her head, her hands shifting that root back and forth between them. Her whole body shivered with anticipation.

      Had he noticed? His dark eyes remained hooded but that slight smile was back, playing at the corners of his normally stern mouth.

      “Let’s go home, then.”

      Her belly twitched, a reflexive flinch that tugged from her navel to her nipples and all the way down through the sheath of her pussy. He wasn’t taking her back to the Little Maids’ dormitory. She knew that without needing to ask.

      Ginger root concealed in her hands the entire way, she followed Grimsley back to his private apartment. For a change, she did not bump into him when he paused to unlock the door. Her eyes were on his back the entire time. She could sense him; with every inch of her skin, she knew exactly how far away from her he was every step of the way. And it only got worse once they were inside.

      He held out his hand.

      Flesh tingling, she gave him the ginger root she had peeled.

      “Go into the bathroom. You’re to make yourself ready, and I do mean I want you clean. Do you understand? Every single part.”

      Looking from him to the ginger root in his hand, Eden walked into the bathroom. When she flicked on the light and caught that first look of herself, she almost laughed out loud. Her face was flushed, but her eyes were huge. She looked both excited and scared. Coupled with knees that kept trembling so hard it was a wonder they didn’t knock, she imagined she more closely resembled a condemned prisoner climbing gallows steps than a woman about to be ravished by one who was, quite possibly, the man of her dreams.

      Stripping out of her uniform, she turned on the shower and then, because seeing her clothes crumpled on the floor of his tidy bathroom seemed hugely disrespectful, she folded her clothes and laid them on the lid of the toilet. She wasn’t sure if she ought to put them in the laundry hamper and yet, somehow, she also doubted if she’d be putting them back on again tonight.

      Climbing into the shower alone, after what they’d done here earlier, was nothing short of invigorating torture. She stepped in under the spray, but she could feel Grimsley there before her. Tipping her head back under the warm pouring water, she could feel the way he had stood here with his feet on these very tiles and his hands braced against the wall. She soaped herself up, but in her mind, she saw again how the water had cascaded down off his lean body, following in the lines and valleys of every well-defined muscle that made him. She washed her face, her hair, and put her own soapy fingers in places her fingers had never before wandered in a quest for ‘clean.’

      Her body tried so very hard to tell her they weren’t her fingers at all. They were his. It would have been such an easy thing to take an extra minute or two and let herself come. She so badly wanted to, but in her ear, she heard him whisper: Don’t you dare come before I say. Because her orgasms did not belong to her. They belonged to him.

      Submission was a gift, someone had once said. Not to her, but she’d seen it on a meme, posted online for all the world to marvel at and either agree or become offended. Eden had liked the saying, but though she thought she had at the time, it wasn’t until this very moment when she turned into the spray to rinse herself clean of soap, ignoring the clamoring wants of her aching pussy, that she truly did understand it. Yes, to some, submission was a gift. But it was also a thank you that she gifted to Grimsley each and every time he extended his dominance over her. It wasn’t just her orgasms that belonged to him. It was her body. It was her mind and her soul. It was everything that she was, and it was all for him, because maybe it had only been for just a couple of days, but already she couldn’t imagine returning to any kind of life without this in it. She owed him for that. She owed him the very best of her, starting with her obedience. If only she were better at it.

      Eden pulled her hands from her body. Locking her fingers behind her head, she stood under the spray with the heat of the water running in trickles all down her, concentrating on keeping her breathing steady and even in between the drops dripping off her nose and onto her lips. Concentrating on how she was going to be good through all he might do to her tonight, both the things she knew and the ones she didn’t.

      She never heard him and yet, somehow, she knew it when she ceased to be in that bathroom alone. Shivering under the full heat of the water, she turned to find him watching her with that piece of ginger in his hand.

      Her whole body shivered all over again. Her breasts grew heavy, the tips of each tightening nipple aching as they peaked.

      “Water off,” he said.

      Eden turned the faucet off. Brushing her wet hair back from her face, she faced him as he came to open the door. Her hands only just resisted her shy urge to cover herself. Whether because of her epiphany of only a moment before, she didn’t know, but it was the most exposed she’d ever felt in front of a man.

      He gave the ginger root a twirl, gesturing for her to turn around. The rounded end sparkled when he did that, catching the recessed bathroom lights. He’d lubed it up already.

      Her pussy pulsed and throbbed, sending faint echoes of every beat humming through her womb. She turned, placed her hands upon the wall and bent forward when he told her to. Her pussy flushed hot, the folds of her sex pulsing as the cool tips of his fingers caressed down between her buttocks, seeking and finding the entrance there. She rolled her lips when he pushed, inserting a finger inside her. Already slick with whatever lubrication he’d used, it went easily, slipping right up inside her. In, then out. Then two fingers in, and promptly out again.

      She hummed, closing her eyes and pressing her forehead to the wet tiles as she endured. It wasn’t a hardship. On his third impaling thrust, still two fingers, still pushing only just deep enough to gradually relax the tightness, her hips began to push back. She tried to hold still—he hadn’t said she could move, so she didn’t want to make anything he was doing more difficult. She didn’t want him to have to admonish her or, worse, stop altogether. But she couldn’t help it. Her hips were like someone else’s rocking back as he pushed in, wanting to feel him deeper and deeper still. He twisted his fingers inside her and she locked her knees to keep them from sinking out from under her. She covered her mouth with both hands, but still her moan echoed through his bathroom, obscene with all the naked desire she could not otherwise verbalize.

      He pulled his fingers out and the slick head of the ginger root took their place. “Deep breath.”

      She breathed in.

      “Push back against me.”

      She did, grunting once as she felt herself opening to accept the girth of the invading object. She buried her face against the tiles as it hit that point of resistance when her body cried ‘enough,’ and she felt that pinch of discomfort just before the tightness of her yielded. She didn’t just accept the root, she sucked it up inside her, all the way to the bulb of the unpeeled base.

      The cool tingle began instantly. Slow-heating burn followed close behind.

      Taking hold of the base, Grimsley pulled until the widest part was again at that point of supreme resistance. It wasn’t as bad as before, but it still hurt. “Look at me.”

      Swallowing hard, Eden made herself open her eyes, but she didn’t want to. She knew as soon as she locked her gaze with his, he was going to read in her everything that it was too soon to say out loud. Thank you was the least of what she had to say. I love this hovered right on the tails of her gratitude, and it was too closely joined to I think I love you.

      God forbid he saw that. She wasn’t ready to face that, but obedience was everything in moments like this, with his hand cupping and squeezing her bottom and that ginger root burning her up inside. Look at him, he had said, so she did and promptly grew lost in his eyes.

      “I have thought of you like this all day long,” he confessed. “I know exactly what I want to do. Some parts you might not like, but I am going to do them anyway and I am going to enjoy it. So remember that, if it helps, but also know, just because I am enjoying it, if it becomes too painful, I want you to use your safeword. Can I trust you to do that?”

      Eden nodded, every nerve centered on the burn and the fullness, particularly when he let his hand wander back down between her buttocks to take hold of the root and give it a few practice thrusts. In and out, shallow and steady, pressing in deep for a moment just before he let go again.

      “Grab a towel.” He backed away, as if he were as reluctant to let her go as she was to be released by him. “Coffee will be ready in ten minutes. After that, I think it will be time for bed.”

      The delicious intent of that phrase went straight to her clit. Please, oh please, she begged to herself after he had left. Tonight, please let him come to bed with me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      Grimsley savored his after-dinner coffee, sipping slowly from his preferred seat at the table. Eden sipped hers kneeling naked on a pillow at his feet.

      He kept the conversation light. He knew what she had done today, as she’d done most of it right by his side. So, he asked about other things. Things that weren’t in her admission or employment forms, like: When did she first suspect she might be into the lifestyle? And, did she always know she was submissive?

      For every question she answered—and she answered them all; there was no real concern that she wouldn’t—he rewarded her by giving his own answer to the same. He shared himself with her, something he’d only ever done with one person here at the Castle. Cook Connie, the relationship he had with her was as close as he’d let himself get to anyone after his divorce. But while he was her Dom upon occasion, they were not play partners. Cook Connie had never come to grips with her secret submissive self. She kept that part of her locked up tight and, unless it was triggered by stress to emerge, she never let anyone see it.

      Still, Grimsley knew it was there. He knew how to deal with it, and he also knew that once those triggers had passed and Connie put her clothes back on, he would not be invited to talk about it afterward. He and Connie were a lot alike in that regard. They were both dominant souls and neither of them welcomed the closeness of others. Not until Eden. When it came to Eden, all Grimsley could think about was closeness.

      This right here, this kneeling at his side and taking bites off his fork—this was intimate connection the likes of which he hadn’t known he was missing.

      Even more intimate was answering his questions about her past, her secrets, and that part of herself that she kept hidden way down deep inside her. He willingly returned the favor, giving back every intimate secret he had to share in turn. He told her about his divorce. He told her about his profession in his past life. He even told her about the one aspect of his job that he found the most rewarding—identifying those submissives most at risk for abuse and sending them into Cook Connie’s very capable keeping. Those were things he didn’t even share with Marshall.

      When the coffee was gone and at last the hour was right, he took her by the hand, helping her to her feet, and led her across what few feet of distance separated his dining table from his living room sofa. He set out the straight-backed chair, the same one he’d used the night before, the start of a tradition that he hoped would continue for years to come.

      “But I didn’t do anything wrong today,” she protested, more puzzled than truly upset.

      “No, you didn’t,” Grimsley agreed, taking his seat and unbuttoning the cuff of his long white sleeve. Her eyes followed it as he began to roll first one and then the other up past his elbow. “I’m not spanking you because of anything you did or failed to do. Tonight, I’m spanking you because I enjoy it.”

      He did, too. From first swat to last, he took her from soft gasps to earnest squeaks and muffled squeals, from gripping the chair legs to clinging to his, and before he was finished, she was bucking her hips and tossing her head, and oh how the fragrant honey of her arousal did flow. He enjoyed every bit of it, but so did she. From first swat to last. He made sure of it.

      Then he sent her to bed. He saw it on her face as the culmination of hours of anticipation and hope collapsed, but Grimsley was resolute. What’s more, when she hesitated, he didn’t just send her to bed, he cuffed her to the headboard and, because she was new and inexperienced, and because her disobedience was more a result of being stunned and hurt, he only gave her two sharp strokes of his switch before he walked out of the room and closed the door behind him.

      All she had to do was cry out her safeword, either to him or to the ever-listening microphones in every room of the Castle. She would have been heard. She didn’t, but she did cry. That was a difficult thing to listen to without dropping everything and going to her, but Grimsley made himself do it. He cleaned up the dinner dishes, straightened his kitchen and then sat down on the sofa to wait. Ostensibly, he read, but more often than not all he did was stare uncomprehendingly at the typeset on the pages of his book and listen until her sobs turned to hiccups, and the hiccups faded into quiet.

      He knew what he wanted to do tonight. She didn’t, but it wouldn’t always be her place to know. If she was going to follow his lead, then she had to learn to do what he told her to do when he told her to do it, even if she didn’t understand why at the time. And, most especially, even if she wanted him to do it differently.

      The moment things fell to silence however, was when things changed. His heart began to race, his blood to pound. He heard the creak of his bedframe, the faint clatter of her restraints as she shifted, resigning herself to another night alone and trying to find a comfortable position in which to do it. That was when he set his unread book aside. Drifting through his apartment, he turned out all the lights but for the bathroom light. He didn’t want this to happen in the dark. He wanted her to see him and to recognize that what was happening was her fantasy (and his) unfolding.

      Whether she did at first or not, he couldn’t tell. She lifted her head to look at him when he pushed open the bedroom door, but hers was neither an inviting expression nor a very submissive one. If anything, he’d have classified that look as: Yeah, great. So you’ve checked on me, now go the hell away.

      That look faded abruptly when, instead of leaving again, Grimsley came inside. He sat down at the foot of the bed to remove his shoes. As was his habit, he tucked them under the bed so they wouldn’t be tripped over in the night. The rest of his clothes, he removed all while standing beside her. Sometimes she looked at him. Most of the time, she kept her face turned away. Her fingers clenched and unclenched, and never stopped fidgeting once.

      The faint light from the distant bathroom was barely enough for him to see the tension running through her small body, but he could hear it. First in the soft catches that constricted her throat, as well as in the clinks of her restraints as she nervously alternated between gripping the bars of the headboard and clutching at the edge of the mattress. She all but squeaked when, the last of his clothes divested, folded and laid upon the chair he used for that purpose, Grimsley pulled the blanket from her tight little body. She jumped when he took a condom from his pocket and dropped it on the small of her back.

      She switched her grip to the headboard, her breathing turning fluttering—with panic, perhaps? But then, panic was as much a part of the experience as fear, wasn’t it? Reaching between her legs, he cupped her pussy, letting her know without words that he owned that part of her. He owned all parts of her, which was why he transferred his grip to the bulbous end of the plug. There was just enough lubrication remaining for him not to require more. He gave her two long, slow pumps, letting her body remember how far it had to stretch when it entered her in the first place. She mewed when he removed it altogether.

      He left the torn condom wrapper discarded on the side table next to the ginger root, wrapped in tissue; he’d dispose of it properly later. For now, he’d waited long enough. For now, there was nothing more important than Eden’s poorly stifled cries as he fit himself to her. For all that he had stretched her, she was still tight enough to make entering her a slow, luxurious lesson in hell and restraint. Heaven was the pulsing grip in which her body held him once he was fully home inside her. Her poor neglected pussy kept spasming, aching to be filled and he felt it, every tremor and every twitch.

      “No, please,” she gasped, kicking up both feet when he at last reached his limit with restraint, readily trading in those slight back and forth movements meant to give her time to adjust for the real thing. He pulled out, almost to the point of leaving her entirely, and thrust. “No!”

      Except, ‘no’ was not what she meant and it wasn’t what she wanted. In this case, ‘no’ meant ‘God, fuck, yes.’ With all the curling of her tiny toes, it meant ‘more.’ In the arching of her back and the humping of her hips as she shoved back to match his movements, it meant ‘harder, Master,’ ‘deeper, Master,’ and ‘faster… Faster… Faster!’

      He bit the nape of her neck just to hear her cry escalate in pitch and desperation. Her little bottom only bucked faster, grinding against him.

      “No!” She sobbed it, the hot little well of her body accepting him again and again. “No!”

      He bit her shoulder, suckling hard enough to leave his mark. Her uniform would not hide it. When she put her hair up in the morning, it would be there for everyone to see. The bruises he put on her ass where he grabbed her, fingers digging into her buttocks—those were for his eyes only. His territory. His submissive.

      His.

      Just his.

      He felt the tremors of her orgasm starting, the shivering spasms of her body as she fought them back.

      Seizing a handful of her hair, he yanked her head back. “Come,” he commanded, just as she arched, the tightness of her locking down upon his cock. Those shivering twitches of her body made it impossible to hold back his own. He slammed into her only twice more before his balls tightened almost to the point of pain. Pleasure ripped from him on spurting jets that bathed the condom’s tip. It was lubricant alone that came dribbling back out of her the second he withdrew, and proof of her own orgasm that bathed the lips of pussy.

      He collapsed on his back beside her, not just shaken but shaking from the intensity of coming that hard. God, it had been a long time. A long, long time.

      Her little body was still twitching, her hips still rocking ever-so-slightly to impale herself deeper on thrusts that were no longer coming. When the separation of lying beside her became too much for him, he rolled onto his side, pulling her into the cradle of his body. It had been such a long time since he’d last held a woman; Eden, he embraced all night.
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        * * *

      

      For the first time in his adult life, Grimsley slept straight through his alarm. The sun was well over the windowsill when he was awakened, not by the light shining in his eyes, but by the rattle of his pager vibrating on the bedside table. Unfolding himself from around Eden, who groaned just a little as she began to stretch, he sat up far enough to catch the pager, peered blearily at the screen and then suddenly recognized the time.

      Swearing, he let go of Eden and rolled out of bed. He found yesterday’s coat and the cellphone hidden in his jacket pocket. He made the call, fully expecting to get censured. At the very least, he expected a somewhat surprised, perhaps even concerned, “Are you all right?”

      It was the first time ever that he’d missed work. But no, Marshall did not ask that. Instead he said, “Eden isn’t in the Little Maids’ dormitory. Is she with you?”

      Startled, not sure if he should be offended, Grimsley said, “She is.”

      “The detectives need her on the third floor. Right away, please.”

      Marshall hung up.

      Grimsley stared at the cellphone in his hand a moment. He ought to be offended, he was pretty sure of it. But, he was also late for work and the detectives must be on to something.

      “Up,” he told Eden, flicking the bedroom light on as he walked back in to get dressed. “You’re needed.”

      There was no help for it, but that she should redress in yesterday’s uniform. He made a mental note to make room in his closet for something other than black and white butler garb and then made another to get her uniforms sent down to be cleaned. Usually Little Maids were responsible for their own laundry, but Eden wasn’t like other Little Maids. So far, if she wasn’t working, she was right by his side. Frankly, he didn’t see that changing any more than he saw himself taking time away from exploring her body so she could attend the mundane chore of washing of her own clothes.

      He had a few things in his hamper; he supposed he could lump her uniforms in with his and have them sent to the laundry together. No one was going to be scandalized to find them there. By now, someone surely had noticed that Eden hadn’t slept in her own bed since the night of her arrival. The guests probably hadn’t, but the other employees secreted in amongst them certainly would. He’d be highly surprised if there wasn’t a healthy dose of tittering and whispered speculation going on behind his back, especially this morning when neither he nor Eden showed up for the mandatory inspection.

      “We missed breakfast,” Eden said, coming out of the bathroom. Although fully covered in that skimpy French maid’s outfit, she was still struggling to do up the corset laces. The temptation to turn her around and take her straight back to bed fired in the pit of his belly and all the way down the stiffening length of his cock. With every sharp tug that pulled her laces tighter, all he could see was his own fingers jerking them loose again so he could strip her clothes away, baring her to his sight and his touch once more.

      Sure enough, that purplish red hickey he’d left on her shoulder was still quite prominent against the milky paleness of her skin. He was willing to bet he’d left a mark or two upon her bottom, where he’d gripped her ass, spreading her wide apart so he could watch the seductive pull and surrender of her flesh as he claimed her.

      “Marshall called,” he told her, before temptation got the best of him and he did something both juvenile and unsanitary. Like bend her over the dining table. “You’re to report to the third floor. The detectives are waiting for you.”

      There. The order was issued and, though her eyes widened a little at the abruptness of it, he knew Eden would obey and eventually take herself safely out of his reach.

      “Oh,” she said softly, the smooth skin between her eyebrows wrinkling as she no doubt tried to attach the wrong meaning to his command. She ducked her head, but not before he saw her gaze dip to his mouth, and then away.

      Was she waiting for a goodbye kiss?

      Grimsley recoiled. Or at least, he wanted to. His mouth had been all over her last night, but kissing the morning after was the ultimate intimacy. A relationship-oriented, no turning back sort of thing. Something that up until this point he hadn’t been tempted to experience again. And yet, for all that he knew if he did not withdraw right now, this more than any other would be the moment that haunted him later on. Instead of stepping back, it was forward that his legs tried to move him. He almost reached for her arm and then, perhaps, for her chin, tipping her mouth to meet his own, and she didn’t even have the salty-sweet draw of fresh falling tears to tempt him closer. No, the forbidden temptation was for the softness of her mouth alone.

      Yes, he almost stepped forward. But, at the very last second, Eden was the one who turned away. She laughed, probably at herself. It had that ring of ‘I can’t believe I’m doing this,’ right before she returned to the bathroom long enough to twist her golden hair into a hasty bun. She didn’t even brush it first. How anyone could look so slovenly and yet so lovely at the same time, he just didn’t know. How he could both want to spank her until she picked up a hairbrush and make love to her until every half-baked rumor that might now exist between them was pretty much set into stone—he understood that even less.

      Make love? Really?

      “I’ll hurry back when I’m done,” Eden said, just a little too brightly as she ducked past him on her way to the door.

      Her feet were still bare. He ought to take her to Wardrobe and get her some proper shoes.

      He should have kissed her.

      Like Eden, that moment was there and gone with nothing more than the soft bump of the door closing behind her. Grimsley stood in his living room, surrounded by a silence so heavy he didn’t know how he’d withstood it for all the years that he had. That silence, made all the heavier by the crisp, empty echoes of his shoes on the cold Castle stones, followed him all the way to his office.

      A mountain of tardy paperwork was waiting for him. Grimsley pulled out his pocket watch. Two minutes past noon; he’d not only missed the morning orientation, but both the check-in and check-out procedures. This, right here, was what happened when a man let himself get distracted by a woman.

      Where, he wondered, in the third-floor apartments almost directly above his office was his little Eden wandering? Her little bare feet padding silently across the floor, making even less noise than the softness of her lips would have made yielding beneath the first tender, and then hungry press of his own.

      He was hopeless. Shaking his head at himself, he was about to slip his pocket watch back into his vest when an explosion of sound and shuddering vibration, falling stone and shattering windows, shook the entire Castle. Mortar dust rained down on him from the ceiling above, proof in grey pebbles and powder all across his desk that this was not some awful daydream, but something actually happening.

      For almost ten full seconds, Grimsley sat frozen in his chair, staring at the ceiling, not at all certain it wasn’t about to collapse on him. Ten full seconds later, the fire alarm began to blare. Somewhere, in the bowels of the Castle, a woman screamed, setting off a chorus of panic that echoed through the halls, into his office and up through his legs. He was moving before he even knew where he was going.

      That explosion had come from the third floor.

      Eden was on the third floor.

      He should have kissed her when he had the chance, and now it might be too late.
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        * * *

      

      Using her master keycard to get through the heavy double doors that safeguarded the employees-only third floor staircase, Eden skipped up the stairs. She was running late and she knew it, although of all the rooms for the detectives to want to search, she’d have thought these far more secure than, say, the Roman bath or the Nursery wing. Of any place in the Castle, the Masters’ own apartments should have been safe, right? Right. Being free of concern gave her a little time in which to think. About last night—her nipples relived every tweak of his fingers and hot, hungry nip of his teeth upon them—about this morning, too.

      Should she have kissed him? Over the last two days, he’d shown in no uncertain ways that he preferred to do the leading and that she was expected to follow without hesitation. So, what would he have done if she’d followed her gut instinct and just… stepped right up into his too-highly-starched-shirt bubble, caught him by the collar so he couldn’t flinch away, and pulled his towering height right on down to her level? Just thinking about locking her lips onto his made her toes want to curl. She wasn’t sure if it would have curled his or not. More important to her in this awful hindsight moment where the solitude was starting to creep in, bringing its good ol’ buddy, Uncertainty, with it, what would he have done?

      Would he have welcomed her kiss? Like stepping into the shower with him, would it have broken through yet another unseen barrier in the unspoken minefield that this arrangement had become, or would he have stepped back, frowning in disapproval? Would an unwelcome kiss be worth a demerit or just a penalty? Would a kiss from her have truly been unwelcome?

      More than anything, she wished she could turn around and hurry right back to him so she could point-blank just ask him. No more unspoken things; she wanted to know what this… this was, so she wouldn’t have to feel all this horrid indecision now gnawing its way through her gut.

      Unfortunately, when she reached the top of the stairs, she spotted the two undercover detectives and their bomb-sniffing canine, Champ. Something was going on. They seemed agitated, and when Nick saw her, the tension she saw on his face instantly gave that gnawing uncertainty growing inside her teeth.

      He came down the hall, barking out in the sharpest cop voice she’d ever heard, “We’ve got to get everyone off this floor. Now!”

      At the far end of the hall, Terri was already running from door to door, banging on them and shouting for people to come out. The German shepherd, Champ, was locked nose to one door in particular, every inch of his tight body a signal that even someone inexperienced with police dogs could recognize.

      Nick clamped onto her shoulder, giving her a single hard shake that not only broken her from her immobility, but it gave the biting uncertainty inside her claws now as well as teeth. “I said, now,” he ordered, giving her a shove toward the nearest door.

      “I-I think everyone’s at work,” she said, even as she began beating on the first door she came to.

      “Double-check and hurry!” He took the opposite side of the hall from her, his big first thumping against the wood. It wasn’t until he started bellowing for whatever occupants might be inside to come out, that Eden suddenly realized—

      The dog had found a bomb.

      And just that fast, the center of the hallway exploded. More than one door burst open, the walls shattered, billowing out black smoke and sound so loud that it hit her physically, slapping her off her feet. She never even heard the dog yelp. After her head hit the wall, she didn’t hear anything at all.
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      Something was burning, she could smell it—the earthy, dusty, hot and acidic smoke-smell tinged with blood. Something might have licked her feet, but then she twitched and after that, all she could feel was pain. Was that a whimper—her own or someone else’s? She couldn’t tell, because after that all she heard was the ringing of her own ears. Her head was pillowed on a rock; her body was lying on a bed of rubble. It wasn’t anywhere near as soft or as comfortable as it sounded.

      Eden couldn’t move. She couldn’t see anything but the rock lying on her face, and she couldn’t breathe past the blood seeping from her nose and filling up her mouth. She couldn’t raise her head. She couldn’t even turn it. The crushing weight of a spanking bench—or was it a door—kept her pinned. Everything hurt, something was burning, she was suffocating. She had to get out of here.

      Help. Her jaw refused to move. No air pushed up through her throat to turn that cry into sound. Blinking, she rolled her eyes upward until she found a tiny hole in the rubble piled on top of her. She saw light that shouldn’t have been there. Was that a window or a hole in the wall? It was hard to tell through the billowing drifts of black smoke and dust.

      A sudden shadow staggered between her and the light. Eden almost didn’t recognize the man, or the woman fighting to get out of his arms—the detectives. Nick was trying to get Terri back to the stairs and out of his hallway; she was struggling with all her might to break away from him and run back into the worst of the smoke. Terri’s mouth kept moving, but all Eden heard was the deafening ringing in her own ears.

      Come back. She mewed, but her jaw wouldn’t work. Her feet felt hot. She could see crackling shades of orange and amber lighting up the drifting smoke. She was going to burn.

      She had to get up, right now, or she was going to die.

      Move!

      Pain exploded through her, for just a moment squelching the constant ringing. She heard her own agonized shriek, but her body did not move, only two fingers. She saw them suddenly lift, which was disconcerting because her brain kept trying to tell her her right arm was trapped at her side under the door with her, not stretched out over her head and sticking halfway out into the light like it was. But then again—she rolled her eyes until it hurt trying to better see it—if that was her arm then the angle it was lying at was not a good one.

      Oh fuck. Her arm wasn’t just broken, it was bending-backwards broken. Where was her other arm? She couldn’t feel it any better than she could feel the broken one. She couldn’t feel her legs, either. She really was going to die.

      The smoke and shadows up ahead of her flickered as the shadows of running men dashed between her and the light. Help was coming. The door covered her head, the smoke shielded their faces. She cried out, terrified, because they raced right past her with fire extinguishers in their hands and they never even saw her. She cried out again—but the ringing was back, maybe she wasn’t making any noise at all. How were they going to find her if she couldn’t make noise? How were they going to avoid stepping on her?

      Someone grabbed her hand. She almost blacked out.

      The crushing weight on top of her jostled. All she tasted was blood until, suddenly, the weight and darkness vanished and she was engulfed in smoke, dust and light.

      On his hands and knees in the rubble, Grimsley heaved away the rock that had been smashed up against her mouth and nose. He kept hold of her hand, too, barking orders she couldn’t hear, but she could see his mouth moving. She could imagine his tone as he sent a man racing back down the hall the way they’d come. She didn’t know if they got the fire out or not, all she could see was Grimsley’s face as he lay down on the mound of rubble with her. He touched the back of her head with his hand, laying his head upon the rock pillow next to hers to keep her company.

      One would never know by looking at him that she was dying, but Eden knew. She saw his mouth move, gentle shushing noises that caressed her face with his breath. He stayed right there with her, while the blackness began to creep in around the periphery, stealing away the light and the pain and dulling her awareness.

      Raising his head, he pressed a gentle kiss upon the backs of the only two fingers she could move.

      Oh, sure, she thought, not unfondly. Now you kiss me. Suck-up.

      Losing consciousness was a lot like slipping into a warm bath. It crept up over her toes first, crawling up her body to pull her into its comforting and weightless embrace.

      “Stay with me,” Grimsley mouthed, but the darkness took her anyway and then she was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Grimsley stood at the window in the hospital waiting room, staring out over a parking lot full of automobiles, each one associated with someone going through exactly what he was right now—a silent, earth-shattering, heart-screaming hell. The waiting area was full of police officers, all of them with Masters pulled slightly away from one another as statements were made. Marshall was sitting with his elbows on his knees, head in his hands, trying to answer as best he could when Grimsley knew all he must be thinking about was his pregnant wife, Kaylee, in premature labor because she, too, had been caught in the blast.

      Jackson was standing by Chris, an officer from his security crew who had been assigned to guard Marshall’s cousin, Grace. The words ‘kidnap’ and ‘assassin’ kept cropping up. Grimsley didn’t know what had happened there, but he knew Grace was also being checked out. It was hard to tell by the shell-shocked look on Chris’s face how bad it might be for her. On the other side of the room, Eric was standing in for everyone who outranked him. He was talking to the other cops, the detectives no longer undercover, and someone who might have been FBI—Grimsley was not an eavesdropper. He didn’t know who he was and honestly, he didn’t much care. He thought someone said, “Then I guess he’s dead, killed in the blast.”

      A doctor came into the room, half a dozen people jumped to their feet, some of them sinking back down again when he came to Marshall first. “We got the labor stopped,” he said. “You can see her now if you like.”

      Marshall didn’t even excuse himself from the police or their interview. He ran back through the ICU doors, only barely pausing long enough for the nurses to unlock them for him. Everyone else remained condemned to wait.

      It was a long time before the next doctor appeared. Holly, one of his own Little Maid submissives, fell sobbing into her chair at the news he brought. She hugged herself, rocking as only the deepest pain could make a person do even as Jackson moved in to embrace her. He held her hands so she couldn’t claw herself. He held her head, too, letting her beat it against his shoulder only once before she ripped out of his embrace and spat out that she quit. Holly was one of the few employed submissives in Grimsley’s care whom he’d actually disciplined. He should have gone after her, but his feet were rooted to the floor.

      Jackson met Grimsley’s gaze from across the waiting room. Turning his head, Grimsley straightened his uniform jacket. It was dirty, stained with Eden’s blood. He went back to waiting and staring out the window.

      Eventually, the number of people in the waiting room dwindled. The cops left. People not associated with the Castle or its explosion came and eventually went again, and the sun moved slowly across the sky, dipping down to touch the tree-skirted horizon. It got dark. Parking lot lights winked on; Grimsley assumed the stars came out, but the hospital lights were too bright. He couldn’t see them.

      “Mr. Anderson? Wade Anderson?”

      He hadn’t gone by his birth name in years. Anonymity was key, right? Even for let’s-pretend butlers. It took hearing his name being called twice before Grimsley recognized it, or that the doctor calling it meant him. He was startled to find he wasn’t the only Castle Master left in the waiting room. They were lined up—Marshall, Eric, Chris and Jackson, squeezed in shoulder to shoulder in chairs that were almost too small for them. To a man, they stood and came to join him when the doctor crossed the room.

      Clipboard in his hands, he took a deep breath. Good diagnoses never started off like that, Grimsley thought, bracing himself for what he’d known was coming from the moment he’d heaved a door and a hundred pounds of broken stone off his submissive to find her lying even more broken underneath.

      “She came through surgery better than I thought she would,” the doctor said honestly.

      For one perfect second, Grimsley thought his knees were about to go out from under him. Somebody put a steadying hand against his back. From the sheer size of it, it was probably Jackson. Grimsley hadn’t known his shaking was that noticeable.

      “Two broken ribs and a punctured lung, compound fracture in the right arm, fractured left cheekbone, and a concussion,” the doctor said, rattling off a terrifying litany of injuries. All of which Grimsley listened to without a flinch of expression; all of which he felt as keenly as she must have lying under the door. “Quite frankly, considering what could have happened to you all tonight, you’re lucky the injuries weren’t a whole lot worse. That more people didn’t die.”

      As if it were their fault. As if they were responsible for planting the bomb in the first place.

      He didn’t think he’d moved, but Jackson’s hand shifted from his back to his right shoulder, not supporting now as much as it was staying. Marshall’s steady hand took hold of his left shoulder. Grimsley really honestly didn’t think he’d moved, and yet there was a great deal more emotion trembling through his voice when he at last managed to swallow past the ‘fuck you’ that came first and asked, “May I see her?”

      Scolding delivered, though he obviously doubted what good it would do, the doctor nodded. “She’s groggy, but she’s awake. She’ll spend the night in ICU and probably be moved to recovery as soon as she’s out of the woods. It might be tomorrow afternoon, but I’m thinking Tuesday or even Wednesday much more likely.”

      Jackson patted his back. Marshall gave his shoulder a comforting squeeze. They both let him go when he took that first heavy step toward the ICU doors. His legs felt rubbery with relief and yet that wasn’t why he paused just before he passed the doctor.

      Behind him, Jackson swore and tried to grab his arm, but his eyes were all on the frowning doctor. More importantly, however, was the startled look on the doctor’s face when Grimsley leaned in to him and said, “Think what you like about us, but before you say one ugly word to Eden, you would do best to remember what it is I do for a living. I promise you, Doctor, I’m good at my job too. I could make anyone enjoy it, even one such as you. But I doubt I would.”

      “Grimsley,” Marshall groaned, rubbing his face with both hands. “That doesn’t help.”

      Perhaps not. But seeing the doctor stumble half a step back before he caught himself did feel good.

      Sadly, it was a feeling that lingered only as far as the threshold to Eden’s hospital room. He thought he’d seen the worst this day had to offer when he’d seen her lying on those rocks, or when the EMTs had bundled her into the back of their ambulance and taken off with lights and sirens blaring. But seeing her like this, with one arm in a cast, her face so swollen and bruised that she was hard to recognize—this was easily the worst that he’d yet lived through.

      He approached the bed silently. Though she looked like she was sleeping, just as he drew near, one badly-bruised eye peeled open.

      “Look,” she croaked. “I can move my fingers.”

      She was on a lot of drugs, so he’d forgive her for the fact that the only finger that moved was the middle one on her casted hand.

      “The next time the doctor comes in to check on you, promise me you’ll show him that.” Grimsley eased down to sit on the bed by her hip. Watching carefully for the slightest hint he might be hurting her, he took gentle hold of the limp hand that wasn’t in a cast. “How are you feeling?”

      “Mm,” she mumbled. “Like I blew up. Do we get ice cream for that, or is that only tonsils, do you think?”

      Grimsley tsked. Part of him wanted to scold her. He’d just spent how many hours scared out of his mind, and here she was cracking jokes. If this wasn’t the drugs, he was going to have his hands full once she got out of here.

      She licked her lips, some of the sparkle fading from her eyes and her bruised face growing somber. “Did they catch the guy?”

      “The assassin? I don’t know.” He’d heard the other Masters wondering this same thing in the waiting area. Some thought he’d been killed, others that he’d got away; no one knew for sure. In the mood he was in, Grimsley would cheerfully have killed the man himself. He didn’t tell Eden that. Rather, he hoped he wasn’t lying when he promised her, “No one will ever have to worry about Carmen the Butcher again.”

      She’d been through enough. She deserved to rest easy.

      Her nod was barely movement and it was accompanied by a wince.

      The time for socializing was done.

      “You need your sleep,” he said, caressing the backs of her fingers one last time before he let her go. She tried to grab him back again when he stood up but missed and very nearly cracked herself in the head with her own cast. His reflexes were faster, he caught her arm before she hurt herself.

      “Don’t go!” she pleaded, reaching for him now with her limp hand. “Please, if you don’t stay, how will I ever get you to kiss more than just my fingers?”

      Gently disentangling his wrist, he laid her hand back across her stomach, patting the back of it to keep it there. Bracing his hands on either side of her head, he bent carefully over her. “Eden,” he said, the most grudging of smiles tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Just as soon as you are out of here and well enough, I am going to kiss you breathless. Every single morning, first thing when you wake up; every single night, just before you go to sleep; every single day for the rest of both our lives. That’s a promise.”

      It was even a promise he didn’t mind sealing with a kiss. Once upon her forehead, because it was the least likely place that he risked hurting her. And then, because he just couldn’t help himself, as gently as he could, he touched his lips to hers. Mewing, she tried to kiss him back. He broke it off before she insisted and caused herself more pain.

      “Close your eyes,” he commanded, and she did.

      “Don’t go,” she whispered one more time, already drifting off to sleep.

      Drawing a chair up to her bedside, Grimsley made his long frame as comfortable as hospital furniture allowed. Crossing his legs at the knee, he covered her hand with his. It was the only way he could hold her, but he would do it. All night long, if necessary.

      He wasn’t going anywhere.

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Maren Smith

          

        

      

    

    
      Fortunate enough to live with my Daddy Dom, I am a Little, a coffee whore, pain slut, administrator at two of my local BDSM dungeons, resident of the wilds of freakin’ Kansas (still don’t know how I ended up here) and submissive to the love of my life. An international and USA Today bestselling author, I have penned more than 120 novels, novellas and short stories, and am the author of the Masters of the Castle series.

      
        
        Connect with Me:

        Visit my blog here: http://badgirlscorner.blog

        Friend me on Facebook here: http://facebook.com/Maren.Smith.10

        Follow me on Twitter: @authmarensmith

        Friend me on Instagram: maren_smith

        Follow on Bookbub: https://www.bookbub.com/profile/maren-smith

        Visit me on Tumblr: https://www.tumblr.com/blog/authormarensmith

        Check out my Amazon author page

      

      

      
        
        Other Books By Maren Smith

      

        

      
        Masters of the Castle Series

        Holding Hannah, Book 1

        Kaylee’s Keeper, Book 2

        Saving Sara, Book 3

        Sweet Sinclair, Book 4

        Chasing Chelsea, Book 5

        Owning O, Book 6

        Maddy Mine, Book 7

        Meeting Marshall (A Novella)

        Seducing Sandy, Book 8

      

      

      
        
        Single Titles

        How to Live Without a Man

        Something Has to Give

        B-Flick

        Fairy Godmothers, Inc.

        Black Sheep

        Daughter of the Strong

        The Diva

        Enemies

        The Great Prank

        Jinxie’s Orchids

        Katy Run Away

        Kindred Spirits

        Life After Rachel

        The Locket

        Mistress

        Morogh the Demon

        Mountain Man

        My Lady Robin Hood

        Saga: Constance’s Story

        The Suffragettes

        Treasure

        Varden’s Lady

        The Next Ex

        The Miner’s Wife

        Angel of Hawkhaven

      

        

      
        Red Petticoat Saloon series

        Jade’s Dragon

        Warming Emerald

      

        

      
        Corbin’s Bend series

        (Multiple Authors)

        Welcome to Corbin’s Bend

        Return to Corbin’s Bend

        At Home in Corbin’s Bend

        Corbin’s Bend Homecoming

        Love in the Rockies

      

        

      
        Masters of the Castle Collections

        When the Gavel Falls (anthology, Owning O)

        Masters of the Castle (3-book set)

        Witness Protection Program (Anthology, Embracing Eden)

      

      

      
        
        Box Sets and Anthologies

        The Dark Forest

        The Smith Sisters Christmas Anthology

        12 Naughty Days, A Holiday Anthology

        Confessions of a Spanking Author

        Cowboy Discipline

        With Hearts Aflame

        The Naughty List

        Spanking Tails Vol. 1

        Spanking Tails Vol. 2

        Spanking Tails Vol. 3

        Spanking Tails Vol. 4

        Spanking Tails Vol. 5

        Spanking Tails Vol. 6

        Spanking Tails Vol. 7

        Spanking Tails Vol. 8

        Spanking Tails Vol. 9

        Spanking Tails Vol. 10

      

      

      
        
        Connect with Maren Smith:

        www.badgirlscorner.wordpress.com

        thetarantularanch@yahoo.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Twitter] Twitter

        [image: Instagram] Instagram

        [image: Amazon] Amazon

        [image: Goodreads] Goodreads

        [image: BookBub] BookBub

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Tempting Tasha

          

        

        
          Tabitha Black

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Bastard. Rotten, criminal piece of shit scumbag bastard…

      Tasha’s entire focus was on one little spot—the back of a man’s head. She was tired, she was hungry, she was absolutely filthy, but she was on a mission, and nothing would stop her until she achieved her goal.

      Carmen ‘The Butcher’ Massino—mob boss, drug kingpin, general lowlife—was sitting just a few feet away from her and she would not rest until she had found a way to get the answers she needed.

      Unfortunately, she wasn’t yet entirely sure how she was going to go about that.

      Come to think of it, she didn’t even know where they were headed. It had all happened so fast. And following someone incognito was nowhere near as easy as Hollywood would have people believe.

      Tasha had been in the process of getting a coffee downtown when she’d spotted them entirely by chance—Carmen and his typically tall, dark henchman—on the other side of the street. Without hesitating, abandoning all other thoughts or reason, she’d sidled over and begun to follow them, never imagining that she’d soon find herself on a plane and end up in Ohio, of all places.

      A part of her was fully cognizant the whole time, telling her what a mistake this was, how dangerous, that she should do what the cops had told her to and ‘let them handle it.’

      But the other part had been stronger; her absolute love for her little brother, William. He’d fallen in with the wrong crowd, had dabbled in drugs, gambling and God only knew what else, and had ended up owing Carmen more money than he could repay. And instead of doing what he should have—asked her for help—he’d tried to deal with it himself.

      William had been missing for two weeks now, and Tasha was beside herself. She was certain the wiry, unassuming, dark-haired man sitting in the bus three rows ahead of her was behind her brother’s disappearance (please, God, let him still be alive) and she would get answers if it killed her.

      Which, to be frank, was seeming more and more likely the longer this bizarre amateur chase went on.

      She ran an exasperated hand through her tangled, matted hair and took a deep breath, wondering where on earth they were going. The scenery flashing by didn’t tell her much. Farmland. What looked like half-grown wheat fields. They were in the middle of nowhere, and she couldn’t imagine why a guy like Carmen would want to take a trip like this, much less ride in a bus. He’d traveled first class all the way until now; on the flight, and the rental he’d hired at Toledo airport had been top of the line. Tasha didn’t know much about cars but she knew an expensive one when she saw it.

      He’d almost gotten away from her there, that idiot at the rental place had harped on and on about buying extra insurance until she’d caved and thrust her already maxed out credit card at him—anything to make him just give her some car keys already.

      Luckily for her, the scumbag Massino had stopped for a smoke before heading off, so she’d been able to follow him all the way to Granger.

      To this bizarre bus full of people who seemed excited, nervous, and happy all at once.

      Her stomach gave a tremendous growl, making her jump and reminding her that it had been a long time since she’d had anything decent to eat. Airplane food didn’t count. While Carmen and his henchman had scuttled left into first class, she’d been herded right, to the back of economy with the rest of the serfs. Huddled in her seat, trying not to think about how much the last-minute ticket had cost, she’d been unable to relax for even a second, and her throat had closed up at the mere sight of the pathetic cheese and crackers the staff had been handing out.

      What the fuck am I doing here?

      Think of William, she reminded herself, focusing once again on the back of Carmen’s greasy head. He was overdue for a haircut, she noticed idly before taking another deep breath and trying to get past the feeling of dread that was like a lead weight in her belly.

      William’s not dead. He can’t be. I’d feel it if he was.

      Regardless, one way or the other, Tasha was determined to find out what had happened to her little brother. If nothing else, she needed the closure. Otherwise she’d spend the rest of her life wondering.

      Besides, it wouldn’t make sense for Carmen to have actually—she could barely form the word, even in her head—killed him, would it? A dead person can’t repay their debts. And no one had found a body. She blinked back the sudden tears that filled her eyes.

      He’s a mobster. They don’t usually leave their victims lying around for people to find, remember? Those old clichés… sleeping with the fishes, concrete boots… they exist for a reason. There’s a kernel of truth there. It can’t all be fiction, surely?

      William was still alive, she told herself furiously, and she was going to find him if it was the last thing—

      The bus came to a shuddering, abrupt halt, jolting her out of her reverie. The doors opened with a hiss and everybody stood up, chattering excitedly. Fumbling for her bag, which she’d placed between her jean-clad knees, Tasha got to her feet and allowed herself to be caught up in the throng of people, cursing under her breath when Carmen disappeared long before she herself reached the doors.

      She had not come all this way to lose him now.

      Blinking in the sudden bright daylight, she took in her surroundings, and stared and stared. Looming over her, all grey stone and turrets, stood a massive medieval castle of some kind and, considering it was in the middle of buttfuck nowhere, Ohio, it looked pretty damn realistic. A theme restaurant? An amusement park?

      What the hell is this place?

      Still being jostled along by everyone else who’d been on the bus with her, she followed them over a bridge, under a huge portcullis, and straight into a queue.

      A couple of people—members of staff, presumably—sat at tables in the courtyard, chatting with each visitor, handing out folders… and going over paperwork.

      Shit.

      With the same sinking sensation she used to get at school when a spontaneous test was suddenly announced, Tasha realized that everyone around her was clutching either a sheaf of paper or a folder, which they promptly handed over when they reached the front of the queue.

      She was the only one who didn’t have anything. Even that fucker Carmen had paperwork, she realized, spotting him at last.

      Damn, damn, damn.

      Whirling around, she glanced over at the bus, which suddenly seemed very far away. A couple of people in extremely old-fashioned clothing were unloading suitcases from it.

      A tour bus? Was this castle a hotel?

      She glanced up again at the enormous stone structure, trying to gauge how many rooms this vast place might contain. Plenty. These people had all obviously booked in advance. Never mind. She’d just make her reservation here, when it was her turn.

      Provided her credit card still worked.

      The Butcher and his handler were at one of the tables now. The henchman seemed to be doing most of the talking. Next moment, they had vanished.

      Crap.

      Still, it could be worse. This place might be big, but security seemed pretty damn tight. Plus it was one building, not like she’d have to stalk him all over some unknown town. How far could he possibly get?

      Trying not to think about how tired she was, or what her boss would say if—make that when—she didn’t turn up for her shift at the restaurant that evening, Tasha waited until it was her turn.

      “Welcome to the Castle. Your application form and ticket, please.” The woman behind the desk had kind eyes.

      Tasha took a deep breath. “I… Um. I don’t have it,” she mumbled.

      The kind eyes took on a slightly more suspicious glint. “You forgot it?”

      “No, I—”

      “Wait. Are you registered to stay here as a guest?”

      “A guest? No, I—”

      “This is guest registration,” the woman said impatiently. She glanced over to where the bus was still sitting beyond the bridge.

      Following her gaze, Tasha realized there was another one, a little further ahead.

      “Let me guess,” the woman went on. “New hire?”

      Not knowing what else to say, Tasha nodded meekly.

      “You must have taken the wrong bus.”

      No kidding.

      Truth be told, Tasha hadn’t even seen a second bus at the station in Granger but, to be fair, all her focus had been on the back of Carmen’s head.

      “I, uh, I guess I must have,” she said slowly.

      With an exasperated sigh, the woman got to her feet and pointed. “That way. And you’d better hurry up. The Master Butler does not like people being late, especially new hires.”

      Wait, who? The people behind her in line were beginning to make little noises of impatience and Carmen had vanished.

      With no other choice, Tasha shot them an apologetic look and hurried off in the direction of the woman’s slender, extended finger.

      Moments later, she found herself standing amongst a much smaller crowd of people. Whereas the first bunch had looked excited and happy, most of these looked more nervous than anything else and, darting a glance at the tall, regal woman who was doing the talking at the front, Tasha immediately understood why.

      “My name is Mrs. Hardwick,” she was saying, “and that gentleman over there is Master Grimsley. If you have made it this far, you are to be congratulated. You have been selected from a pool of many, many applicants. However, this is not the time to relax and think the worst is over. Far from it. This is where the real test begins. This place is about delivering a guest experience unlike any other to our visitors, so we expect nothing but the absolute best from you.”

      A slight movement caught Tasha’s eye and she looked over to see the man Mrs. Hardwick had introduced—Grimsley—nodding. Then she realized what he was wearing. A butler’s uniform straight out of the nineteenth century. In fact, he was impeccably groomed, from his sleek, dark hair, tinged with just the slightest bit of grey at the temples, to the tips of his highly polished shoes. And he was holding something behind his back.

      What the hell is that? Is that a cane?

      Mrs. Hardwick had resumed speaking but Tasha wasn’t taking in the words. Instead she was staring at the long, slender implement poking out from either side of Grimsley’s svelte, imposing figure. Surely that was just for show. They certainly seemed to take their costumes seriously around here.

      “… time for orientation. Please follow me.”

      Dragging her thoughts back to her current situation, Tasha looked around at whom she assumed must be the other—real—new hires. They were a small group of about twenty, and they all looked immaculate and very, very intimidated. Why? She’d started more new jobs than she could count, but none of her first shifts had ever been like this. Then again, she’d only worked in bars, restaurants and cafés, never in a resort.

      And never in a castle.

      Suddenly all too aware of her tired, wrinkled appearance, she swallowed hard and followed the group when they started to move. A petite, pretty blonde beside her whispered, “Isn’t this the most exciting thing? I still can’t believe I made it this far! I’m still pinching myself.”

      “Was that man holding a cane?” Tasha heard herself whisper back, the disbelief in her voice clear.

      The blonde shot her a look of pure astonishment. “His switch, of course! Master Grimsley’s switch is a thing of legend by now.”

      “Oh.” Tasha didn’t know what else to say. She’d always thought of switches as things used to turn other things on. Lights, for instance. This place was getting more and more like the Twilight Zone. And Master Grimsley? Wasn’t that a bit old-fashioned for the twenty-first century? Apparently they didn’t just take their costumes seriously but their titles as well.

      The blonde was still giving her a funny look so Tasha forced herself to smile. “This place really is amazing,” she said lamely.

      “It is. I’m Eden. What’s your name?”

      “Tasha.”

      “Nice to meet you.”

      “Likewise. Where are we going now?”

      “Orientation, Mrs. Hardwick just said.” Eden gave a breathy little sigh. “I cannot wait to get inside.”

      “No talking!” Grimsley snapped.

      Feeling somehow like a six-year-old on her first day of school rather than a grown woman who’d just crossed what felt like half the country to interrogate a mobster, Tasha bit her lip and fell silent.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      While the Dungeon was open twenty-four hours a day, mornings were usually the slowest time, and today was no exception. But there was something in the air, a light buzz of somber tension, and Eamon had caught snippets of more than one whispered, urgent conversation between some of the more established Masters. Including Dominick, famed Dungeon Master and Eamon’s best friend. Which was why Eamon was needling him as they made their first round of the day through the facilities.

      “That station has been left in a complete state,” Dominick was muttering, making a note on a little pad he always carried around with him. “Where the fuck is housekeeping?”

      “I know something’s going on. Marshall isn’t his usual composed self. Is Kaylee all right?” Eamon tried again. Nothing ever fazed the Master of the Masters and lord of the Castle, Marshall—nothing unless it had to do with his beautiful, very pregnant wife, Kaylee.

      “Kaylee’s fine, as far as I know,” Dominick said absently. “And this needs refilling.” He rattled the handle of a nearby condom dispenser.

      “So, what the hell is going on? Jackson’s running around like a headless chicken.”

      “Christ, I haven’t seen this place in such a state since Travis and Trevor were in their heyday,” Dominick went on, kicking aside some wadded up paper towels with his boot.

      Eamon gave a grim smile. The twins had been notorious playboys before they met their delectable Australian wife, Silver. Dominick, on the other hand, had always been a tad serious… but even more so after he met and fell in love with the stunning Maddy. His and Eamon’s ‘guy-time’ together had been severely limited ever since. While they still worked together every day, and often trained together in the gym, there were no longer nearly as many relaxed evenings with a beer after work as there used to be. “I don’t have enough time for Maddy as it is,” Dominick would often say whenever Eamon brought it up, “whereas we work and train together. I do like to spend some time with my submissive while she’s awake, not just staring at her gorgeous back while she’s asleep.”

      Personally, Eamon couldn’t understand why anyone lucky enough to be working at the Castle would ever tie himself down to just one lady. A new busload came in every goddamn morning, women of all shapes and sizes, from all backgrounds and of all ages. It was a baller’s paradise. Why restrict yourself? As far as he was concerned, a Master of the Castle committing himself to just one woman was like a kid only ever tasting one piece of candy in the biggest sweet shop in the world.

      You’d never catch me getting like that, he’d often find himself thinking whenever he saw the twins, Kade, Jackson, Sam, Alan, Parker, Reeve, or even Marshall or Dominick with their women. All gooey-eyed and soft.

      Eamon didn’t do soft.

      Dominick was still muttering, scribbling furiously in his notebook. “Get someone to send a maid down here right away. This mess is unacceptable.”

      “Only after you tell me what the hell is going on. Why did Kaylee interrupt our Monday meeting? What was that phone call about? Why did Marshall leave so abruptly? Where did he go?”

      “Jesus!” Dominick exploded, finally abandoning his note-making and rounding on Eamon. “Quit with the fucking questions! You’re driving me insane!”

      They stood nose to nose, the Dungeon Master and his second-in-command. Dominick was renowned for being intimidating, from his burly, buff body to the signature bullwhip always coiled at his side, he had a reputation for making even the bravest of masochists quake simply by raising an eyebrow. But Eamon was just as tall, just as burly, and just as able to engender slick, helpless terror in a quivering submissive. Not to mention, he was used to Dominick’s outbursts of temper. So he stood his ground and waited patiently for the answers he wanted.

      It was a long stand-off. Dominick finally spoke first, no doubt because he was desperate to get his dungeon tidied up as quickly as possible.

      “Look,” he said in a low voice, “Marshall’s cousin, Grace, witnessed a murder. She’s being hidden here, at the Castle. Kind of like an in-house witness protection program. While it’s extremely unlikely that the murderer would ever find her here, Marshall is understandably concerned about her safety. This is on a need to know basis, okay? So now you know.”

      Eamon took a moment to digest the news. “I don’t know why Marshall is so worried,” he said at length. “The security around here is tighter than a virgin’s ass.”

      “It is,” Dominick agreed. “But there were three witnesses to that murder. Two of them are dead now.”

      “Oh. Shit.”

      “Plus, Grace is blind. Which makes her even more vulnerable.”

      “Wait—a blind witness? How does that even work?”

      “I’ve told you what’s going on, now will you please, for the love of all that is leather, go and find someone to clean up my fucking dungeon?”

      Eamon knew the Master Gaoler as well as if he were his brother, and he knew exactly how far he could push. He’d reached the limit for now. With a scowl, he nodded and turned to hunt down a domestic.

      As far as he was concerned, it all seemed like a giant fuss over nothing. There was no way anyone could ever make their way into the Castle without Marshall being aware of it, and besides, how could a blind person ever possibly be a threat to anyone?

      Feeling lazy, he took the secret elevator to the second floor and went in search of Grimsley or Miranda, only to find out they were both currently dealing with the new hires who had arrived that morning.

      Eamon had forgotten about that.

      He wondered idly how many new girls would be starting at the Castle, not that it really mattered. Ever since he’d begun working there, he’d adopted his own strict policy: guests only. Not wanting to risk things getting messy by playing with a fellow employee, he’d always kept them at arm’s length, especially the ones he fancied. Why shit on your own doorstep? Besides, there were plenty of guests to choose from and they always had a set date to leave.

      Dominick sometimes teased him about it, suggesting he was scared of commitment. Eamon was inclined to disagree. He wasn’t scared. He was just having too much fun to want to tie himself down.

      And while falling in love didn’t make any of the other, committed Masters work any less hard, or any less good at their jobs, as far as Eamon was concerned, they had all changed after meeting their significant others. Marshall, previously unflappable, was now vulnerable where Kaylee was concerned. Understandable, but still. Travis and Trevor no longer partied nearly as hard as they used to, and Eamon missed the old days, where they used to compete to see how many women they could seduce in a weekend. Kade, who’d never bedded the same girl twice, was now devoted to Chelsea. And Jackson was no longer just wrapped around Sara’s little finger but his daughter, Regan Emily’s, as well. While Eamon had to admit the little girl was completely adorable, he never saw his friend anymore—Jackson spent all his spare time in his new home, which Marshall had built behind the Castle to keep the kids away from all the debauchery.

      Dominick looked up when Eamon tracked him down in one of the aftercare rooms. “Well?” he said impatiently. “Are they sending someone?”

      “In a little while. Grimsley and Miranda are dealing with the new hires who arrived this morning, and the other domestics have all already been assigned other duties for the day.”

      “Thank God it’s a slow morning,” Dominick said, fluffing a pillow.

      Eamon bit back a smile at the sight. “For you, maybe. I have my first appointment of the day in a few minutes. Forty-six. Brunette. Newly divorced. Apparently, she’s quite the painslut.”

      “Lucky you,” Dominick said drily.

      “Indeed.”

      “Make sure you don’t take her to that pigsty.” He jerked a thumb in the direction of the station they’d just checked.

      “I won’t. I was thinking stocks, a violet wand, maybe a Hitachi…”

      “Just your average Thursday then.”

      Eamon chortled. “Pretty much.” He turned to leave, to start getting everything ready.

      “Did they give you an estimate?”

      “Huh?” Eamon turned back to face Dominick.

      “Any idea how long we’ll be waiting for someone to get down here and do some cleaning?”

      “Nope. Said they’ll send one of the new hires as soon as orientation is done.”

      “Christ. Nothing like being thrown in the deep end. Hope she’s capable.”

      “If not, I’m sure we’ll whip her into shape.” Grinning at his own pun and Dominick’s exaggerated eye roll, Eamon left to prepare the station for his first appointment.
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      This had to be, without a doubt, one of the longest—and strangest—days of Tasha’s life. And it was still only the afternoon.

      Alternating between crushing boredom and sheer disbelief, she had gone through three hours of orientation, filled out reams of paperwork (lying on pretty much every page, as she didn’t understand more than half the questions and terminology), been dressed in the skimpiest maid’s outfit known to man, sat through a talk which seemed to last an ice age, and been taught CPR.

      And my goodness but they took things seriously around here. One woman was dismissed on the spot for snorting in response to something Grimsley had said. That lovely girl Eden had vanished for a while sometime during the morning and returned, apparently shell-shocked, clutching what looked like a pager, before being personally removed by Grimsley during one of the interminable talks. God only knew where he’d taken her.

      After witnessing those two incidents, Tasha no longer felt quite so confident about slipping away to find Carmen. Instead she decided it would be safer to fly under the radar for a bit, do as she was told without argument, and wait until an opportunity presented itself.

      In other words, until she could breathe, eat, or even just sit somewhere without being watched.

      Earlier, the group of men and women had been asked to identify themselves as ‘dominant’ or ‘submissive.’ On instinct, Tasha decided to go with the majority and had aligned herself with the ‘submissive’ group, even though she felt it was ridiculous to label herself that way. Meek, she was not. Nor was she weak. And for the life of her she couldn’t understand why anyone would want to go through all this hassle just for a job.

      At least uniforms are provided, she thought wryly, tugging at the skirt which barely covered her ass. Just as well she wasn’t shy, else she’d have been mortified when she and the other ‘Little Maids,’ as they were called, had been taken to an enormous wardrobe, complete with attendants, and given identical black micro-skirts with white ruffles, stockings with real, actual garters, high heels, and corsets which would make an A-cup look like a C, and which made Tasha’s already generous boobs stick out like a shelf.

      Instead she’d been amused at the idea that anyone would be expected to do any actual work while wearing that ensemble, especially the ridiculous shoes.

      She’d also had her hair and make-up done and been given a yellow bracelet, which she was told to wear at all times. No exceptions.

      At least she now knew where she was. That much she’d been able to glean from the hours and hours of being lectured.

      This was the Castle, premier BDSM resort. A place for people with just about any kink to go for a vacation and to let their freak flag fly. Whole areas were dedicated to fetishes Tasha had never even heard of—and some she didn’t really want to know more about.

      And now, apparently, she was a fully-fledged staff member, waiting for her first assignment.

      Please don’t let them send me to the medical area, she found herself praying. Earlier, Mrs. Hardwick had actually listed how many people had done how many things to her during her first week… describing instances of rectal temperature taking, spankings, even a speculum! Even more bizarrely, she’d spoken as if she’d enjoyed the experience!

      Tasha didn’t think she’d ever understand the appeal. She hadn’t missed the sheen of excitement in her fellow submissives’ eyes when Grimsley had talked about punishing naughty girls, working off demerits, or being sent to see Master Marshall, the legendary CEO of the Castle. It was rumored that no submissive ever left Master Marshall’s office without being spanked.

      How could getting in trouble be exciting? How could anyone enjoy being spanked?

      “You.”

      She looked up to see Mrs. Hardwick pointing directly at her and swallowed, hard. “Yes, Ma’am?”

      “They need someone down in the Dungeon. Please make your way there immediately and present yourself to Master Dominick or Master Eamon. Off you go.”

      Dungeon? Wiping suddenly sweaty palms on her ridiculously short skirt, Tasha gave what she hoped looked like an excited nod and set off, glad she’d actually been paying attention during the tour and knew where to go.

      That was where her feelings of relief ended, however. If a new hire was so thoroughly… used… during her first week in a medical bay, what on earth should she expect in a dungeon?

      For as thorough as the orientation process had been, the tour had not been quite so in depth. True, they had all traipsed from place to place, led all over, from the Rainbow Room to Maybe’s candy store, but they hadn’t actually been inside all the facilities for fear of ‘disrupting play.’ So while she had been shown one of the many doors leading to the Dungeon, Tasha hadn’t actually seen inside it.

      Yet.

      Teetering on those stupid, uncomfortable heels, she cursed William for getting her into this mess—and immediately felt bad. He had never asked her to look out for him, or go looking for him. He hadn’t made her decide to follow Carmen on a whim, landing her in this incredible, imposing, terrifying place.

      But ever since the accident, it had been just the two of them—Tasha and William—and she had vowed to protect her little brother no matter what.

      Not that she could ever have imagined it would come to this.

      The Dungeon lived up to its name, she realized immediately. It was a veritable rabbit warren of dark rooms, all filled with the most ominous equipment; stocks, big crosses, chests full of God only knew what, ceiling, floor and wall hooks, ropes and chains.

      She could hear a woman screaming in the distance, above the steady dripping sound of water. Unnerved, annoyed by the clacking of her heels on the stone floor, she slipped off her shoes. Wall sconces flickered, casting an eerie yellow light over everything.

      In the distance, she could make out what looked like a booth and, praise be, a woman in a uniform identical to Tasha’s own was sitting there.

      “I, um, I’m looking for Dominick or, er, Eamon?” she blurted out as soon as she was within urgent whispering distance.

      The woman, looking thoroughly bored, pushed a lock of fiery red hair off her forehead. “You mean Master Dominick or Master Eamon?”

      “Sure.”

      “That way.” The redhead pointed. “You’re new, huh?”

      “Is it that obvious?” Tasha tried to tug down her skirt for the millionth time.

      A brief, derisive snort greeted her statement. “Yeah.” Then, “Look, Master Dominick is in a snit because someone left his precious dungeon in disarray and they’ve been waiting for you for hours. If I were you, I’d go to Master Eamon first.”

      Tasha took in the maid’s uniform the redhead was wearing. “You couldn’t help them out?”

      The woman snorted again and indicated where she was sitting. “Implement return booth always has to be manned. I can’t leave here.”

      Deciding not to ask why not, Tasha took a deep breath. “I see. So… Master Eamon? Where do I find him?”

      “First door on your left.” The other maid pointed again. “We’re not usually given proper, thorough cleaning duties but hey, it’s your first day and we seem to be seriously understaffed right now. No idea what’s going on. So if you want my advice, just do as you’re told and keep your mouth shut. Everyone’s seriously short on patience at the moment for some reason. Especially Master Dominick.” She took in the high heels swinging from Tasha’s left hand. “And while you can probably take those off while cleaning, I’d put them back on for the time being. You do not want to run into either of the Dungeon Masters barefoot. Believe me.”

      “Thanks.” There was an obscenely loud clatter as Tasha dropped her shoes and slipped her already aching feet back into them. “Sorry.”

      The redhead shrugged. “Believe it or not, I’d be happy to trade places with you right now. You cannot imagine how boring it is to just sit here, especially on a quiet Thursday afternoon.” She leaned forward conspiratorially. “I’d genuinely rather do some cleaning!”

      Not sure what to make of that statement—wasn’t cleaning basically the Little Maids’ job description?—Tasha forced herself to smile. “Well, thank you for the advice. Much appreciated.”

      “Any time. And don’t pity me too much. No doubt you’ll be sitting here soon enough.”

      Not sure whether that was a threat, Tasha stretched her smile even wider and headed in the direction she’d been told.

      She knocked on the massive door, jumping almost out of her skin when a voice boomed, “Enter.”

      “I, um, I’m looking for Master Eamon,” she stammered, trying—and failing—to sound confident as she pushed the heavy wood aside and made her way into the room.

      A huge man turned to look at her. His dark hair was closely cropped, matching the stubble covering his square jaw. His bulging muscles were covered in tattoos, with one even winding its way up his neck. And his eyes… Tasha’s heart actually skipped a beat. The pale green of a ripe avocado, they almost seemed to be caressing her. Feeling suddenly inexplicably warm, she reached out to steady herself and found herself clutching at thin air.

      “That would be me,” he said in the most delicious, gravelly voice. “And you are?” Those hypnotic green eyes bored into her.

      “T-Tasha,” she stuttered, wondering whether he could see her blushing in the dim light. “I-I was sent for. To… uh…”

      “To clean house.” He smiled, then, and for the first time all day, Tasha felt herself genuinely grinning back. Inanely. Like an idiot.

      “I’m new,” she blurted out, always one to talk too much when she got nervous.

      “I can see that. How are you liking it so far?”

      Not at all… until about twenty seconds ago. “Great. Wonderful.”

      His incredible smile broadened. “Orientation is boring as fuck,” he said, “but believe me, it gets better. I think you’ve survived the hardest part. Now you just have to get through your ninety day probationary period.”

      Considering she was managing to retain her self-control and wasn’t already licking one of his spectacular biceps, Tasha was inclined to agree with him. What the hell was wrong with her? No man had ever incited such a visceral reaction in her. Ever. Not even her biggest unrequited crush at school. “I can only hope.”

      “Well, we’d better put you to work. Dominick’s been antsy all day, waiting for someone to come and put things in order.”

      “Yes, Sir.” Where the hell did that come from?

      Her sudden, impromptu honorific engendered a tiny flash of appreciation in his expression before he indicated her shoes. “As sexy as those make your legs, they’re not really practical for our purposes. Little Maids don’t generally do any real cleaning around here but hey, there are always exceptions. Take them off and follow me.”

      She did as she was bid with trembling fingers, trying desperately to ignore her pounding heart.

      Eamon—Master Eamon, she reminded herself—turned and strode back out of the open door, leading her to another room.

      “You can start here,” he said. “Take out the trash, make sure all the dispensers are filled, straighten everything out, wipe down the furniture. The garbage chute is at the end of the corridor, on the left. New bags, cleaning stuff, and everything you’ll need to refill the dispensers can be found in the stock room beside the implement return station. You’ll need a key.”

      As he handed it to her, their fingers touched and she jumped as if she’d been stung.

      “Hey.” He placed a huge, warm hand on her shoulder. “Are you all right?”

      “Fine.”

      “Don’t ever lie to me. It’s fine to be nervous but I promise, everything will be okay.” He patted her shoulder, once, then removed his hand. “Besides, what are you afraid of? Getting into trouble?” He chuckled as if he’d just made the biggest joke. “Isn’t that what you Little Maids live for?”

      Tasha bit her lip, unsure how to reply.

      He stared at her then, an unreadable expression in those piercing eyes of his. “You’d better get on with it,” he said at length. “If you come across Dominick, be sure to let him know Master Eamon said you could take off your shoes.”

      “Thank you,” she said quietly.

      “I’ll be around to check on you.”

      And just like that, he was gone. Tasha’s watery knees finally gave up the battle and she sank to the cold stone floor, trying unsuccessfully to regain control over her breathing.

      She had never been a romantic and had never believed in love at first sight. Until she’d laid eyes on Master Eamon, Keeper of the Dungeon and, no doubt, a man with sexual appetites she couldn’t ever hope to fulfil.

      Well, fuck.
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        * * *

      

      Eamon was distracted. Despite his enormous to-do list, he kept finding himself hovering outside whichever room the new hire was tidying up.

      And it was annoying the hell out of him.

      There was just something about her, though, something that didn’t feel quite right. Was it the way she’d turned those big doe eyes on him with something akin to disbelief when he’d said cleaning duties weren’t usually in the Little Maids’ repertoire? Or the bizarre reaction she’d had to his comment about getting into trouble? In his experience, the female submissive staff always behaved the same way around him—with a combination of excitement and almost mocking deference. Whereas this one—Tasha—had just seemed… overwhelmed. Genuinely apprehensive. Scared, even.

      Dominick had been his usual bemused self when Eamon had told him about her.

      “Is she pretty?” he’d asked, quirking an eyebrow.

      Eamon knew Dominick wasn’t asking for himself. He was devoted to Maddy. No, Dominick saw each female new hire as a potential challenge; each could be the one to make Eamon forget his own rule about not playing with fellow staff members.

      “Yes,” Eamon had answered flatly. And she was. Shoulder-length hair, streaked in chunky, bold shades of honey and coffee, and huge brown eyes framed with long, inky lashes. A slightly upturned nose. A wide, generous mouth. And a veritable mountain of cleavage—helped along, no doubt, by the requisite Little Maid’s uniform corset, but even without it, Eamon could tell she had great tits.

      In fact, she had curves in all the right places, as far as he was concerned, but that wasn’t what was distracting him. Eamon was surrounded by gorgeous women every single day and it would take more than a beautiful face or amazing body to get his attention.

      Still, Tasha had done it.

      But that wasn’t necessarily a good thing.

      “She seems… off,” he’d gone on to add, wondering whether he could even properly describe his concerns to his best friend.

      “In what way?”

      “Just odd. Feels out of place, somehow. It’s hard to put into words.”

      “No kidding,” Dominick had said drily.

      “She didn’t behave anything like Little Maids usually do.”

      “How long did you spend with her, exactly?”

      Eamon had shrugged. “A minute or two? Maybe a few more?”

      “And she didn’t fall, naked and panting at your feet?”

      “No, she didn’t.”

      “Good for her.” Dominick had resumed oiling one of his favorite leather straps. “And that’s probably what’s bugging you.”

      Eamon was unable to hold back a disbelieving snort. “That absolutely is not what’s bugging me. Some help you are.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t realize you were asking for help.”

      “I wasn’t.” Realizing he wasn’t going to get any further in the conversation, Eamon had headed back to his own tasks…

      The ones near where Tasha was tidying, anyway.

      She’d done an amazing job on the rooms she’d already finished. Considering it was her first day, considering the dark, violet circles under her expressive eyes, considering she’d probably never even set foot in the Dungeon before, she had gone above and beyond to restore the kind of order Dominick loved to maintain in his realm.

      Eamon jumped when the door suddenly opened and she emerged, clutching a filthy rag in one hand and a bulging trash bag in the other.

      “Oh,” she said softly. “Sorry.”

      Not sure why he felt guilty—it was his Dungeon too, after all—Eamon thought he detected a similar look of discomfiture in her eyes. “I didn’t mean to startle you,” he said.

      “You didn’t.”

      “You’re doing a spectacular job,” he said, when nothing else seemed forthcoming.

      “Thank you.”

      Not wanting to let her leave, for reasons he couldn’t define, he reached out for the garbage. “Here, let me take that.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Are you… done in there?”

      She nodded, her gaze fixed on the floor.

      “Just one more room to go then.” Jesus, man, get a grip. He felt like a twelve-year-old boy at a school dance.

      “And then?” she asked.

      “Well, it’s getting late. Dinner time, I guess.” He realized he had no idea how the Little Maids’ days were structured; when they ate, how they got their assignments. He only knew that, instead of their own apartments like the in-house Masters had, they slept communally, in a dorm. Where was the fun in that? No wonder most of them behaved like alley cats in heat—they couldn’t even masturbate in peace.

      A sudden vision of Tasha, her unusual hair in disarray, her pearly teeth clamped on her plump bottom lip, her eyes cloudy as her hand worked between her thighs, made an unexpected bolt of lust shoot through his groin.

      “I guess I’ll go see Mrs. Hardwick when I’m done then?” It was phrased more like a question than a statement.

      Eamon swallowed. “You should.”

      She began to walk, her bare feet silent. Without the heels, the top of her streaked head barely reached the level of his nipples. He fell into step beside her, even though the chute was in the opposite direction.

      “So, what made you decide you wanted to work here at the Castle?” He would get to the bottom of why she was behaving oddly if it killed him—or he made the biggest fool of himself in the process.

      She gave a noncommittal shrug. “The job kind of fell into my lap.”

      Bullshit. Eamon knew how coveted positions were, how seldom new ones opened up, how rigorous the vetting process was. He stopped walking and gripped her upper arm, halting her forward progress with a jolt. “What did I tell you about lying to me?” he said.

      Her eyes widened—with fear, disbelief, guilt… he wasn’t sure. He couldn’t decipher it and it was driving him crazy.

      “I wasn’t lying!” she said hotly.

      “Let me tell you something,” he went on in a low voice… the same voice he used to great effect on all misbehaving submissives. “This job doesn’t fall into anybody’s lap. Some people are on the waiting list for years. Ergo, you’re lying to me. And if there’s one thing I will not tolerate, it’s being lied to.”

      “I’m not lying!” she said again, a note of such aggression creeping into her voice that he was genuinely taken aback. But only for a moment.

      Eamon had been around hundreds, if not thousands, of submissives in his lifetime—both during his tenure as a Castle Master and in his years of private play before then. He knew full well that some of them used aggression rather than flirtation to goad a Dom into topping them.

      That wasn’t usually his style, and he didn’t usually react—unless he was being paid to do so. But for some reason, everything inside him made him want to wrap his fist around Tasha’s hair, drag her into the nearest playroom, and show her he was not a man to be goaded.

      He was so hard it hurt.

      “Fine,” he snapped, determined not to cave, to give in to his sudden, urgent desire. After all, she was a Castle employee. “Let’s see what the Master Butler has to say about this.”

      Her eyes widened. “Grimsley?”

      “Master Grimsley, yes. I’m sure you’ve met him. Tall. Dark. No-nonsense.” Too late, he realized his mistake. If he took this to her direct supervisor, it would be Eamon’s word against a new hire’s, and he knew full well he’d win. That wasn’t the issue. Tasha would be dismissed on the spot. And for some reason, that was the last thing he wanted.

      He was desperate to get to the bottom of this little blonde-brunette enigma first.

      “Yes,” she said, her eyes flashing. “I’ve spent most of the day in Orientation with Master Grimsley and Mrs. Hardwick. I know who he is.”

      Ignoring her undeniably snarky tone of voice, Eamon drew himself up to his full height and glowered down at her. “Do you want to be fired, missy?”

      Almost immediately, her shoulders slumped in defeat. “No.”

      “No, what? You sure have a tendency to forget proper honorifics in this environment, don’t you?”

      “No… Sir.”

      “That’s better.” Realizing he was still gripping her arm, he tugged her toward him, just a tiny bit, just enough to shift her weight until she was teetering slightly off-balance. “This is your first day,” he said, purposely putting his lips so close to her ear that they almost touched it. “Which is why you get one free pass. You’ve just used it. By rights, I should haul your ass upstairs to Master Grimsley and let him deal with you—or take you into the nearest room, strap you down as naked as the day you were born, and take my belt to you until you’re begging me to stop and promising that you’ll never, ever lie to anybody again. Especially me.”

      He paused for effect, watching for the telltale signs: the sudden shortness of breath, dilating pupils, licking of lips.

      Tasha displayed none of those. Instead she remained stock still, her eyes fixed to the floor as if by some invisible glue, her expression maddeningly unreadable.

      “And believe me, if you ever tell me anything but the goddamn truth again, that’s exactly what I’ll do. On second thought, maybe I won’t waste my time. I’ll let Master Grimsley deal with you instead. If you’re lucky, you’ll be on the receiving end of the worst switching you’ve ever had. If you’re not… well, there are plenty of girls who’d kill to be in your position.”

      And wasn’t that just the truth? Which was why Eamon couldn’t for the life of him figure out her behavior. It was almost as if she didn’t really want to be there. As if she wasn’t kinky.

      As if she really had ended up a Little Maid by accident.

      But that was impossible.

      When she still didn’t react, he gave her arm the tiniest shake. “Have I made myself clear?”

      “Yes, Sir,” she said dully, still staring at the floor. Far from reacting in any way he would have expected, she seemed suddenly leaden. No pleas to be good, no apologies, not even further argument. Puzzled and intrigued beyond belief, he let her go, then, unable to take his eyes off her as she smoothed her hair back and straightened her skirt with exaggerated calm. “May I please finish my work?”

      “You may. I’ll be watching you closely.”

      “Thank you, Sir.” She moved away in the direction of the stock room, still clutching the dirty rag. Not once did she glance back at him.

      Unable to stop himself from admiring her full backside and shapely legs, Eamon stared after her, the trash bag all but forgotten in his fist. The pressure in his cock had receded to a dull ache and his heart was pounding in his ears; a combination of anger, frustration and, strangely, lust. As she disappeared around the corner, he was only able to form one coherent thought.

      What the fuck just happened?
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      She could still feel him. Several hours later, the skin around Tasha’s bicep prickled as if caressed by the ghost of his fingers. Eamon’s fingers. Even though she was anything but skinny, his hand had been so huge that he’d circled her upper arm completely and with ease. And while the grip had been firm; meant to intimidate, meant to display dominance, it had done things to her insides she’d really rather not think about.

      Unfortunately, she’d done nothing but think about it—about him—ever since that last, awkward interaction in the Dungeon.

      While she’d finished cleaning the last room.

      While she’d made her way back upstairs to be told where to go for dinner.

      While she’d picked her way through the (admittedly delicious) Italian buffet, suddenly realizing she’d lost her appetite.

      While she’d taken a long, gloriously hot shower and got ready for bed.

      While she’d been shown to her cot in the Little Maids’ dorm and wondered why anyone over the age of, say, twelve, would ever want to permanently share a bedroom with several other people.

      And now, while she was lying in the dark, staring wide-eyed at the ceiling.

      It was as if the same questions were on permanent rotation in her head, on an endless loop, not to be quieted until she had answers.

      While he was certainly attractive in the conventional (or rather, unconventional, tattooed) sense, what was it about Eamon that had given her such a visceral reaction? His voice? His eyes? His sheer commanding presence?

      Why wasn’t she focusing on her real reason for being there—William, and finding Carmen so she could find William?

      Why had Eamon been such a jerk to her?

      Why had her body responded the way it had when he’d threatened her? Jesus… the man had threatened to strap her down naked and take his belt to her! If that wasn’t a valid description of sexual and physical assault, Tasha didn’t know what else could be. But the sudden tightening in her groin at his gravelly, whispered words had been unmistakable, as had the sudden rush of liquid desire in those ridiculous black lacy panties she’d been wearing. In fact, a very large part of her had secretly hoped he’d actually make good on his threat, and had wondered what she could do or say to make it happen.

      What the hell was up with that?

      She held her breath as a tall man entered the room, gently depositing a woman into the cot beside her. With a soft moan, the blonde rolled onto her stomach and the man paused to draw the blanket over her, watching her for a minute or two. There was something about him which seemed familiar in the faint glow of the evenly spaced nightlights in the dorm. His height, his rigid stance. In fact, he looked an awful lot like Master Grimsley.

      Before she could even begin to wonder what the heck the Master Butler was doing in the dorm, how strangely gentle he now seemed in comparison to his usual stern self, he straightened his spine even more, turned on his highly polished heels, and left.

      Just a few moments later, Tasha heard a rustling as another Little Maid got into the vacant bed on her other side. Taking a deep breath, summoning all her courage, she rolled over to face the dark shape. “Hi,” she whispered.

      There was a pause. Then, “Hi.”

      “I’m Tasha.”

      “Lishy.”

      “Pretty name.”

      “Short for Alicia.”

      “Did you start today, too?” Tasha asked.

      There was a muffled snort. “No. I’ve been here a while. How are you finding it?”

      Surreal. Confusing. Intimidating. “Not like I imagined,” Tasha said carefully.

      “Oh? In what way?”

      Crap. She was torn between asking frankly for advice and cutting the conversation short. But this girl seemed sweet enough, and Tasha was desperate for some answers. She just wasn’t sure which questions to ask. “A lot of ways, I guess. How did you find your first day? Was it like you imagined?”

      There was a pause while Lishy considered for a moment. “It was even better,” she said conspiratorially. “Although the heels took some getting used to.”

      “I find the skirt a little on the short side, too.”

      “Yes, but that’s a definite bonus. Certainly gets the Masters’ attention.”

      Tasha could practically hear the smile in Lishy’s voice. “No kidding. Is there…” she swallowed, “are there any rules about dating between colleagues?”

      Lishy giggled. “You don’t waste any time, do you? Only been here a few hours and you’ve already set your sights on someone! Who is it?”

      Suddenly, Tasha realized she didn’t want to tell the shapely silhouette in the cot a couple of feet away from her. It was too private a thing to admit to a stranger whose face you could barely make out. Besides, saying it aloud might make it all feel more real somehow. “Oh, no one yet,” she said hastily. “I just meant in general.”

      “Some of them are pretty damn gorgeous, aren’t they?” Lishy said dreamily. “And some even more so than others. Personally, I like the quiet ones. The guys who seem unassuming—almost nerdy—until you do something to set off their inner Dom. Yum.”

      “Mmmn,” Tasha agreed. “What made you decide to come and work here?”

      “Are you kidding? I’m a painslut, always have been. And this place is legendary. To go to work every day not knowing what will happen… will someone play with you or won’t they, to be admired and lusted after by pretty much everybody, to flaunt my goodies in a sexy uniform. It’s all a dream come true.”

      Tasha realized with a sinking feeling just how much she’d revealed about herself to Eamon by not answering his question with the same breathy enthusiasm. “I hear ya,” she said absently. Then, “Has anyone ever done anything to you that you didn’t want, though? I have to admit I’m worried about that.”

      “Understandable,” Lishy replied. “I’d be lying if I said there was chemistry with every single guest who comes here, or that I fancied the pants off every guy I was asked to play with, but consent is a big thing and something everyone takes very seriously. We all have safewords for a reason. And if you really don’t like someone you’re asked to play with, you can always discreetly ask for a transfer.”

      “To another job?”

      Lishy giggled again. “No, to another guest. There are so many visitors here that there’s bound to be someone you’ll click with. And a Little Maid for everyone who wants one.”

      “Oh. I see.” Tasha was silent for a moment. So many questions were on the tip of her tongue but she didn’t dare ask them for fear of looking like a complete idiot. How could anybody enjoy receiving pain? Or getting into trouble? Would she get the same assignments every day, or would they always be different? If Little Maids weren’t employed to do any actual cleaning, as she had been told so often that day, what were their duties really? While Orientation had been all about Castle policy, demerits, uniforms, consent and safety measures, very little had been said about the actual job itself. Was Master Eamon single? Wait, where did that one come from?

      “Anyway,” Lishy said, “I’m not trying to be rude but I’m really tired. We can have lunch together tomorrow if you want, if you have more questions you’d like to ask me. I remember what it was like to be new. So many rules, so many things to remember. It can be very overwhelming.”

      “That would be lovely, thank you.” Tasha was genuinely touched. “I really appreciate it.”

      “We Little Maids have to stick together, after all. Sweet dreams.” There was a rustling of sheets as Lishy rolled over, and Tasha closed her eyes, trying to banish the handsome, brooding face she kept seeing in the darkness.

      Get a grip, she told herself firmly. Stop thinking about Eamon. Remember why you’re here. You need to find Carmen and find a way to get him to tell you what happened to William.

      A sudden thought struck her. Carmen was no doubt at the Castle because he harbored some secret kinky desires. Maybe she could somehow get herself matched up to him. Use her feminine charms to get the answers she sought.

      A wave of nausea roiled through her stomach at the very thought, but it seemed like the best plan she’d come up with so far. She had to get close to him somehow, and he had never seen her before. He wouldn’t have a clue who she was—she and William had never really looked alike.

      Could she do it, though? Pretend she didn’t want to put a fork through his eyeball, or vomit at the mere mention of his name?

      And would she get to have any control over whom she was matched with? If so, how? Lishy would know, she realized, listening to the soft snores coming from her new friend’s cot.

      So her objective was simple: talk to Lishy, get matched up with Carmen—or his henchman, no doubt he would know too—and cozy up to him enough to find out where her brother was. Whether he was even still alive.

      She swallowed past the sudden lump in her throat.

      Even though she was surrounded by some thirty cots, most of which contained sleeping women, Tasha was in a strange place, surrounded by people whose desires (and even, in some cases, terminology) she didn’t understand, with a massive credit card debt and a new job she didn’t even know how to perform.

      She had never felt more alone.
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        * * *

      

      “Good morning, ladies. I hope you slept well?” Mrs. Hardwick raised an elegant eyebrow and waited just a beat before resuming her speech.

      Tasha almost let out a snort. As if anyone would dare say so if they hadn’t.

      “Some of you already have assignments today; if I read out your name in a moment, please come forward. The rest of you, please make yourselves available and useful until you’re given something specific to do.”

      Perfect, Tasha thought. Without an assigned task, she could go and look for Carmen. Put her plan into motion. Please, she prayed, don’t let Mrs. Hardwick call out my name.

      “Tasha.”

      Damnit. Barely able to contain a sigh of frustration, she shuffled forward. Exhausted by the previous day’s events—and all that travel beforehand—she had overslept and missed breakfast. If she didn’t get some coffee soon…

      “Dungeon. They were very impressed with your efforts yesterday, so consider yourself assigned to the Dungeon until further notice. Off you go.”

      Double damnit. Muttering a half-hearted, “Thank you, Mrs. Hardwick,” Tasha immediately decided she’d go and get a coffee on her way down. After all, Eamon wouldn’t know exactly when Mrs. Hardwick had sent her, would he? So what difference would five more minutes make?

      Moving as quickly as she was able in those infernal heels, she tried to get a handle on her racing thoughts. Being assigned to the Dungeon meant one thing: she would see him again. It was pretty much the last thing she wanted. Aside from the fact that she was barely able to control herself around him, for reasons she didn’t want to examine, he watched her like a hawk, giving her almost no opportunities to slink off and look for Carmen.

      Maybe it would be different today, though. Maybe he’d just been watching her so closely because it was her first day.

      Even as she thought it, she knew she was deluding herself. Master Eamon—why did all the men around here insist on being called Master?—was gorgeous and a jerk, but he was no fool. Her reaction to his questions (and threats) would have set off all his alarm bells, surely?

      As she entered the café and lined up for a coffee, she couldn’t stop herself from looking around, focusing especially on any man whose build and hair even remotely resembled Carmen’s or his henchman’s. At least her hours of stalking them across the country had branded the sight of the backs of their heads in her mind. Being around so many people all of a sudden felt odd, like she’d spent the last twenty-four hours underwater and was now coming up for air. While she’d eaten at the buffet restaurant the previous night, she’d been too tired and zoned out to really notice the crowds.

      And too distracted by the memory of a pair of piercing, curiously hypnotic pale green eyes.

      Focus, she told herself, ordering a large latte. While it wasn’t a given that Carmen would be there in the café at that exact moment, if he was, she needed to have a plan in place.

      But what was her plan now? Would she still try to charm him? Wheedle? Beg? Considering she’d been summoned back into the dark isolation of the Dungeon, it was unlikely she’d be able to swing it so that she was assigned to him. She’d have to think of something else.

      Like what? Slope off every chance you get and go looking? Eamon would love that!

      Her upper arm tingled again at the memory of his grip on her, his whispered threat, and as she accepted her coffee and threaded her way out of the café, Tasha couldn’t stop herself from looking at the people around her in a different light. They had obviously all dressed for their respective roles, there was no modern clothing in sight. They all wore bracelets—black, white, yellow, pink, blue, purple, even with animal print—to denote what program they were in. They had traveled a long way and presumably paid good money to be here and indulge themselves in their kinky fantasies. And, for some, that included being scolded, threatened with, and even given corporal punishment. What the hell was the appeal?

      Lishy hadn’t bothered to hide the excitement in her voice the previous evening when she’d described why she’d wanted to go and work at the Castle. A breathless confession that was so at odds with Tasha’s own flat statement when Eamon had asked her the same question. He had to have noticed.

      She would ask Lishy at lunchtime, she decided, shouldering her way through the door leading down to the Dungeon. Right now, it felt like everyone else was in on some huge joke Tasha couldn’t understand. Maybe Lishy would be able to explain the punchline.

      All she had to do until then was avoid Eamon as much as possible.
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        * * *

      

      He’d lain awake half the night thinking about her. And, long before he’d gone to sleep, he’d decided to make sure she was assigned to the Dungeon again first thing in the morning. Even as he’d told himself it was because she’d done such a good job tidying up, he’d known it was a lie. The truth was, her behavior was fascinating and he wanted to get to the bottom of it once and for all.

      Plus, she was extremely easy on the eyes.

      “Good morning,” she said, her gaze fixed on the floor. She was clutching the biggest cup of coffee the Café had to offer.

      “Good morning,” he said slowly, getting up to tower over her. “Sleep well?”

      “Fine, thank you.”

      “I see you came straight down.” Raising a sardonic eyebrow, he gestured to her cup.

      She had the grace to look ashamed. “I’m sorry. I missed breakfast. And I really, really need this.”

      “Look at me.”

      Her long, thick lashes flickered before rising, her big chocolate eyes finally meeting his own.

      “Next time, come down here first and ask permission. Chances are, I’ll ask you to get one for me, too,” he said as gently as he could.

      “Yes. Sorry. Er… Sir.”

      “That’s fine. Well, you know what to do. I have an appointment soon so I’ll leave you to it.”

      “An appointment?”

      Amused by her honestly blurted out question, he hid a smile. “Yes. With a guest.”

      “Oh. I see.” She clearly didn’t.

      Deciding this was as good an opportunity as any for a little test, he went on to add, “Guests can book appointments with Castle Masters if they so choose. You know, for play sessions.”

      Even in the dim, flickering light of the electric torches disguised as sconces on the walls, he could make out the color staining her cheeks. “Oh. Do you… never mind. Sorry.”

      “Do I what?” He knew full well what she’d been about to ask. For some reason, he wanted to make her say it.

      “It doesn’t matter. Please, I’d better be getting on with—”

      With a single stride, he was so close to her, he could smell the soap on her skin. The coffee cup in her hand trembled. “Do I fuck them?” he said in a low voice. “Is that what you were going to ask?”

      She made a little noise somewhere between a squeak and a gasp, the blush deepening on her cheeks. Her brown eyes looked almost black in the half light.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” he said mockingly. “And the simple answer is: sometimes. Sometimes I just tie them up and whip them until they scream. Sometimes I make them come so hard and so often that they’re begging me to stop. And sometimes, yes, I fuck them. If I really like them—and they ask me to.”

      “Oh.” She said it so softly, it was barely audible. She was trembling all over now, her delicious, milky cleavage wobbling above the tightly cinched corset. The naked, raw desire in her eyes was unmistakable and he was suddenly overcome with an urge to throw her to the floor, tear off her black lace panties, wrap his hand around her slender throat and bury himself inside her as deep as he could go. His dick chafed in his pants.

      “That’s it? Oh?”

      She bit her lip and looked away, breaking the spell.

      “You’d better get on with it then. Don’t forget to change the sheets in all the rooms,” he said brusquely, taking a step back, using every ounce of self-control he possessed not to reach out and touch her. What the hell was wrong with him? Why did she affect him this way?

      “Yes, Sir.” Still avoiding his gaze, she hastened away, her heels echoing on the stone floor.

      Thankfully, Eamon’s appointment was with a regular guest, who came to the Castle once every few weeks to be caned until she found release. It didn’t take long, and he forced himself to concentrate even though his thoughts kept straying to Tasha. He was glad when it was over.

      Much to his irritation, Dominick, when Eamon hunted him down immediately after the session to bring up his concerns about the new hire, was more amused than anything else.

      “I don’t get it,” he said, vigorously drying his black hair with a towel. “What’s the fascination?”

      “There is no fascination,” Eamon protested hotly. “She’s just not on the level. She’s hiding something from me. From us. I can’t shake the feeling that she shouldn’t be here. Surely with everything that’s going on at the moment, with Marshall’s cousin and so on, we should follow up on things we find suspicious?”

      Dominick snorted. “Calm down, Columbo. The only suspicious thing about her is that she’s the first staff member I’ve ever known to have you getting your knickers in a twist.”

      “Fuck off,” Eamon growled.

      Tossing his towel aside, Dominick pulled on his trademark black t-shirt and began combing his hair. “You weren’t at the gym with me this morning. Did you have an appointment?”

      “Not first thing, no.”

      “Not like you to miss a workout without good reason.”

      “I had a good reason.” Actually, Eamon didn’t. Not really. He’d made arrangements for Tasha to be assigned to the Dungeon again and had spent the rest of the time before she arrived pacing. Waiting for her.

      “A hard-on for the new hire doesn’t count.”

      “Fuck off.”

      Dominick sighed. “You’re starting to repeat yourself.” Then, “Look, I think it’s wonderful. About time you started looking twice at someone who doesn’t already have a set date for leaving. I’ve been waiting for you to fall for someone—”

      “I haven’t fallen for anybody! Christ!”

      “Methinks he doth protest too much,” Dominick said with a grin.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake! Are you or are you not the Master Gaoler, Master Dominick?”

      “I am.”

      “Then I, as your colleague, am asking you to just check her out for me.”

      “As in?”

      With a frustrated sigh, Eamon ran a hand over his closely cropped head. “I don’t know! Talk to her. Get Marshall to go through her job application to see whether he missed anything. Something! My gut isn’t usually wrong and I’m telling you, something is off!”

      Dominick rolled his eyes. “Fine. You said she’s assigned down here today?”

      “Yes. All day.”

      “I’ll see what I can find out then. And when we discover that there’s nothing wrong with her, that she is who she says she is—a pretty girl who has landed a plum job at the best BDSM resort in the world—I want you to eat a huge slice of humble pie and admit that you’re only kicking up a fuss because you’re taken with her.”

      “I am not fucking…” Eamon let out another sigh, trying to pull himself together. Dominick could be stubborn as a mule when he felt like it. The only way to get him to understand things sometimes was to prove them beyond a shadow of a doubt. “Fine. It’s a deal.”

      “Good.” Closing his locker, Dominick attached his whip to his belt and turned to leave. “It’s okay, you know. Falling for someone. In fact, it’s better than okay. It’s amazing.”

      Before Eamon could think of a suitably acerbic response, the Dungeon Master had disappeared.

      What a load of crap. He wasn’t falling for Tasha in the slightest.

      Was he?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      Tasha just couldn’t get away. Every time she turned around, Eamon was there. Doesn’t he have work to do? she asked herself grimly, yanking a fitted sheet to stretch it around the corner of a mattress. Or does his job purely entail standing around with his arms folded, staring at my butt?

      She wondered whether he had any additional clients lined up for today. Guests can book appointments with the Castle Masters, he had said, nonchalantly, as if that were some kind of accolade. Something to be proud of.

      In her book, it was no different to prostitution. She couldn’t for the life of her figure out how anyone would lower him—or her—self to providing sexual services for money unless they were in the most dire circumstances and had no other choice.

      And yet he was bragging about it.

      At least that meant he was single. Surely no self-respecting woman would put up with a boyfriend who went to work every day and did… that.

      Whatever it was he did.

      Sometimes, yes, I fuck them.

      Even as he’d said it, the effect on her had been instant; the involuntary twist of lust deep in her belly, the sudden rush of moisture between her legs. Just like yesterday, when he’d threatened to take the belt to her. It was as if the more outraged she was, the wetter she got. Things that shocked, disgusted or even infuriated her—when they came out of his mouth, were uttered in that deep, gravelly voice, made her body react in ways she’d never experienced before. And she was helpless to stop it.

      “Once you finish this room, you can go to lunch,” Eamon said from behind her.

      “Thank you.” She hated the peevish tone in her voice but something in him brought it out of her. Pummeling the pillows rather than fluffing them, she laid them out on the bed and stared at them, wondering what exactly went on in these ‘aftercare’ rooms.

      There was a pause. “Would you like me to join you?” His tone was casual. “Don’t know about you, but I for one dislike eating alone.”

      “I’m not eating alone. I’m meeting a friend.” Thank goodness for Lishy.

      “Oh. Right. Glad to hear it.”

      There was an awkward pause.

      “Have you met Master Dominick yet?” he went on.

      “No, not yet.”

      “No doubt you will, soon.”

      Was she imagining things, or did that sound like a thinly veiled threat? “Meaning?”

      “I’d watch the attitude if I were you. I purely meant that this is his dungeon. He runs things around here. So it follows that you’ll meet him sooner or later.”

      “Oh. Sorry. What does he look like?”

      There was a muffled chuckle. “You’ll know him when you see him. Not least by his signature bullwhip. Another reason for you to try being more polite.”

      In real life, Tasha was extremely polite. To people who deserved it, anyway. So his implication that she was rude to him just added fuel to the fire. She wanted to spin around and ask him how he would like it if he were in her situation—in a strange place, being ordered about like a skivvy, told to address everyone as Master or Sir for reasons he couldn’t understand, being threatened with physical punishment if he raised an eyebrow the wrong way (and got an inexplicable hard-on every time that happened), not to mention his sibling being missing and knowing the scumbag responsible was in the building but not having five minutes to go and find him. She was pretty sure Master Eamon wouldn’t like it at all. But instead, she forced herself to take a deep breath. “Yes, Sir. Sorry, Sir.”

      “That’s more like it.”

      “Would you say this room is done? I just need to take out the trash.” She picked up the bag and slipped her bare feet back into her regulation heels.

      “All right. Be sure to come straight back down here after lunch. Have fun with your friend.”

      Was she imagining things, or had he put slight emphasis on the word friend? “I will.”

      Eamon was standing near the door and made no attempt to move out of her way when she headed towards it, forcing her to pass him so close that she could smell him.

      Leather, soap, and a distinctly masculine scent assailed her nostrils, rising like heatwaves from that hard, muscular body. She suppressed a shiver of desire.

      Why did he have to be so goddamn attractive?

      Throwing a hasty, “I’ll see you after lunch, then,” over her shoulder, she hurried out to find Lishy, hoping against hope she would be eating at the same time.
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        * * *

      

      Tasha was in luck. She had barely entered the restaurant before a stunning girl in a Little Maid’s uniform accosted her. “I’m Lishy,” she said, tossing a long strand of chestnut hair over her shoulder. “You’re Tasha. We’re having lunch.”

      “Yes, we are.” Without further ado, Tasha allowed herself to be towed to the buffet line.

      “First tip: try to avoid overeating. Hard to do, since the food is so good. Cook Connie is a goddess. But remember, you’re here all the time and you can always have the dessert tomorrow. I’ve had to have my uniform altered three times already and I do not plan to let it happen again,” Lishy said chattily, piling some salad onto her plate.

      “Right. Thank you.”

      “Unless, of course, you’re getting some regularly. Nothing burns calories quite as well as sex.” Lishy shot her a wink and Tasha giggled, liking her immediately.

      “I guess not,” she said, adding a slice of bread to her plate.

      Lishy frowned. “I miss carbs. But you’re new, and I guess they’re working you hard enough over in… where have you been assigned?”

      “The Dungeon.”

      “Oh, jackpot! It’s been six months and I still can’t decide who’s dreamier—Master Eamon or Master Dominick. Although only one of them is available.”

      Tasha shot her new friend a sideways glance, praying she would continue unprompted.

      Lishy didn’t disappoint. “Dominick is the epitome of a tall, dark, brooding Dom. Maddy is so lucky.”

      Ah. Not sure whether she felt relief or something else at the thought that Eamon was still single, Tasha busied herself with the chicken salad. “And you?” she said. “Are you involved with anyone right now?”

      “Not at the moment. I prefer to keep my options open. Oh, I play, sure, but I’m too young to tie myself to one guy,” Lishy said chattily, hustling her along the line. “Do you like seafood?”

      A sudden image of Eamon and Lishy together, naked, her dark hair streaming across his broad chest, accosted Tasha and she closed her eyes against the disturbingly sexy picture. She wouldn’t ask. She couldn’t. “Fish is okay, but not a huge fan of seafood, no.”

      “Me either. We can skip this section then.”

      As soon as their plates were filled, Lishy hustled Tasha to a small table in the corner of the vast restaurant.

      Tasha couldn’t help closely examining every male duo, still hoping against hope that she’d bump into Carmen.

      “It’s a shame the Masters have their own private dining room,” Lishy said, picking up a stick of celery. “Otherwise I could point them all out for you.”

      “A real shame,” Tasha said, though she didn’t agree at all. She was glad to have a brief respite from Eamon’s piercing gaze boring holes into her back.

      “Right. Tell me,” Lishy went on, “what brought you here? Are you into threesomes?”

      Tasha almost choked on a slice of carrot. “What?”

      “You learn to watch people when you work here. And you seem to be displaying a particular interest in every male duo in the room. What gives? Are you trying to work out which of them are open to having a woman join in?”

      A rush of heat prickled over Tasha’s face. “No… I didn’t… I never even considered…”

      “Oh, sorry. Must have misunderstood.”

      “You mean two guys sharing a woman?”

      Lishy giggled. “Sure. Happens all the time. Great for a session, in my opinion, but I’m not sure I could handle two men all the time, not in a regular relationship. I’ve had bad enough luck with just one. How about you? I assume you’re single.”

      “I am.”

      “Well then, you’ve come to the right place.”

      Tasha toyed with her bread, wondering how on earth to start asking all the questions that had been eating away at her ever since her first interaction with Eamon. Had that just been yesterday? It felt like a lifetime.

      “Go on then, ask away. I can tell you’re dying for some answers.” Lishy took a sip of water. “Or would you prefer me to just start rattling out information?”

      Deciding to go all in, Tasha took a deep breath. “Look, can I be honest with you?”

      “I would hope so!”

      “I’m kind of—okay, completely—new to the lifestyle and I’m still not sure it’s for me.”

      Lishy set her fork down slowly, deliberately, and simply stared at Tasha, her hazel eyes wide with astonishment. “How new, exactly?”

      “Like: never been in a BDSM relationship, never played, never… anything.”

      “You’re fucking kidding me.”

      “No. I’m not.”

      “Wow.” Lishy picked up her fork again but didn’t do anything with it. She simply clutched it, still staring at Tasha. “So you’ve never been spanked, never been tied up, never been made to come…”

      “Never anything,” Tasha said again. “I mean, I’m not a virgin in the conventional sense, but… yeah.”

      “But you’ve always been curious, right? Otherwise, why the fuck would you apply to come and work here, of all places?”

      “Oh yes,” Tasha lied. “Curious, definitely. It’s just… the reality is so different to what I imagined. I was hoping you could help shed some light on a few things for me.”

      “Oh boy,” Lishy said. “We are gonna need so much more than just one lousy lunch break.” She looked down at her half-empty plate, then pushed it aside. “I assume you told them.”

      “Told who what?”

      “In your application,” Lishy said. “I assume you were honest about your… inexperience. It wouldn’t do for your first ever taste of play to be a semi-public switching from Master Grimsley, for example, although he doesn’t really do as much with employees as he does guests. Or, in your case,” she shuddered, “a punishment from Master Eamon.”

      “Why not?”

      Lishy looked at her as if she’d grown another head. “Because that would be like losing your virginity in a porn movie. In a gang bang. With horses.”

      “Oh.” Despite herself, Tasha giggled. Even though she wasn’t sure what Lishy was trying to say, it made for an amusing visual.

      “You get what I’m saying, right?”

      “Of course.”

      “You have to ease into things. Explore slowly, with someone you trust. Someone who knows you’re new. Find your limits.”

      “Of course,” Tasha said again.

      “I didn’t know Master Marshall even hired complete newbies,” Lishy muttered, as if to herself. “I’m amazed he allowed you to be assigned to the Dungeon right away.”

      “They were short-staffed,” Tasha said hastily. “I don’t think it was planned. Anyway, I don’t do anything down there except tidy up.”

      “Actual tidying? Or waving a duster around and looking pretty?”

      “Changing sheets, refilling the dispensers, taking out the garbage—”

      “Do you smoke?” Lishy said suddenly.

      “Not really. Sometimes. Socially.”

      “Well then, we’re going for one right now.”

      Tasha found herself being led through the restaurant and into the bustling kitchen, where a terrifying female chef—presumably the famous Cook Connie—was barking orders. Lishy kept going through a side door and the next minute they were outside, breathing in the heady smell of fresh herbs.

      “One of our break areas,” Lishy explained, “and a place where we can talk in peace.” Walking briskly past the neat rows of rosemary, parsley, oregano and other plants, she headed to a vast flower pot and fumbled behind it, drawing out a crumpled pack of cigarettes. “I like to keep them here,” she said, “that way I don’t have to carry them around with me all the time.” Shaking a lighter out of the pack, she slipped off her heels and moved to the farthest picnic table. “Want one?”

      “Actually, I do.” Tasha took a cigarette and waited for Lishy to hand her the lighter. She felt like a naughty schoolgirl sneaking a smoke behind the bike sheds.

      “So,” Lishy said, exhaling deeply. “I’ve given this some thought and the thing is this: nothing happens here by accident. No doubt Master Marshall has told Master Eamon that you’re new and he’s initiating you by letting you work down in the coveted Dungeon, where you can watch sessions all day and ask questions.”

      Tasha frowned. “I’m not sure that’s the case, actually.”

      “Of course it is. It must be.”

      “But Eamon—sorry, Master Eamon—hasn’t said anything to me about watching anyone play. In fact, I’ve only heard things going on, not seen them. I’m always in the rooms after they’ve been vacated, tidying up after…”

      “Hmm,” Lishy said, taking another drag. “Hmm.”

      “He threatened to take his belt to me,” Tasha confessed quietly.

      Lishy snapped her gaze to Tasha’s, her hazel eyes frank, searching. “And? How did that make you feel?”

      “Excited,” Tasha admitted after a moment. “Really damn excited.”

      “That’s great!”

      “It is?”

      “Of course! Did he follow through with his threat?”

      “No.”

      “Then he definitely knows,” Lishy said, stubbing out her cigarette. “I’ve never known Master Eamon to just threaten anything or anybody. He always follows through. While he doesn’t ever get romantically involved with staff members, he has no compunction about disciplining them.”

      “Why doesn’t he get involved?” Tasha couldn’t help asking.

      “Who knows? You’d have to ask him. It’s a shame, if you ask me. A man that gorgeous… on the other hand, it’d be a tragedy if he were to tie himself down to just one woman. By remaining single, he keeps a lot of dreams alive.”

      “He’s not that special,” Tasha muttered. “I actually find him pretty rude.”

      Lishy chuckled. “He has an image to maintain, hon,” she said. “Big Bad Dungeon Master. He can be pretty easygoing in private.”

      “I can’t see that at all.” Tasha wasn’t sure whether she felt relieved or disappointed at the revelation that Eamon was essentially out of bounds for her.

      “Look, we need to get back to work, otherwise we’ll be in for it,” Lishy said, hopping back off the table and tracking down her shoes. “Sorry we couldn’t talk longer but there’ll be other opportunities. At least now we know why you were sent down into the Dungeon. You can relax—I assure you that Master Eamon knows you’re a complete newbie. I’m sure he and Master Marshall have come up with some kind of initiation plan for you. And, knowing them, you’ll love every minute of it.”

      “Thanks,” Tasha said, unable to bring herself to burst Lishy’s bubble. How could anyone know how new she was when she’d entered the Castle by accident and lied on all the paperwork?

      “Anytime.” Lishy led them back inside, through the big reinforced door. “You know your way from here?”

      “I do.”

      “I want a full report tonight, okay?”

      Tasha smiled at her new friend’s bubbly enthusiasm. “Of course.”

      “Excellent. I’ll see you later. Have fun with Master Eamon!”

      With a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach, Tasha turned toward the Dungeon. Then she stopped. Why was she following all the rules like she was really working there? She’d come to find Carmen, not to refill condom dispensers and change sheets! What was the worst that could happen—she’d lose the job she hadn’t even applied for in the first place?

      Pushing back her shoulders and lifting her chin, she set off toward the Rainbow Room. The only place where modern technology was allowed within the Castle, it was usually full of guests—and Little Maids—so she wouldn’t stand out. And Carmen was the boss of a massive criminal network, surely he’d have to go in there sooner or later to check his phone…
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        * * *

      

      Eamon was livid. The little minx hadn’t returned to the Dungeon after lunch and he wasn’t able to go looking for her until after his next booked session.

      His client was a pretty, slender blonde who reacted in all the right ways, made all the right noises, and was clearly trying to seduce him. Ordinarily, he would have allowed her to.

      Unfortunately, he had something else entirely on his mind.

      Tasha.

      He went through the motions out of rote, trying to remain focused on the woman as he played the role he was so good at, but for the first time ever, his heart wasn’t in it. Worse, the client could probably tell.

      “Well, that was fun,” she said coolly afterward, getting back into her Roman slave dress.

      “I thoroughly enjoyed it,” he replied, equally coolly. He had brought her to at least three orgasms, surely that had to count for something?

      She peered at her backside in the mirror. “Not very marked, am I?”

      “A hot shower will bring them out.” I swear to God, if she complains to Marshall, I am taking it out on that little—

      “So do I see myself out?”

      He took a deep breath. “We have aftercare rooms, if you feel you need to…”

      “No, that’s fine,” she said hastily. Disappointment was dripping from her every pore and Eamon felt like a complete heel.

      “Hey,” he said, “if you want to play again, I can do tomorrow after—”

      “No, thank you.” She gave him a long look. “You know, it’s okay to cancel or reschedule if you’re not in the mood. Just a tip for next time. I’d prefer to have been given the choice. Better to wait another day and actually feel like your partner is enjoying himself…”

      “You’re right. I’m sorry.” He’d have to make sure she got some kind of consolation. “I’m not sure what’s wrong with me today but that’s no excuse.”

      “Yeah, well. We all have bad days, I guess.” Displaying spectacular poise, she slipped on her sandals. “I hope you sort out whatever it is that’s bugging you.”

      “Oh, believe me,” he said grimly, “I will.”

      The moment she left, he ran a hand over his head and let out a deep sigh.

      Fuck.

      He knew he should go and find Dominick; tell him he’d fucked up during a scheduled session and ask whether he’d managed to find out anything about Tasha yet—but he figured that could wait. First, he was going to find that little imposter and make her rue the moment she’d decided to disobey him.

      It didn’t take him as long as he’d thought to track her down. She was in the Rainbow Room, huddled in the corner, trying conspicuously to blend in. Her eyes met his the moment he entered and he saw a flicker of something he couldn’t interpret. Fear? Disappointment? Anger?

      “You,” he said in his most booming Dom voice, pointing directly at her. “With me. Now.”

      Several pairs of eyes swiveled to watch their interaction. A woman wearing a schoolgirl uniform sniggered. “Uh-oh, someone’s in trouble!”

      “Do you want to be next?” Eamon rounded on her.

      “No, Sir.”

      “Thought not.” He turned back to address Tasha, who was getting slowly to her feet. “Get a move on,” he snapped. “You’ve kept me waiting long enough.” The moment she was within reach, he took her upper arm firmly, steering her toward the door.

      “Wait,” she said, “I need to—”

      “Unless you want to make this far worse for yourself, I suggest you do not speak unless spoken to. I’m not feeling very chatty right now.”

      To her credit, she shut up and allowed him to tow her unceremoniously out of the room, down the hallway and into the elevator. He remained purposefully silent during the short ride down, still gripping her arm.

      He could sense her fear—she was trembling—but there was something else underlying it. He just couldn’t tell whether it was anger or desire.

      No matter. He’d find out soon enough.

      The moment they entered the Dungeon proper, he dragged her into a private room and locked the door. Only then did he let her go.

      “You were told to come straight back here after lunch,” he said quietly. “Explain yourself.”

      She stared at a spot on the ground in front of her, rubbing her arm even though he knew she was doing that purely for show. He hadn’t been holding her that hard.

      “I’m waiting.”

      When she still didn’t respond, he took a deep breath, trying to contain his anger.

      “Was there some kind of emergency? Did you need to go to the Rainbow Room to contact someone?”

      She gave the tiniest shake of her head. The movement was so small, it was almost imperceptible.

      “What then? Do you want to get fired? Because you’re on the right track if you do.”

      Her pink tongue slipped out and traced her lower lip but still she said nothing.

      He wanted to take her by the shoulders and shake her but instead he moved toward the door. “You have two choices,” he said. “You can either leave—and by that I mean the Castle, today, for good—or you can stay and start being honest with me. Which will it be?”

      There was a long pause. When she looked at him, her eyes were huge, her pupils dilated. “Stay,” she whispered.

      “Then take your clothes off. Everything. Now.”

      The disbelief in her eyes was clear but still she raised trembling hands to the front of her uniform and started unbuttoning it.

      He leaned against the door and folded his arms, watching her closely, his mind racing. A part of him was aware that what he was doing was wrong, that he shouldn’t even think about punishing her while he was still so angry, that he should give himself some time to cool down, and that making her choose between punishment and getting fired was dishonorable, to say the least, but something about her seemed to make him lose all control—and sense.

      And it didn’t help that her body, as she revealed it inch by inch, was glorious. As he’d guessed, her breasts were full and creamy, her nipples a dusky shade of pink, puckered in the cool air. Her waist curved into round, shapely hips. A diamond glittered in her belly button.

      The mere sight already had him more excited than hours of playing with other women. He wondered idly whether she could see his raging erection through his black leather pants.

      Once she was completely naked, she stood there, her eyes downcast, her hands clasped in front of her. She was still trembling.

      “Turn around,” he said curtly.

      To his surprise, she obeyed immediately, moving in a slow circle, giving him a great view of her full, heart-shaped ass.

      He wanted to do so many things to her body that he barely knew where to begin.

      “Bend over that horse over there.”

      Again, she obeyed without hesitation. His first glimpse of the plump, smooth lips of her sex almost unmanned him.

      Striding over to her, resisting the urge to reach out and place his palm between her thighs, he said instead, “Safeword?”

      There was a long pause. “I don’t… I don’t have one.”

      Mentally cursing whatever jerk she’d played with before for letting her believe she didn’t need—or deserve—a safeword, he said brusquely, “With me, you do. Pick a random word. Or I’ll pick one for you. Just make sure it’s not the Castle safeword.”

      “Purple,” she said at length.

      “Fine. I would like to add, however, that as this is a punishment, you are only to use it in an absolute emergency. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      Suddenly he realized what felt so wrong about the situation. Even though she absolutely looked the part, bent naked over a spanking horse, the picture of contrition, there was a resigned air about her. Eamon had punished hundreds of women, including several Little Maids, but there was always an underlying current of excitement, even if they were frightened (which they usually were). They showed it in different ways, of course, but the lust was always there, always palpable.

      Whereas Tasha just seemed… defeated.

      “Last chance to change your mind,” he heard himself saying. “We can go upstairs and let Master Grimsley deal with this instead.”

      She shook her head. “No, Sir. I’d rather… get it over with.”

      “Very well.” Striding over to one of the implement chests, he selected a thick leather belt. “What did I say would happen if you disobeyed me again?”

      “You said you would strap me down naked and take your belt to me,” she whispered.

      “What did I tell you to do after lunch?”

      “Come straight back here.”

      “And what did you do instead?” He returned to her side.

      There was a pause. “Look, can we just—”

      “What did you do instead?” he repeated, injecting more steel into his tone.

      “I didn’t come back.”

      “Were you in the Rainbow Room the entire time?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “Why?”

      Another pause. “Please… just do it. Just punish me.”

      Resisting the urge to reach out and caress one of her milky, smooth buttocks, he raised the belt instead and took aim. “As you wish.”

      He snapped the leather down across the fullest part of her ass with a resounding thwack. Even before he could watch the gratifying crimson stripe bloom to life, she leapt up and shrieked.

      “Ow! Fuck! Ow ow ow ow ow!”

      “Get your ass back down over the bench,” he snarled. “Or do I need to tie you down?”

      “No, Sir.” She moved slowly, getting back into position. He thought he heard her sniffle.

      “That wasn’t even a hard one.” He hadn’t given her any kind of warm up, true, but he had compensated for that by only delivering a medium strength stroke. For starters, anyway. Considering how furious he was with her, he felt he was displaying spectacular self-control.

      “Let’s continue,” he said. “If you get up again, I will restrain you.” Ignoring the way his dick twitched at the sight of the perfect pink stripe across her pale, surprisingly full ass cheeks, he raised the belt again.
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      Tasha had forgotten how to breathe. Her entire world had contracted to a single focal point: the fire Eamon was lighting in her backside. It was like nothing else existed, and it took every ounce of her concentration to make sure she held her position.

      She did not want to be restrained. He was angry enough—doing anything else to antagonize him at this point would only make things worse.

      The belt lashed across her buttocks again and all she wanted to do was leap up and run. Instead, she did the only thing she could think of; she howled from the very depths of her soul.

      “You brought this on yourself,” he said icily, a second before he delivered the third stroke.

      Until just a few moments ago—had it really been so short a time?—she would have sworn that she was aroused by the thought of Master Eamon taking his belt to her.

      Now she couldn’t imagine anyone ever willingly subjecting themselves to, let alone getting sexually excited by such treatment.

      She choked in a breath, only vaguely aware of the tears dripping off the end of her nose. When had she started crying? She hadn’t even noticed.

      Odd. She never usually cried from physical pain.

      Another blaze of stinging heat as the leather came down again…

      … and again.

      “Am I getting through to you yet?”

      Steeling herself for the next stroke, she jumped when she felt his hand on her hot, sore skin instead. He was caressing her, reigniting the burn with his gentle touch.

      “Yes.” She choked back a sob. “I’m so sorry.”

      “You mark beautifully.” His fingertips traced her ass cheeks almost lovingly, and suddenly she wanted nothing more than for him to go on touching her, for his big, warm hand to slip lower and to the left—

      “You’re very sensitive. Guess it’s been a while, huh?”

      You could say that. “Yes, Sir.”

      “What are you going to do next time you’re given an order?” He lifted his hand away and she squeezed her eyes shut, knowing that the brief respite was over.

      For some reason, she was having trouble speaking.

      The strap fell lower this time, right in the crease where her buttocks met her thighs. And strangely, while the pain was no less intense, when it began to fade, it also resettled somehow, shifting to smolder between her legs… where it created a very different kind of ache.

      “I asked you a question.”

      Tasha wanted to scream. Her world was upside down and inside out. She was completely naked, in a dungeon, while an admittedly gorgeous man was doing things to her body she’d never even dreamed of, and she was supposed to be concentrating on his words?

      “I… I forgot the question,” she whispered.

      Another lick of supple leather on her sore, stinging flesh. “What are you going to do next time you’re given an order?” His tone was hoarse, somehow, ragged, almost as if he were the one being punished.

      “Obey,” she gasped, spreading her thighs a little wider apart—anything to relieve the increasingly intolerable heat building there.

      “Good girl. Just three more. Need to drive home the lesson.”

      How many had she had? She’d lost count after the first couple. Good girl, he’d said. Was she a good girl?

      She didn’t think so.

      And obviously he didn’t think so, otherwise he wouldn’t be punishing her.

      The final three strokes came in such quick, agonizing succession that Tasha didn’t even have time to draw breath, let alone scream. Instead she clutched the bench she was bending over so hard that her fingers ached, waiting for the initial agony to subside.

      Realizing she was wet.

      Before she could even process everything that was going on in her traitorous body, she heard something clatter to the floor and felt his hand in her hair, gripping it at the base of her skull, yanking her up and around until she was nose to nose with him.

      His huge, powerful body was pressed against the entire length of hers and the rock-hard bulge against her belly was unmistakable.

      His handsome face was taut with anger but there was something else in those piercing eyes.

      Lust.

      Despite the heat emanating from him, she felt goosebumps prickle over her bare skin, and a twist of aching need shot through her lower belly.

      “What do you say?” he growled.

      “I-I’m sorry,” she stammered.

      He shook her, just a tiny bit, his hand still gripping her hair. “What else?”

      Tasha’s mind went blank as she stared at his lips, so close to her own. Suddenly she wanted, more than anything else in the world, for him to kiss her.

      “Fuck,” he growled, and then his mouth was on hers, his tongue slipping between her lips with such possession, such authority, that if he hadn’t been holding her up, she would have sunk to her knees.

      His kiss made all the other kisses she’d ever had seem juvenile, somehow. Tame. Utterly meaningless.

      Unable to stop herself, she wound her arms around his neck, rejoicing in the way his lips crushed her own, in the feel of him, the heady, masculine scent of him.

      It felt like an eternity.

      It felt like a single heartbeat.

      He shoved her away with a grunt and she put trembling fingers to her lips, wondering if they looked as swollen as they felt. “Don’t. Fucking. Move,” he commanded.

      She was glad she was still leaning against the bench, as her knees felt like water.

      He stripped with practiced ease, tugging off his black t-shirt to reveal a huge expanse of muscled, tattooed chest before kicking off his boots and unlacing his black leather pants.

      Tasha watched, mesmerized, as he rolled a condom over his enormous cock before once more slanting his mouth over hers and picking her up as if she weighed nothing at all.

      As if it were the most natural thing in the world, she wrapped her legs around his waist, only vaguely aware that he was carrying her, barely registering the renewed sting as his fingers dug into her ass.

      The cold stone wall hit her back and she gasped into his mouth, trapped between the unforgiving rock and his rippling muscles.

      Not allowing her to come up for air, he reached between them and adjusted his cock until the tip was pressing at the entrance to her pussy.

      He’s so big, she thought in the briefest second of panic. I can’t take it all, there’s no way—

      With a single, hard thrust, Master Eamon proved her wrong, penetrating her with one smooth, commanding motion, forcing her to stretch to accommodate his girth.

      Buried to the hilt inside her, he paused, pinning her to the wall with his pelvis, his tongue still sliding over hers with a languid ease so at odds with the rest of his forceful demeanor.

      Tasha had never felt anything like it before. Even though his hips had stilled, she could feel herself clenching around his cock, trying to draw him deeper. He was touching parts in her she hadn’t even known existed and she knew, she just knew, that the minute he started to move, she would lose control.

      She’d never come from penetration before but when he finally lifted his mouth from hers and looked into her eyes for the briefest second before rearing back and slamming into her, she screamed and came apart.

      Watching her closely, he continued to thrust, hard, grinding her against the wall, every stroke unleashing another wave of hot, tingly pleasure until she was sobbing with the intensity of it all, clinging to his shoulders, her pussy both milking and drenching his unforgiving cock.

      His hand found her breast, squeezing it hard, tugging at the swollen, aching nipple, rolling it between his fingertips and pinching it until the searing lance of pain shot straight to her clit and she cried out, spasming around him once again.

      “Fuck,” he groaned, his eyes dark with lust, his movements growing jerkier, his fingers digging into her skin, harder and harder until he came with a roar, his cock pulsating inside her, slamming her against the wall. Burying his face in the curve of her neck, he bit down and she shuddered uncontrollably at the sharp combination of pleasure and pain.

      They remained like that for several long moments, catching their breath; with him still trapping her, his face hidden; with her still impaled, her limbs hanging limply in the air.

      Then, slowly, he withdrew and set her down on her feet. “Wait here,” he said gruffly and disappeared.

      Tasha, feeling more wet, used, and thoroughly fucked than she’d ever been in her life, sank to the ground, barely feeling the way the stone scraped over the bare skin of her back.

      Wait here.

      As if she had a choice.
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        * * *

      

      Eamon disposed of the condom, did his pants back up, and fetched a blanket from one of the aftercare rooms, berating himself all the way.

      He shouldn’t have done that. They hadn’t discussed it, she hadn’t consented—or even asked for it. He’d had no right to fuck her.

      But holy hell, he hadn’t been able to stop himself.

      The way her bubble butt had jiggled with each lash of the belt.

      The way her creamy skin had turned ever darker shades of pink.

      The way she had spread her thighs, as if in invitation.

      The heady scent of her arousal.

      And, Christ, the way she’d looked at him when he’d asked her to thank him.

      Not that she had, he realized. It was almost as if she hadn’t had a clue what he was talking about. Whomever she’d played with before, he’d done a piss poor job.

      Eamon had always taken great pride in his self-control. He’d never given in, never lost it, regardless of the situation, regardless of the temptation.

      Until today.

      He found her in a heap on the floor, looking as dazed as he felt.

      “Here, baby,” he said, helping her up and wrapping the blanket around her. “Come over here.”

      There was a mattress in the corner and he led her to it, sinking down with her bundled in his arms. She was still trembling.

      “Do you need some water?”

      She shook her head.

      He held her for a moment, rocking her as if she were a child. Mascara streaked her cheeks and he wondered why she’d wept.

      Usually he was aware of every second, of every nuance of a session and his sub’s reaction.

      What the fuck had gotten into him?

      “I’m sorry,” he said at length. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

      She looked up at him, genuine concern in her big doe eyes. “Done what?”

      “Taken advantage of you.”

      To his astonishment, she giggled. “You didn’t. I wanted you to… I wanted to…” She trailed off, obviously embarrassed.

      “Wanted me to what?”

      “Fuck me.” The admission made an adorable blush rise in her cheeks.

      She really was an enigma. He’d never met such a shy, almost naïve Little Maid before.

      “Still,” he heard himself saying, “we should have discussed it beforehand.”

      “Why? You wanted it, I wanted it. What’s to discuss?”

      The blanket had slipped enough to reveal one plump, creamy breast, the nipple still standing at attention as if begging for his teeth. Eamon felt himself grow hard again.

      This woman would be the death of him.

      “You still haven’t thanked me for disciplining you,” he said.

      There was a pause while she looked up at him. There was still desire in her eyes but now there was something else, too. Confusion?

      “Thank you,” she said quietly.

      “Are you going to sneak off again?”

      She let out a little snort. “Will you fuck me like that again if I do?”

      Suppressing a smile, he tightened his hold on her. “No.” Then, gratified to see the disappointment on her beautiful face, he went on, “Next time, I’ll take a paddle or maybe even a cane to your ass. Then I’ll strap you down with a vibe on your clit and deny you permission to come until you’re screaming, crying, begging…”

      She shuddered in his arms.

      “But only good girls get fucked,” he went on. “Only good girls get to come.”

      There was a pause. “I’ve never… done that before,” she said, not meeting his eyes. “Come from penetration. I always thought it was a myth.”

      “Really?” He was astonished. “But you came so fast—”

      “I know.” She sighed and snuggled deeper against him. “It was amazing. And I don’t think I’d have been able not to if I’d tried.”

      “You don’t have any experience with orgasm control?”

      “God, no. Usually I consider myself extremely lucky if I have one. Be stupid of me to try not to.”

      Eamon contemplated this. “So you’ve never had a Dom who enjoyed edging? Who took control of your body that way?”

      “No, never…”

      Curiouser and curiouser. It was on the tip of his tongue to ask what she had done before, since it had obviously been so long since she’d last been spanked, she didn’t have a safeword, she’d never experienced orgasm control, and the most basic interactions—thanking a Dom after discipline, for instance—seemed beyond her. But that was a conversation for a later time.

      “How’s your ass?” he said at length. Anything to fill the silence.

      She shifted in his lap with a little moan. “Sore.”

      “Good.” He closed his eyes at the memory of her bent over that bench, the leather whapping against her creamy flesh. It was getting late in the afternoon. Time to get back to work before Dominick caught them.

      Eamon really wanted to sort through the confusion of his own feelings about Tasha before having to explain himself to his direct supervisor.

      “I want to see you tonight,” he heard himself saying. “Will you go to dinner with me?”

      She let out a soft chuckle. “Is that how you guys woo women around here? First sex, then dinner? Do you have it backwards, or is it the rest of the world?”

      He was unable to suppress a smile. “Is that a yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “Meet me at six then, outside The Master’s Table. Do you know where that is?”

      “I do but it seems a bit fancy. Can’t we just go to the buffet?”

      “It’s my turn to make an appearance at the Supper and Show tonight. You’ll have to go to Wardrobe first. Tell them where you’re going, and that I’ll be escorting you. They’ll know what to do.”

      “Okay.”

      He frowned. Used to being called ‘Sir’ by pretty much everyone, he wasn’t sure whether her lack of honorifics was endearing or annoying. “Are you ready to get back to work?”

      “Not really. I could just lie here all day.” She shifted again, putting more pressure on his cock. He wondered whether it was intentional.

      Down, boy.

      “Well, as comfortable as this is, we need to get moving. Come on, up you get.” He patted her hip and she lumbered, grumbling, to her feet, the blanket slipping even further to reveal the winking stud in her belly button. Averting his eyes—he was hard enough already—he got up too and busied himself with tracking down her uniform, his boots and his t-shirt.

      As he helped her back into her clothes, he could feel her eyes on him even though he was concentrating on the buttons. He didn’t want to meet her gaze, though. If she was wearing the same expression she had before, he couldn’t be responsible for his actions.

      He needed some time away from her. To think. To analyze. To breathe.

      Then why did you ask her to dinner? a little voice in his head said accusingly. You should have just sent her on her way, put her back to work. Given yourself at least an evening to cool off.

      Truth be told, the invitation had slipped out—he hadn’t been thinking straight. But he wanted to take her out. Wanted to wine and dine her.

      Why?

      The Master’s Table was put on every evening for the Castle guests. A multi-course dinner in full period costume with a different floor show every night, and all house Masters had to make an appearance on their scheduled evenings. He’d done shows there before, too, but whenever it was his night to attend as a dinner guest, he always took a fellow employee as his ‘date.’ One he had a platonic friendship with. Eamon bit back a rueful smile. For some reason, taking a girl out to dinner felt more intimate to him than tying her up naked and whipping her, or even giving her the best orgasms of her life. He couldn’t explain it, but there it was.

      “You’re all set,” he said, once he’d done up the last buttons. Her incredible tits were pushed up and out, and he thought idly how they’d look even prettier with a few well-placed cane stripes.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re going to go straight back to work now, aren’t you?”

      There was a pause. “Yes, of course.”

      “Do I need to watch you?”

      “No, Sir.”

      “Good, because I have other things to do besides make sure you’re where you’re supposed to be.” It came out harsher than he’d intended and he regretted the words as soon as they left his mouth. He almost saw her flinch. “Actually,” he said hastily, to change the subject, “let’s meet outside Wardrobe. Quarter to six. Got it?”

      “All right.”

      “Good,” he said. Straightening his back, he lifted his chin, trying to ignore the undeniable impulse to take her in his arms. “I’ll see you then.” Still without meeting her eyes, his erection straining uncomfortably, he turned on his heel and stalked out.

      Time to find Dominick and see whether he’d done any probing…
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      Tasha didn’t think she’d ever been this nervous before a date. If it even was a date. That afternoon’s events kept replaying in her mind as she sat in the Salon, her hair being carefully braided, twisted and pinned by a bubbly young woman who didn’t seem able to stop talking.

      Not that Tasha minded. Her thoughts were a jumble and at this rate, she worried she wouldn’t be able to get them sorted before he arrived to pick her up. So she allowed the hairdresser’s inane chatter to wash over her as she sat quietly, trying desperately to decipher all the emotions she was going through.

      Lust was definitely one. That brief, brutal fuck—because it couldn’t possibly be called anything else—up against the wall had been, hands down, the most intense and amazing sexual experience of her life. And every touch of Eamon’s was like a brand on her skin… she could still feel him all over her body. Inside her body. Just the memory was enough to make her clench her thighs together around the renewed pulsating in her clit.

      Astonishment was another. Because, if she was completely and unabashedly honest with herself, Tasha had derived sexual pleasure from being beaten with a belt. She’d never understood that mindset, never been able to comprehend why or how people could get off on punishment scenarios like the ones which were taking place all the time all over the Castle, but after those first couple of strokes, she had felt a shift in her body, become suddenly all too aware of the heat in her buttocks slowly spreading down to that place between her legs. And when he’d pushed his considerable cock inside her, she’d been forced to realize that she was absolutely soaking wet. A cynic might say that was due to the fact that she was incredibly attracted to him—and that kiss had definitely helped things along—but it wasn’t just those things. Being bent over naked while he was still fully dressed, that tone of voice he used when he was admonishing her, and even the physical sensation of the leather biting into her skin, had all combined to make her heart pound, her breathing grow shallow, her pussy throb with want. She just couldn’t for the life of her figure out why.

      There was fear, too. What would happen when he figured out she was just a fraud? If there was one thing she’d noticed about the Castle, it was how well run and tightly organized it was. There was no doubt in her mind they’d figure out she hadn’t applied for the job and throw her out on her ear, and she worried that would happen sooner rather than later. Which also led to…

      Guilt. Gut-wrenching guilt over William. If he was still alive, he was in trouble—serious trouble. He might be hurt, he might be locked up somewhere. In any case, he’d be suffering somehow, and instead of hunting down the guy responsible, she was sitting in a hair salon, getting prettied up for a date. What kind of horrible, selfish sister did that make her?

      “All done,” the stylist said, holding up a mirror to show Tasha her elegant up-do. She had to admit it looked amazing. Little pearls had been woven into the strands, starkly pale against the darker streaks, and a few wisps had been left free to frame her face.

      “It’s gorgeous, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Master Eamon won’t be able to keep his hands off you. Especially once you’ve got the dress on.”

      Tasha stared at her reflection. The make-up artist, too, had outdone herself. Her eyes, lined with smudgy black kohl, looked huge, and a delicate rose blush shimmered on her cheeks, matching her perfectly outlined lips. “I wish I could do this at home,” she said.

      The stylist giggled. “No need. You live here now, don’t you?”

      Tasha forced herself to smile. “You’re right. Of course I do.” For now. Until they do some digging and throw me out.

      “You’d better get back to Janice. It’s half past already.”

      “Thanks.” Tasha got up from the chair and made her way back to the Wardrobe, where the pretty brunette assistant had already laid out her costume.

      “Oh, that’s much better! My gosh, you’re beautiful!” Janice said, picking up a huge, heavy dress in a pale lilac color.

      Tasha wondered idly whether the assistants got paid to gush, whether they were as complimentary to all the guests. “Thank you,” she said, fidgeting nervously with her robe.

      “Master Eamon was very specific,” Janice went on, “so we just need to get this on and then we’ll be done. Come on, take your dressing gown off. No need to be shy.”

      “I’m not wearing any underwear.” Tasha felt herself turn scarlet.

      Janice simply rolled her eyes. “Good. You’re not to wear any tonight anyway.”

      “I—what?” Tasha squeaked, barely noticing as Janice tugged the flimsy silk robe from her shoulders.

      “Master’s orders. To be obeyed at all times.”

      Certain she was absolutely crimson, Tasha hurried to step into the elaborate gown as quickly as she could, wondering whether the embroidered bodice would even cover her breasts.

      “It’s got a built-in corset,” Janice explained, tugging it up over Tasha’s hips. “Which, as a Little Maid, you’ll be used to by now.” She wrapped the panels around Tasha’s upper body with practiced ease. “Gosh, this color looks good on you. Master Eamon definitely has an eye.”

      While she might have grown somewhat accustomed to wearing a corset, Tasha had never had one laced quite so tightly before. “I can’t breathe,” she panted as Janice tugged the laces even harder.

      “If you can still complain, you can still breathe,” Janice said matter-of-factly. “Lesson number one in corsetry.”

      Tasha was inclined to disagree. “I also have to sit. And eat.”

      “Nothing about this will prevent you from sitting, and as for eating… just take small bites.” Janice tied the laces in a huge, complicated-looking bow. “There. Wow, you already have amazing curves but this just takes them to a whole new level.”

      Despite her discomfort, as she peered at herself in the full-length mirror, Tasha was forced to agree. Her waist looked tiny, whereas her boobs… they were covered, but they looked likely to pop out at any moment.

      “Fit for a king,” Janice went on. “Don’t forget these.” She handed Tasha a pair of long white gloves. “Oh, and the shoes. A bit of a heel on these but nothing like what you usually have to wear.”

      Tasha was grateful for that small mercy. Still, she wondered whether it was normal for the Wardrobe assistant to be given instructions about underwear—or the lack thereof.

      And whether it was normal for her to be so aroused at the thought that he wanted her completely naked under her gown.

      “He’s here,” Janice said excitedly. “Come along. Don’t want to keep the king waiting!” She tugged Tasha unceremoniously out of the dressing room.

      Rounding the corner, Tasha stopped short when she spotted him. Usually in black leather pants, a tight, muscle-displaying t-shirt, shiny boots and black leather cuffs, Eamon looked so different now. He was wearing black tails and a white shirt, with a pale lilac cravat to match her dress. His astonishing green eyes glittered when he caught sight of her.

      “You look like a princess,” he said. Then, to Janice, “Well done.”

      “Thank you,” Tasha whispered, still staring at him. The perfectly tailored suit made his broad shoulders seem even bigger. He looked distinguished and slightly older, somehow. Only the tattoo on the side of his neck, curling up out of the starched white collar, was familiar.

      “Come here.” There was that tone of voice again, the one that made her weak at the knees. She had no choice but to obey.

      Once she reached his side, he crouched down and slipped a hand under her full, floor-length skirt. Wrapping his fingers around her ankle, he gave it a brief squeeze before sliding his hand slowly, deliberately up her bare leg… higher and higher, past her knee, up her thigh—

      Tasha let out a moan and clutched his shoulders to steady herself as his broad palm cupped her bare sex, his warm fingers sending sparks of desire skittering up her spine.

      “Good girl,” he said gruffly. “Just wanted to check.”

      Suddenly all too aware that Janice was still there, watching them, Tasha let go of his shoulders and stared at the carpet, willing herself to stop blushing as he removed his hand and stood back up.

      Then he held out his arm in a courtly, chivalrous manner completely at odds with what he had just done. “Shall we?”

      “Have fun!” Janice called out after them.

      Feeling like she was in a dream, Tasha put her arm through Eamon’s and allowed him to lead her down to the Master’s Table restaurant.

      “I have a few rules for you this evening,” he said as they walked along. “If you behave yourself and follow them, I promise you’ll have a very nice time. If you don’t, I can pretty much guarantee that your enjoyment will be… curbed, to say the least. And that’s a promise, too.”

      Remembering his prior threats about being denied orgasm, Tasha wondered whether he was referring to that. Strangely, the thought of not being allowed to come with him was even more terrifying than the thought of physical chastisement.

      “So, will you obey?”

      “I will. I promise.”

      “Which brings us to rule number one,” he said smoothly, leading her through the ornate, lavish entrance and up to a raised dais directly before the center stage area. “You will address me properly from now on, with either Sir or Master Eamon. Understood?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “Number two. You will answer all questions honestly. No exceptions.”

      “Yes, Sir.” Crap. She could only pray that he wouldn’t ask her the wrong questions; ones she didn’t dare answer.

      “Number three. If you have any questions about anything you see here tonight, you will not be too shy to ask me.”

      She sank down into the chair he had pulled out for her, trying not to notice their exposed position up on that platform. “All right. I mean… yes, Sir.”

      “Number four. No matter what happens, you will not come without my express permission. If you feel yourself getting close, you are to ask me,” he said, dropping smoothly into the chair beside hers at the long, exquisitely laid table.

      She closed her eyes, wondering if she’d ever stop blushing around him. “I’ll try, Sir.”

      “No. Look at me.”

      With extreme reluctance and not a little shame, she forced herself to meet his piercing, unblinking gaze. Her tummy fluttered.

      “You will ask me for permission. Every time.”

      “Yes, Sir.” It took everything she had not to look away again.

      “Good. The fifth, and final rule: I am here as an in-house Master and you are here as my companion. As you’ve no doubt noticed, we’re up on the dais here with Master Marshall himself.” He inclined his head and Tasha looked in the direction he was indicating. An undeniably attractive blond man with ice-blue eyes was sitting a mere couple of feet away. Beside him was a stunning, heavily pregnant brunette in a blue and silver gown.

      “Master Marshall?” she whispered, her belly fluttering at the thought that they were so close to the man who would no doubt boot her out within a millisecond if he discovered she was an imposter.

      Eamon’s eyes narrowed. “The one and only. So obviously, there will be lots of eyes on us at any given time. You are to behave accordingly.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “With decorum. Ladylike. No outbursts.”

      A sudden spark of outrage took hold of her. “What are you implying? That I might suddenly decide to tear off my clothes and start dancing naked on the table? Do you really feel it’s necessary to make behaving like an adult an actual rule?” she snapped under her breath.

      Eamon was obviously taken aback for a brief second before something dark and dangerous flashed in his eyes. “You’d better watch your tone, missy,” he snarled, also under his breath. “And, if anything, you’ve just proved to me the necessity for that rule, as that was exactly the kind of outburst I was referring to.”

      Tasha looked away and folded her arms, trying—and failing—to come up with a biting response.

      “So, have I made myself clear?”

      “Perfectly, Sir,” she muttered. His big hand settled on her thigh and a wave of longing rushed through her.

      “Excellent.”

      She nodded mutely, still angry, wishing he’d remove his hand. It was hard to think clearly around him—when he touched her, it was impossible. She jumped when she felt his lips at her ear, his whisper vibrating through her very being.

      “You know, naughty little girls who don’t stop sulking are likely to get thrown over their Daddy’s knee for a good, sound spanking on their bare bottom until they’re very, very sorry and promising to behave.”

      It was as though his voice had a direct line to her clit, and every syllable was like a physical touch. She let out a gasp and closed her eyes, the vivid image playing like a live film in her head.

      “And don’t think I won’t do it right here, in front of everyone.”

      “You wouldn’t,” she panted helplessly.

      “Try me.” He leaned back and folded his arms. She could feel his eyes on her and forced herself to look at him. Brooding. Dangerous. Absolutely no shame. And she knew without a doubt that he would make good on his threat. That, and any other.

      “So, are you going to stop sulking?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “Good girl.”

      Unwilling to contemplate the instant effect his words had had on her—after all, it wasn’t like she had Daddy issues, for Christ’s sake—she forced herself to smile. “I’d quite like something to drink now, please.”
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        * * *

      

      Eamon didn’t think his hard-on would ever subside. Usually he didn’t really go for the bejeweled, begowned, prim lady look, preferring his women—if not naked, then as scantily clad as possible.

      But somehow, seeing Tasha fully clothed in that sumptuous, demure floor-length dress made him want to tear it off her and expose her creamy skin inch by inch until every single part of her was laid bare to his hungry gaze.

      Sap, a small voice told him. You’re starting to sound like a lovesick schoolboy. You’re a fucking Master of the Castle. Act like it.

      He watched her pick at her food, her lovely eyes flicking every now and then to the scene taking place in center stage before looking away again. A beautiful young woman was cuffed to a bar. The redhead was blindfolded and gagged, and the man behind her was fucking her ass with an anal plug. It was a sexy scene, but nothing Eamon hadn’t seen a hundred times before—although the gag was a rare occurrence. He glanced at Marshall, who was watching calmly. As gags weren’t permitted without written permission, it was likely that the Master of Masters had consented to its use. Eamon shrugged. None of his business. His gaze returned to Tasha, who was once again surreptitiously watching the show. He wasn’t sure whether she’d seen a public display like this before but if she hadn’t, she was definitely disobeying rule number three by not asking him about it.

      “Are you enjoying the show?” he asked her casually, spearing a piece of asparagus with his fork.

      “Very much.”

      “Could you picture yourself doing one?”

      “What?” Her chocolate velvet gaze was wide.

      “All the Masters perform here occasionally. Would you be up for it?”

      She gaped at him for a moment before closing her eyes. “No. God, no. Never.”

      “Why not?”

      “Are you kidding? To do something so… intimate with a bunch of people watching? Seeing me naked? I’d rather chew off my own arm.”

      He leaned forward, breathing in her fruity, slightly musky scent. “What if I ordered you to?” He kept his voice deliberate and low. Dominant.

      “I-I couldn’t,” she whispered, obviously flustered now. “I’m sorry.”

      “How is it any different from any other public scene? Surely you’ve played in public before.”

      “No. I… I haven’t.”

      He caught a flash of something—reproach? Guilt? Shame?—in her eyes before she looked away and busied herself by taking a long swallow of water.

      “I think you’d enjoy it,” he went on. “I think you’d get a kick out of serving me for everyone to see. Your body’s amazing, it’s not like you have anything to hide there.”

      She gave a little snort. “That’s your opinion.”

      “It is. And mine is the only opinion that counts.”

      “Isn’t that a bit sexist?”

      Christ. That was a word you didn’t hear bandied about the Castle often. “Are you serious?”

      “No, of course not,” she said, far too quickly. “I was just kidding.”

      Still staring at her, hoping he was successfully hiding his astonishment, Eamon once again cursed Dominick for not being around when he’d gone looking for him earlier. He’d really hoped to have some answers by now but, failing that, he would just have to keep digging himself. No experienced submissive he knew would ever accuse him of being sexist. They would enjoy the flirtatious banter, knowing it would invariably lead to a play session.

      “I see,” he said quietly. Deciding it was time to push further, he waited until their course had been cleared away before addressing her again.

      In the meantime, he watched her fidget, wishing he could read her mind as easily as he could read her body.

      As soon as the waitress left, he took the vibrating panties out of his pocket and slid them onto her lap. “Go to the ladies’ room and put these on,” he said.

      She glanced down, blushed bright pink and hastily snatched them up, trying unsuccessfully to contain the whole garment in her little fist. “Sir,” she said breathily, “I don’t think I can—”

      “You can,” he interrupted her smoothly. “And you will. Unless you want to find yourself face down and bare ass up over my lap in about three seconds’ time?”

      “No, Sir.” She had shoved her fist half under her skirt to hide the panties, glancing fearfully out over the packed restaurant from their spot up on the dais.

      “Now,” he commanded. “Bathroom is that way.” He watched her rise stiffly out of her chair—no doubt the tightly cinched corset made maneuvering a little tricky—and hurry in the direction in which he was pointing. Her head was bowed, her face flushed.

      And he knew then without a doubt what he had suspected all along: she had no BDSM experience whatsoever. None. Not even book knowledge. Nothing.

      Leaning back in his chair, he rubbed his bristly jaw and considered the implications of that little revelation. There was no way Marshall would employ a complete newbie as a Little Maid. Or anyone who was completely vanilla.

      Tasha, for all her brash pretense, was apparently both.

      Which meant she hadn’t actually been lying when she’d said she’d happened upon the job by accident. Or she had been lying and had done so all the way through her application.

      Either way, it was a potential disaster and Marshall needed to be informed immediately.

      The trouble was, as well as Eamon knew he should take her by the arm the moment she got back and march her over to the boss, who was sitting just a few feet away, his body had other ideas.

      A dark, sadistic part of him wanted to carry out the scene he had planned—all the scenes he had planned, for that matter—and watch her struggle to obey. Not to give herself away. Not to lose control.

      Eamon lived for making pretty women lose control.

      There was another, deeper reason why he was hesitant to expose her lies. The moment he did, she would be ejected from the Castle grounds and would vanish, never to be seen again… at least, not by him. And even though he was reluctant to delve into the whys and wherefores, that thought bothered him more than he wanted to contemplate.

      By the time she reappeared, still flushed, he had reached a decision. He would give her this one evening. Maybe she’d slip up, in which case he’d have to react immediately. But if she didn’t, if she managed to maintain her (albeit cracked) experienced submissive façade, he’d milk the night for all it was worth. If their brief encounter earlier was any indication, the sex, at least, would be off the charts.

      And perhaps that was all he needed: to screw her out of his system. Then he might be able to go back to his usual, unsentimental self.

      In any case, he’d be escorting her to Marshall’s office first thing in the morning. But for now…

      He looked up, bemused to see she was giving no indication of sitting down any time soon. “Everything all right, sweetheart?”

      “No,” she all but hissed down at him. “I… I feel ridiculous.”

      “Take a seat.”

      “I don’t want—”

      His fingertip found the button in his pocket and flicked it.

      Tasha’s reaction was immediate. With a shocked gasp, she slid bonelessly into her chair.

      “There,” he said. “That wasn’t so hard now, was it? I suppose it also answers the question of whether you obeyed my order.”

      The music and general chatter surrounding them made the vibrating hum inaudible but Tasha’s whole body was rigid, right down to her knuckles, which were clenched tightly on the table’s edge. “Please… turn… it… off…” she whispered.

      “In a moment. If you behave.” He leaned close to her and spoke directly into her ear, a silky strand of her hair tickling his cheek as he did so. “You’re going to wear these for the rest of our dinner together. As you’ve probably noticed, I have the remote control in my pocket. If you’re good and behave yourself, I might turn it off and leave it that way, allowing you to retain some composure. Or I might even be generous and allow you to come.”

      She whimpered, her fingertips digging into the pristine white tablecloth.

      “If, on the other hand, you break any of the rules, or do anything else to warrant some immediate discipline, we could begin your orgasm denial training immediately.”

      He could feel her trembling.

      “In case you need me to spell that out for you, it means that you will spend the rest of this multi-course meal on the edge of coming… but never quite getting there. Have I made myself clear?”

      He leaned back so as to better read her expression. Her eyes were squeezed shut—as if she could hide herself by doing so—and her pulse was visibly fluttering in her throat. She made no move to answer him.

      Eamon slid the dial up a notch.

      “Yes!” she moaned, finally opening her eyes and looking at him. “Yes, you have made yourself clear… God, please!”

      “You’re forgetting rule number one,” he said. “Honorifics, in case you need a reminder.”

      “Please, Sir. Please turn it off.”

      “I’m not sure I like your tone,” he growled.

      “I’m sorry!”

      “That’s better.” He turned the dial back down but didn’t switch the vibe off. Not yet. “And don’t forget rule number four. You don’t come without permission. Don’t think you can slip one past me, either. I will know, believe me.”

      Her strangled, breathy sob made his already rock-hard cock twitch in his suit pants.

      “Do you need an idea of what might happen if you come without permission?”

      She shook her head.

      “I’ll tell you anyway.” He leaned in again, close to her ear, and put a hand on her quivering, taut thigh. “I’ll turn the setting on those panties up as high as it will go. Then I’ll bend you over this table, pull up your dress, and take my belt to you again. Properly this time. Hard. In front of everyone. And I won’t stop until you’ve come again.”

      One of her hands dropped from the table’s edge to clutch his. Her desperation was palpable. “Please, Sir,” she was shuddering now, “please may I—”

      “No,” he said, flicking the switch to off. “Not yet. Maybe not at all.”

      He felt her groan of frustrated desire all the way down to his bones.

      “Anyway,” he went on casually, “they’re serving the next course. Salmon. Yum.”
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      It was heaven. It was hell. Even when the vibrator was switched off, Tasha found herself constantly on edge, constantly waiting for the moment when he would make it come buzzing back to life. Concentrating was impossible. So, for that matter, was enjoying the delectable food.

      Master Eamon, looking for all the world like the most dangerous, gorgeous Duke in history, watched her like a hawk. He seemed to know her body better than she did. How was that even possible? She’d known him, what, two days? If that? She’d been in her body for twenty-seven years and had never been so aroused. Or so wet.

      And it wasn’t even just the vibrator. It was his eyes. His tone of voice. The way he delivered commands—matter-of-factly, like he expected to be obeyed without question.

      Not to mention those threats he whispered directly in her ear, describing fantasies Tasha hadn’t even known she had in his sexy, gravelly voice.

      She was going to break rule number four before the night was done. She just knew it.

      Almost as if on cue, the panties began to buzz again, the strategic bump within them pressing against her clit, the vibrations spreading through her entire being. She shifted, trying to move it even just the tiniest bit—anything to lower the risk, anything to prevent herself from coming in public up on this platform in front of this brooding sex god, not to mention the Master of this resort—who also happened to be her boss—and some hundred-odd onlookers.

      Anything to avoid the consequences.

      Unfortunately, just thinking about the consequences made it even harder for her to hold off. What the hell was up with that?

      It must be the place, she decided, still squirming in her seat. Hard not to get caught up in it all when you were constantly surrounded by sex. Just a few tables down, a plump, pretty brunette was on her knees, obviously giving her dinner companion a blow job. Right there, in the restaurant!

      Over in the far corner, an older woman was chatting animatedly to a group of friends, her breasts bare, nasty looking metal clamps affixed to her nipples. The sight alone was enough to make Tasha want to rub her own nipples in sympathy. Infuriatingly hard all evening, they were beginning to chafe uncomfortably against the front of her corset.

      The panties began to vibrate more insistently, a thumping hum which caused goosebumps to break out all over Tasha’s arms. She glared at Eamon, who gave an unrepentant smile. “Thought that would get your attention.”

      “Please,” she whined for what felt like the umpteenth time that evening. She wasn’t even sure what she was begging for anymore. For him to stop? For him to let her come?

      She wondered idly whether she’d have to pay for the dry cleaning of her gown out of her own pocket. After all, it had to be ruined with all the dripping she was doing.

      “Please, what?” He raised a black eyebrow, his piercing eyes on her like a lion’s on its prey.

      I don’t know. I just want this to stop! “Please turn it off, Sir,” she managed at length. “I’ll be good, I promise!” She didn’t even know why she’d said that. After all, as far as she was aware, she hadn’t said or done anything recently to even warrant a punishment.

      “Maybe this is because you’ve been so good,” he countered. “Maybe this is when you’ll finally get your release.”

      “I don’t want—”

      “Don’t want what?” Those pale green eyes narrowed immediately, his lips set in a hard line. God, she wanted him to kiss her again.

      “I can’t do it… here. Not in front of everyone.”

      “Oh, but you can, sweetheart. Let me prove it.” Without waiting for a response, before she could even process his words, he had slid his chair right up to hers and slung a huge, powerful arm around her shoulders.

      She was acutely aware of his heat, of his strength. His spicy, masculine scent assailed her nostrils, immediately returning her to that afternoon in the Dungeon. The way his mouth had crushed hers. The way his cock—

      “Lean against me and close your eyes,” he said softly. “Now.”

      “But—”

      “Now,” he said again, the command inherent in his voice.

      Tasha had no choice but to do as he said.

      “Spread your thighs a little more. More. Like that. God, you’re beautiful. You should see yourself. Does it feel good?”

      She nodded, suddenly unable to speak. She felt surrounded by him, and the vibrations against her swollen, aching clit seemed to be growing in intensity. Her whole body was alight.

      “If you’re a good girl and come nice and hard for me, I will take you upstairs, strip that gorgeous gown off you, and fuck you until you see stars,” he whispered, his deep voice reverberating right down into her very soul.

      The buzzing increased yet again, and she felt her entire pussy spasm at the insistent, inescapable stimulation. She was absolutely drenched and so very close. She wanted to obey him, she really did, but they were in public, for Christ’s sake! She couldn’t possibly come right there at the table, on what was basically a stage.

      “If you don’t do as you’re told, on the other hand, I will tie you to my bed. I will lick your hot, swollen little clit until you’re writhing, begging, until you don’t know up from down, and then I will flip you over and take a paddle to your bare ass until you can’t sit comfortably for a week. But I won’t fuck you. No, I’ll leave you like that all night, with a hot, sore bottom and a throbbing, aching—”

      It was too much. With a strangled cry, she felt the climax which had been building all evening take hold.

      “Don’t move,” he growled. “Don’t make a fucking sound. Just feel.”

      Wave after wave of pleasure washed over her, starting at her throbbing clit and spreading right down to her toes. Somehow, not being able to move, or moan, having to pretend she wasn’t coming undone, made it all even more intense.

      Her pussy was contracting uncontrollably.

      “Good girl,” he coaxed. His voice was raw. “Come hard for me… that’s it, don’t stop. Let it all out.”

      The vibrations changed, then, coming in long crescendos, matching the pleasure, drawing it out.

      “I’m so fucking hard right now,” he growled. “Just thinking about the way your tight, wet cunt feels around my cock…”

      “Stop,” she begged him. “Please—”

      He dialed the panties up to the highest setting and she was unable to bite back a scream as her orgasm reached a new, almost painful peak before it finally began to subside. She would have slumped in his arms had the corset not been forcing her to remain ramrod straight.

      Her pussy was still fluttering when she realized she was facing a new dilemma. The ceaseless pounding vibrations on her raw, overstimulated clit. “Off,” she gasped, jerking her hips in a vain attempt to get away from the instrument of torture. “Please, Sir, please turn it off.”

      He hesitated for a long, deliberate moment before finally flipping the switch. “A little sensitive, are we?”

      Tasha couldn’t speak. Her chest was heaving as much as possible in that constrictive garment, and little aftershocks kept thumping through her sex. She was so wet, it was a wonder she hadn’t made the panties short-circuit. His arm was still around her, his face still close to her ear. Without thinking, acting on sheer instinct, she turned her head and pressed her lips to his.

      To her incredulous delight, he kissed her back, his tongue probing, demanding, his deft fingers finding the back of her neck and gripping it as if to prevent her from pulling away.

      As if she’d ever want to do that.

      She was lost in his scent, his taste, his intoxicating embrace. And even though she’d just had probably the longest orgasm of her life, he had only to kiss her and she was ready to burst again, her aching clit pulsating anew, her belly twisting in a way it never had before.

      Breathless, he pulled back just far enough to speak, his lips almost moving against hers. “One more course,” he said gruffly. “The moment we’ve finished dessert—”

      She interrupted him with her mouth, her tongue, wanting to taste him again. She was never usually forward like this but there was just something about Master Eamon which brought out a wanton, slutty side she hadn’t even known she possessed.

      Again, he was the one to pull away. “No.” It was almost a groan. “I swear to God, Tasha, if you kiss me one more time, I will be forced to bend you over this table and fuck you right here.”

      Unable to speak, she gazed and gazed at him, trying to etch every detail of his face on her memory. The tiny scar on the bridge of his straight, Roman nose. The dark stubble just beginning to show on his jaw. His generous mouth, still glistening. And those piercing eyes which could melt her with a single glance. Usually pale green, they were currently a glittering emerald and heavy-lidded with lust.

      “Did you understand me?” he said, breaking her trance.

      “Yes, Sir.” She considered for a moment whether she was brave enough to tempt him further, to actually have sex in public, in full view of the dinner guests.

      He let go of her neck and leaned back in his chair, running a hand over his head. She wondered idly whether he used to have long hair and had retained the habit of pushing it back even after shaving it all off. “Good,” he said, visibly pulling himself together. “Because believe me, I will do it.”

      Yet another tingle went through her and she wondered whether it was possible to faint from pleasure. Perhaps it was the tight corset but she certainly felt about ready to swoon.

      As if on cue, the server set two plates of delicious looking cake on the table in front of them.

      “Molten chocolate lava cake,” Eamon said, picking up his fork. “With vanilla bean ice-cream and raspberries. It’s almost as sweet and moreish as you.”

      Blushing furiously, Tasha stared at a glistening berry. “It looks amazing, Sir, but I’m so stuffed.”

      He flashed her a devious wink. “Not yet, but you will be.”

      She was unable to stop the burble of laughter from escaping. Then she realized his gaze had grown serious and he was watching her intently. “What?” she whispered.

      “Nothing,” he muttered. Slicing off a corner of the cake with his fork, he swept it through the ice-cream, stabbed a raspberry on one of the tines, and held it to her lips. “Open.”

      Tasha opened and let him feed her. He was right about the dessert being delectable, but it was the way he was looking at her, the way he had gone from stern and dangerous to loving and almost paternal that made her skin prickle.

      “Good?” he asked.

      She nodded, still trying to make sense of all the new emotions flooding through her at that simple act. No man had ever fed her before—well, not since she was an infant.

      “Then eat up. Believe me, you could do with the calories. We’ll be burning them all off before you know it.”

      Tasha picked up her fork, trying to ignore the little voice inside her that was telling her she’d just met the man of her dreams. And that she was doing nothing but lie to him.
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        * * *

      

      In all his time working at the Castle, Eamon had never brought a woman back to his private apartment on the third floor. Ever.

      It was his sanctuary, his personal space, the only place where he could get a bit of privacy and desperately required solitude when he needed to get away from the crowds forever milling about downstairs.

      Besides, there had never been a need to invite any of his play partners to what was essentially his home. They had the Dungeon and a million other places to scene in, and if his dates wanted to be alone with him, they always had their own rooms. Another reason to only get involved with guests.

      Tasha was the exception. She shared a dorm with some thirty-odd other women, and for reasons he didn’t want to explore right now, Eamon was desperate to be alone with her.

      Which was why she was now wandering around his bedroom, staring wide-eyed at his vast four-poster, her creamy tits almost bursting out of that tight corset.

      He ached to clamp his teeth around her nipples.

      Actually, he ached to do a whole lot of other things—and had done since he’d first cupped her naked pussy in Wardrobe. Fuck, but that girl drove him crazy.

      Throughout the entire dinner, he’d been so hard he could have bench pressed weights with his dick, and he wasn’t sure whom he’d tortured more with the edging; her or himself. The sight of her losing control at the dinner table had almost unmanned him.

      The moment they’d left the Master’s Table and entered the elevator, he’d all but slammed her against the wall and dry humped her for the duration of the ride up, drinking her sweet cries, sliding his hands through her silky hair, not letting her come up for air until the little ding had sounded their arrival on the top floor.

      She brought something primal out in him, something that even he found almost impossible to control.

      “This place is amazing,” she said, moving into his bathroom. “A Jacuzzi! Oh, wow!”

      He bit back a smile at her almost childlike wonder and recalled her reaction to his threat about naughty girls being spanked by their daddies. The look in her eyes had been unmistakable—and she’d had the same one when he’d fed her the cake.

      “Are you into age-play?” he asked idly. Part of him wanted to throw her on the bed, tear off her dress and fuck her into next week, but another part of him knew he’d probably lose control, and he wanted at least a little time to compose himself.

      Might as well use that time to find out more about her.

      “Into what?”

      He could tell she was stalling for time. “Age-play.” He followed her into the bathroom and leaned against the door jamb, folding his arms. Deceptively casual.

      “I… Um. You mean, like the Nursery?”

      “And the School. The Castle caters to Littles of all ages.”

      She was chewing on her thumbnail now. “Not really.” If her glowing cheeks were any indication, she was lying through her teeth.

      “Then what is your thing?” he probed further.

      She looked at him, that brown velvet gaze almost pleading. “Do you think we could have some coffee?”

      “Sure.” He turned and headed toward the kitchenette. “Impact play? Edge play? Medical? Electrical? Breath play? A nice, plain old-fashioned spanking? What’s your poison?” he called over his shoulder.

      “What do you like?” she retorted, obviously trying to regain the upper hand as she stalked toward the breakfast bar and sat down on one of the two stools.

      He was unable to prevent a chuckle. “I’m a Dungeon Master, sweetheart. Doesn’t that give you any clues?”

      She shrugged. “So you like dishing out pain, I guess.”

      “I suppose that’s one way of describing it. Yes, I’m a sadist. But while I enjoy more types of play than most, even I have my favorites.” He pushed the button on the machine and the aroma of fresh coffee began to permeate the air.

      “Like?”

      “I asked you first.” He’d allowed just the tiniest edge to creep into his voice and turned to study her reaction.

      He wasn’t disappointed. There was a flicker of something—guilt?—in her eyes before she lowered them. Then, almost immediately, she lifted her chin and met his gaze head-on. “Isn’t the onus on you to find that out, Sir?” she challenged him.

      They stared defiantly at one another for a long moment before she said, “Coffee’s running over.”

      “Shit.” He spun back to the machine and hit the switch before yanking out the paper towels. The damn thing had been on the fritz for weeks now, he really needed to get it fixed—or, preferably, replaced.

      His mind racing, he mopped up the spilled coffee, trying desperately to work out his next move. His hard-on hadn’t abated in the slightest. It was almost as if she was goading him, and the more he suspected her of dishonesty, the more he wanted to throttle her.

      And fuck her until she screamed.

      He tossed the used paper towels into the trash and slid his hand into his pocket, flicking the switch on the remote control straight up to high.

      Her reaction was immediate. She let out a yelp and clutched the breakfast bar, her expression pleading.

      “You like that, don’t you?” he growled, turning back to the coffee machine. Pouring some of the hot liquid out of the mug, he added some milk. “Sugar?”

      Tasha squeaked.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” A moment later, he set it down in front of her. “Here you go.”

      “Please.” Her jaw was clenched. Was it anger? Frustration? An attempt to maintain self-control? He didn’t know. Nor did he care.

      “Please what?”

      “Turn it off. Please.”

      “You like edging. You like orgasm control. I think we established that this evening, at least.”

      She closed her eyes and bit her lip.

      He prowled around to her side of the bar and reached for the hair at the base of her neck, yanking her head back. “Say it. Tell me what you like.”

      “I l-like… orgasm c-control,” she stammered.

      “And you like it when I do this, don’t you?” He tugged harder.

      “Yes!”

      “Yes, what?”

      “Yes, Sir!”

      Her long lashes, inky black against her flushed skin, fluttered. “Open your eyes,” he said.

      With visible effort, she obeyed.

      “Look at me.” He waited until her gaze met his before continuing. “Here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to sit here on this stool and drink your coffee. Then you’re going to go use the bathroom and get undressed. Completely. I’ll help you with the gown if you need it. After that, you’re going to kneel at the foot of the bed and wait for me. Got it?”

      Still gripping her hair, he felt the tug when she tried, unsuccessfully, to nod. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered at length.

      “Good girl.” He let go and stalked back into the kitchenette, took a beer from the fridge, popped it open and leaned back against the counter, watching her intently.

      She reached for her mug with a trembling hand.

      “If you don’t want the coffee after all, that’s fine,” he said. “We can go straight to the undressing.”

      “I don’t suppose you’ve got anything stronger?” She eyed the can in his hand.

      He immediately felt like an ass for not offering her a drink. While guests were on a strict one drink per twenty-four hours rule, staff who lived on site were permitted their own stock for evenings off, or to be imbibed at their own discretion, as long as they were sensible about it. “Do you like beer?”

      “Not really.”

      “Let me see what else I have.” He yanked open a cupboard. It was disappointingly bare. He wasn’t much of a drinker. “Brandy or whiskey.”

      “Brandy, please.”

      He sloshed some into a glass and set it down in front of her.

      “Thanks.” She took a huge gulp, almost downing it in one go.

      “How’s your clit?” he couldn’t resist asking. After her initial reaction, she was taking the relentless stimulation of the vibrating panties stoically—unless the batteries had died.

      “Throbbing,” she muttered and blushed.

      “Good. I want you nice and wet before I fuck you.” He took a sip of beer, enjoying the way she flushed even deeper at his comment. “Although, on second thought, maybe I’ll skip your pussy and go straight to your ass instead. Do you like anal?”

      Closing her eyes, she drained her brandy. “I’m not sure,” she said at length. “Whenever I’ve tried it, it’s either been uncomfortable or downright painful.”

      A sudden flash of jealousy pierced him at the thought of another man’s cock in her plump ass. Clenching his jaw, he fought it back. After all, he had asked. “Must not have done it right, then,” he said as coolly as he could.

      “I-I guess not.” She was staring at her hands now, clenched in her lap. “Maybe…” She cleared her throat. “Maybe I should go back to the dorm. I’m not sure what the protocol is. I don’t want to get into trouble if I should be there and I’m… I’m not…”

      “You won’t get into trouble, if that’s what you’re worried about.” He had to fight to keep his tone casual. “But you’re welcome to go back to the dorm if you’d prefer.”

      There was a long, interminably tense silence. As much as Eamon wanted to leap over the bar and drag her to bed, he didn’t do non-consent. If she didn’t want to stay, he wouldn’t force her.

      “No,” she whispered eventually. “If you promise I won’t get into trouble with Mrs. Hardwick or Master Grimsley.”

      “I promise,” he said. “If either of them asks, direct them to me.”

      “Okay.”

      “Are your panties still vibrating?”

      “Yes.”

      “Have you gone numb?” He was only half-kidding. He knew that could happen from over-stimulation.

      She shook her head and the corners of her full lips lifted. “I’m just concentrating on other things.”

      Brat. He had to fight back his own smile at her frank admission. “Well then, let’s help you refocus.” He switched the vibrations off, gratified by her little mewl of disappointment. “Stand up, take them off, and give them to me.”

      Her eyes flicked up, wide with shock. “Don’t you… I mean, shouldn’t I—”

      “Now,” he interrupted her in the voice he used when he meant business.

      She did as she was told, getting rather unsteadily to her feet. A moment later, she was holding them out to him across the breakfast bar.

      “Thank you.” He took them from her, his eyes never leaving hers. “Fuck, you weren’t kidding. You must be soaked.” He couldn’t help himself. He loved tormenting her, loved making her blush. She seemed so innocent, so naïve. Unwilling to follow that particular train of thought, he shrugged off his suit jacket. “You know where the bathroom is,” he said. “Off you go.”

      As soon as she turned to leave, he took a deep breath and ran a hand over his face. His gut instinct, which he’d always relied on, was telling him to send her back to the dorm. Not to get involved beyond what had already happened. Go directly to Marshall in the morning and ask to see her paperwork.

      But her hips swayed invitingly as she made her way to the ensuite, and he felt a jolt of lust at the mere thought of the plump, full buttocks hiding under that long skirt.

      He couldn’t help himself. He had to have her again.
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      Tasha was shivering but it wasn’t cold. She couldn’t quite work out what it was—lust? Apprehension? Fear? No, she decided, not fear. Eamon could be scary as hell when he wanted to be but deep down, she still felt somehow safe with him. He clearly knew what he was doing.

      Especially in the bedroom.

      Which was why, when he’d given her the choice, she’d decided to stay. She’d suggested returning to the Little Maids’ dorm in a moment of panic, half hoping he’d tell her to leave, half hoping he’d ask her to stay. His probing questions had been getting too intense, and she was terrified of him finding out the truth about why she was there at the Castle—and how little she knew about the lifestyle.

      But the things he’d done to her at dinner… and then afterward, in the elevator. She had spent hours wet and aching for him, and in the end, her desire had outweighed everything else.

      Which was why she was now kneeling naked at the foot of his bed.

      And, she was forced to admit, she was getting a kick out of it. The anticipation was a heady aphrodisiac, the knowledge that in a moment, he would join her and once again do things to her body that drove her damn near out of her mind.

      “Look at me.”

      She’d been so lost in thought, she hadn’t even noticed he’d come to stand right in front of her. He’d taken off his suit jacket, bow tie and shirt, exposing that amazing, vast, finely hewn chest which never failed to make her mouth go dry. She suddenly longed to trace her fingertips over every line and contour, memorizing his tattoos, every ridge, every bulge. Eventually she forced herself to meet his eyes.

      “You look fucking beautiful like that, naked, kneeling at my feet. Almost as if you belong there,” he said.

      She didn’t know how to respond so she remained silent, watching. Waiting.

      “Get up.”

      Clutching the mattress to steady herself, she rose to her feet. To her surprise, he took her hand and placed it over his crotch. She could feel his erection through the fine material of his pants and suddenly longed to stroke the thick shaft—but his hand was still trapping hers in place.

      “This is what you do to me,” he said roughly.

      Before she could respond, his other hand shot out and pulled her to him. Cupping the back of her head, he bent down and kissed her, his lips caressing her own, his tongue delving into her mouth.

      Tasha whimpered as she felt his cock jerk against her palm.

      He groaned and pulled her closer, his kiss increasing in force until she was unable to breathe or think—she was surrounded by Master Eamon’s heat, his scent, his hungry lips robbing her of her sanity.

      Just when she was certain her knees were going to give way, he reared back, his eyes dark and intense. “Hold out your hands,” he said.

      She did as she was told, suppressing a shiver of apprehension as he fastened a black leather cuff around each wrist.

      “I’m going to tie you to the bed,” he said matter-of-factly, “and make you come so hard you see stars.”

      A renewed flood of liquid desire surged between her thighs at his casual statement.

      “Lie down and spread your legs.”

      Once she was on her back, he attached the cuffs to strategically affixed rings on the headboard. She tried not to wonder how many times he’d done this before. Or with whom. Unable to escape—not that she wanted to—all she could do was wait helplessly as he slid down over her body, the smooth skin of his chest brushing tantalizingly over her hard nipples, until his head was between her thighs.

      “Remember rule number four,” he said with a devastating grin before his huge hands gripped her thighs, spread them even farther apart, and he put his mouth on her aching, swollen pussy.

      He started out slowly, lapping his way up and down her labia, probing her, testing her responses, always getting close to but never quite touching her clit.

      Tasha shuddered and writhed as much as her restraints and his iron grip allowed, but it was obvious that he was setting the pace, and there was nothing she could do but take it.

      “Please,” she whimpered, when she couldn’t take his teasing for one more second.

      “Please what?” he said, his lips moving against her slick, sensitive flesh, his voice humming through her very core.

      She bit her lip, furious with herself for being too shy to ask for what she wanted.

      “If you don’t say it, I won’t do it.”

      Fuck! “Please… higher… God, Sir, please lick my clit!”

      Not missing a beat, he granted her request, his tongue finally settling on that hard, aching bundle of nerves before licking it languorously in long, steady strokes, up and down, up and down until she let out a scream and felt herself spasm uncontrollably. Wave upon wave of pulsating pleasure rolled through her as she came undone, her pussy clutching at thin air, his relentless, delicious tongue still lapping at her clit until he’d wrung every last drop from her.

      Tasha fell back, spent, panting. “I’m sorry,” she gasped. “I’m so sorry, Sir. I couldn’t help it.”

      To her surprise, he was grinning. His lips glistened with her juice. “You will be,” he said, and smacked her pussy, hard.

      She yelped in shock and pain and twisted her hips, trying in vain to close her legs.

      “Nuh-uh, don’t you fucking dare,” he growled, resting his arm on one of her thighs, pinning her to the bed. “Keep them open. You broke a rule, and you will face the consequences.”

      He did it again, even harder this time, the sound of his firm palm slapping her wet, sensitive flesh echoing around the room.

      “Ow!” she howled. “Sir, I’m sorry!”

      “I know. Hurts even more when you’ve just come, doesn’t it?”

      “Yes,” she gasped as the third smack landed. The initial, fierce sting quickly subsided into a low burn, and to her astonishment, she realized the heat was only stoking her desire.

      “Now, do I have to put clamps on your nipples to keep you focused, or are you going to be good from now on?”

      “Good,” she whispered. How could she possibly be getting aroused again? And from having her pussy slapped, for Christ’s sake?

      “All right.” Without warning, he slid a finger inside her and she groaned at the sudden unexpected pleasure.

      “You’re fucking soaked,” he said. “You can act all innocent around me but your body will give you away every time.” He added a second finger and began to slide them both in and out.

      It felt so good… but she wanted his cock. She’d been aching for it all evening and, as deft as they were, his fingers were a poor substitute.

      The problem was, she didn’t dare ask.

      He found that place deep inside her that she hadn’t even been aware existed until yesterday and began to stroke it, roughly. His other hand slid to her lower belly and pressed down.

      Goosebumps prickled all over her arms and she was vaguely aware that she was yelping. The sensation deep in her core was heavy, overwhelming and inescapable… like a train thundering toward her, she just knew that if he didn’t stop—

      “Please!” she keened. “Please may I—”

      “Nope,” he said, withdrawing his fingers abruptly and giving her what she could only describe as a devilish grin. “It’s my turn now.”

      Before she could even absorb what was happening, he had stripped off his pants and rolled a condom over his proudly jutting cock before once again joining her on the bed. “Hold still,” he commanded, lining the head up with her entrance, “this won’t take long.”

      She didn’t have time to work out whether that was a threat or a promise before he was pushing inside her, stretching her, filling her more completely than she’d ever thought possible.

      Master Eamon’s lovemaking was a revelation.

      She wished he’d unfasten the cuffs, purely so she could run her hands over his back, feel his smooth skin and the rippling muscles beneath it. Instead she wrapped her legs around his waist, trying to draw him deeper.

      He set a punishing rhythm with his hips, pounding her into the mattress, driving her higher and higher to the peak of pleasure, his tattooed biceps bulging as he rested his weight on them.

      She felt the first stirrings of yet another orgasm and had just opened her mouth to ask permission when he lowered his head and slanted his lips over hers, all but bruising them with his fervor. At the feel of his tongue meshing with hers, she lost control, her climax washing over her at the same time as he reared back with a roar and came too, his thick shaft pulsing in time to her pussy contracting around it.

      They rode the peak together, his pelvis still juddering against hers, milking every last flutter of pleasure from her before he collapsed on top of her, his face buried against her neck.

      “Fuck,” he said at length, his breath hot on her skin.

      “Wow.” She couldn’t think of any other response. He was still inside her, his girth so wide that she still felt full even as his erection began to soften.

      With a visible effort, he pulled himself together and knelt up, withdrawing carefully. Even though she was completely spent, she already missed the feeling of him inside her. The emptiness felt like an ache.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said curtly, disappearing into the bathroom only to emerge a few moments later with a towel, which he rolled up and placed between her legs. “I know I used a rubber but you’re pretty soaked,” he added with a grin.

      Tasha blushed as he unfastened her cuffs from the rings on the headboard. Her arms were stiff and it took a moment for her to be able to move them back down to her sides.

      “You okay?” he asked, watching her.

      “Very. That was… I don’t even know the right word.”

      “Good, I hope.” He raised a black eyebrow, his green eyes glittering.

      She smiled despite herself. “Oh, better than that.”

      “If you hold out your hands, I can take the cuffs off.”

      Some hidden, alien part of her didn’t want him to remove them. She wondered why but held out her arms anyway, watching him unbuckle the black leather restraints with practiced ease. They were lined with some kind of soft material but he rubbed her wrists afterward all the same, and she relished the feel of his strong fingers massaging her skin.

      “Mmmn. That feels really nice,” she murmured, wishing he’d go on touching her forever.

      “So you’re glad you didn’t go back to the dorm, I take it?”

      “Very glad,” she admitted with a giggle. “Are you?”

      He responded with a huge yawn, practically dislocating his jaw. “Of course. Bloody tired now, though. You must be, too.”

      “I am, but I need to go to the bathroom first.”

      He lay back against his sumptuous pillows, his eyes already half-closed. “Be my guest.”

      She slid out of bed and made her way to the ensuite, dropping the towel in the laundry basket. Her legs still felt like jelly. After taking care of business and cleaning herself up, she stared at herself in the mirror.

      Her elaborate up-do was wrecked, with tendrils escaping all over the place. Half the pearls had vanished. She pulled out the remaining pins, wishing there was a comb. Of course, he wouldn’t need one for his closely shaved head. Raking her fingers through her hair, she gave up and decided the mussed up, messy look quite suited her. The kohl around her eyes was smudged, her lips swollen from his kisses. Basically, she looked exactly the way she felt: thoroughly and completely fucked.

      Padding back into the bedroom, she saw he had already fallen asleep, his breathing deep and even. His long, black lashes rested on his chiseled cheeks and she felt a wave of an emotion she couldn’t identify. Deciding not to think about anything, at least not right now, she got under the covers and snuggled up to him, laying her head on his chest.

      His arm moved and drew her close, hugging her to him, the heat of his body surrounding her like an embrace.

      Tasha closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, trying to imprint the feel of him and his scent on her memory.

      Just in case.
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      She had disappeared. The bed had been empty when he’d woken up to sunlight streaming through the curtains, and a quick search through his modest but neat apartment had confirmed it: Tasha had left either sometime during the night or very early in the morning. There wasn’t even a note.

      Eamon, who had a rare day off and had been hoping to bury himself deep in her liquid heat before she even opened her eyes, was at a loss.

      Needing some time to think, he grabbed his sports bag and headed down to the gym.

      His mind was still racing when he entered the locker room.

      Had he scared her away? Had he not satisfied her? Pulling on some shorts and a sleeveless t-shirt, he replayed their fucking in his memory. No, he decided, while the actual sex had been fairly brief—at least, for his standards—he’d more than made up for it in other ways. Unless she was a good enough actress to deserve an Oscar, the orgasms she’d had had all been real.

      Lacing up his running shoes, he recalled the sounds she’d made, her breathy whimpers, her helpless, astonished cries when he’d found her G-spot. He felt himself grow hard again and cursed under his breath. Maybe he wouldn’t be able to screw her out of his system after all. The more he did to and with her, the more he wanted.

      And Christ, but she brought something out in him he was finding it increasingly impossible to ignore. He was usually a skilled, almost detached, lover, able to go for hours if the situation arose. Tasha, for reasons he still hadn’t been able to define, had only to give him a glance from beneath those long, curly lashes and he was lost. Whenever he was around her, his libido robbed him of sense, his cherished self-control was buried beneath the gut-wrenching, almost primal lust she aroused in him.

      Basically, she turned him into a hormone-driven teenage boy rather than a goddamn Master of the Castle.

      Taking a deep breath, he willed his throbbing cock to behave, pushing all thoughts of her out of his head until, finally, he was able to enter the gym.

      Dominick was already there. “Christ, you look awful,” he said by way of greeting.

      Eamon pulled a face and started warming up. “Long night,” he said evasively.

      “Oh yeah? Anyone I know?”

      “And why would you immediately assume that I was with someone?” Eamon couldn’t prevent the defensive tone in his voice.

      “Because it was Friday night and you weren’t hounding me to have some beers with you.” Dominick took a long swig from a water bottle before adding some more weights to his machine. “Maddy sends her best, by the way.”

      Eamon nodded. “How is she?”

      “Wonderful.” Dominick’s face lit up, as it always did when he mentioned his submissive.

      Eamon frowned and deepened his stretch, relishing the pull in his hamstring.

      “So… is it still the new hire who’s got you all tied up in knots?” Dominick probed further, when Eamon remained silent.

      “Fine. Yes. She, er, she stayed over last night.”

      Dominick stopped mid-lift. “Stayed over… in your apartment?”

      Eamon shot him a look. “We were hardly going to have a shagfest in the Little Maids’ dorm.”

      His best friend chuckled. “Fair point. Still, I’ve never known you to invite any woman up there. Ever.”

      “I know. Like I said, we didn’t have any other options.”

      “That’s the only reason?”

      Eamon met Dominick’s questioning gaze head on. “Sure it is.”

      “Liar,” Dominick said and resumed lifting weights.

      “Did you find anything out yet?” Eamon asked, trying to keep his tone neutral.

      “Sorry, haven’t had a chance to do much digging yet,” Dominick said, the muscles in his arms cording with effort. “What with Marshall being all distracted and worried about his cousin—not to mention Kaylee’s about ready to pop—I didn’t really want to bug him just based on a hunch you have.”

      “Is there any news on the blind witness front?”

      “Not that I’ve heard.” Dominick set the weights back down and mopped his face with the towel he kept slung around his neck. “Mind you, I’ve been kind of busy doing two people’s jobs ever since… when did she start? Thursday?”

      “Hey!” Eamon said, offended. “You telling me I haven’t been pulling my weight?”

      “How many client appointments have you had since Little Miss Maid arrived? One?”

      “I can’t help it if bookings are down.”

      “And how did that one go?” Dominick shot him a pointed look.

      Fuck. “Fine.” Eamon crossed his arms defiantly.

      “Liar.”

      “All right, I’m sorry. I should have told you immediately after it happened. I was just having an off day.”

      Dominick’s eyebrows rose so high they almost met his hairline.

      “Did the client complain to you?” A sudden, heavy dread settled in Eamon’s gut. “Did she complain to Marshall?”

      “No. But she did immediately book a second appointment for the following day, with the direct specification that it be with someone else.”

      “Ouch.” Eamon sighed and ran a hand over his jaw.

      “What went wrong?”

      “Are you asking as my friend, or as my boss?”

      “Both.”

      “I told Tasha to come directly back to the Dungeon after lunch to resume work. Instead, she went AWOL.”

      “So instead of concentrating on the client, you were busy cooking up all sorts of delightful ways to punish Little Miss Maid?”

      “I wish you wouldn’t call her that,” Eamon growled. “And no, not exactly. I was wondering why she’d risk her job within just twenty-four hours of starting it. We all know how many people would kill to work here. And to go through the application process, the pre-approval, the waiting, the joy of getting accepted, more waiting, and then the tedious orientation procedures, only to up and abandon your post the very next day… it doesn’t make sense.”

      “Or she’s one of the ones who likes to deliberately get into trouble,” Dominick countered. “Did you even consider that?”

      “Frankly, no. She’s just… look, if you met her, if you had just a brief conversation with her, you’d know exactly what I mean. It’s just hard to describe.”

      Dominick got up and strode over to the leg press machine. Eamon followed him.

      “Which begs the question, if you don’t think she’s legit, why are you screwing her?” Dominick said, setting his feet against the metal plate and pushing it up with his powerful thighs.

      “Honestly?”

      “Honestly.”

      “I don’t know. She just does something to me, man. It’s like I can’t control myself around her and for the life of me, I can’t figure out why.”

      Dominick grinned. “Now I really want to meet this chick. A woman who has that kind of power over you, of all people, must truly be special.”

      “Shut up,” Eamon retorted. “I’m trying to get some solid advice here.”

      “All right. You want my advice? Stop letting your dick rule your head and sort your shit out. And while I still believe you’re just trying to find an excuse to avoid anything that even looks like it might lead to the L-word, if you really think she’s not legit, for Christ’s sake, find out for sure before you take it any further.”

      “How?”

      “Have you tried just asking her?”

      “Sure,” Eamon scoffed. “Hey, I get the feeling you’re hiding something. Wanna tell me what it is?”

      “Don’t be fatuous.”

      “I ask her pointed questions all the time. She just evades them.”

      “Where did she end up being?” Dominick stopped to rest his legs.

      “Huh?”

      “When you had your client appointment and she went AWOL. Where did you find her?”

      “The Rainbow Room. But instead of going online or contacting anyone, she was huddled in the corner, almost like she was hiding. Or lying in wait.”

      Dominick shook his head. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “No kidding.”

      “Did you ask her what she was doing?”

      Eamon felt himself flush. “No. I was angry. I dragged her back to the Dungeon and threatened to report her to Grimsley.”

      “And her reaction was?”

      “Panic.”

      “So she doesn’t want to get fired.” Dominick shrugged. “What happened then?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Suddenly, Eamon was desperate to end the conversation. He was worried that if he told his best friend about their first session together—not to mention their fuck—it would somehow tarnish the memory.

      “You punished her instead.” Dominick’s golden brown eyes were studying him intently.

      “Yes.”

      “Well, there you have it. Like I said: a typical little brat, deliberately misbehaving because she gets off on the consequences.”

      “I guess so.” Eamon was done talking. He wanted to start his own workout—maybe work off some of his frustration—and then go find out where Tasha had gone.

      “Where is she now?”

      “Who?”

      Dominick rolled his eyes. “Little Miss Maid. What was her name again?”

      “Tasha. I don’t know. She was gone when I woke up.”

      “Has it occurred to you that maybe she has to work today even though you don’t?”

      Eamon was only just able to stop himself from slapping his forehead. Of course. She’d probably gone to roll call, as was required of all Little Maids on the mornings they were on duty. “Yes,” he lied.

      “Then she’ll probably be in the Dungeon. I’ll go find her when I’m done here, have a little chat, okay?”

      Something in Dominick’s tone gave Eamon the distinct impression he was merely being humored. Still, he was in no mood to call his friend out on it. “Thanks. Appreciate it.”

      “Besides,” the corners of Dominick’s mouth lifted in a smirk, “I have got to see the woman who has your panties in such a knot.”

      Scowling, refusing to rise to the bait, Eamon picked up his water bottle and towel and stalked to the other side of the gym.
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      Mrs. Hardwick was terrifying, Tasha decided, eyeing the head housekeeper warily as she stalked back and forth in front of the gathered Little Maids, her hands clasped behind her back, her chestnut hair drawn back into a severe bun at the nape of her slender, graceful neck.

      Master Grimsley was equally terrifying—the way he always held his switch like a silent warning never failed to made her clench her buttocks defensively whenever he was nearby.

      “Those of you on regular assignments may now leave to commence your duties,” Mrs. Hardwick was saying. “Those of you with demerits to work off, please go to the Rainbow Room to do so. Off you go.”

      There was a light murmur of conversation as the women, all in identical uniforms, wearing identical yellow bracelets, began to disperse. Mrs. Hardwick was wearing a white bracelet in addition to her yellow one. Master Eamon had two as well; one white and one black. Tasha was sure she’d seen something about the significance of the bracelets in the reams of paperwork she’d been given on her first day—had it really only been the day before yesterday?—but she was damned if she could remember any of it.

      She was just trying to decide whether her previous two shifts in the Dungeon counted as a regular assignment or whether she was free to go and find Carmen when Lishy came bounding up, her hazel eyes sparkling.

      “There you are! I’ve been looking for you forever! You weren’t in your bed last night, young lady,” she whispered. “So either you worked all through the night—which I highly doubt—or you were with someone. Do tell. I want all the juicy details.”

      Tasha blushed. “Did anyone notice I was gone?” she asked. “Am I in trouble now?”

      Lishy shook her head. “Master Grimsley sometimes comes in late and does a head count but he’s been really distracted these last couple of days. I’ve hardly seen him, which is very bizarre. So I don’t think anyone even missed you. But don’t try to change the subject. Who was the lucky guy? Or shall I try to guess?”

      “Maybe it was a girl.” Tasha tried to give her an enigmatic smile.

      Lishy frowned for a moment. “Hmm,” she said at length, “I don’t get that vibe from you, but I could be wrong. So was it a girl? Come on, I want to know everything!”

      “I have to get to work,” Tasha said, her face growing hotter. “I don’t want to get into trouble.”

      “Pah,” Lishy said with a snort, “that’s not what you’re afraid of. You just don’t want to give me any decent gossip.”

      “Well, that too.” Tasha began to head out of the dormitory, where the Little Maids were asked to gather every morning, standing like little soldiers at the ends of their beds while their uniforms and sleeping areas were examined and found to be either passable, or switch-worthy. To her utter exasperation, Lishy remained by her side like an overeager puppy.

      “Don’t you have somewhere to be?” Tasha said pointedly.

      “I got a couple of demerits I have to work off. But that can wait a few minutes,” Lishy said airily.

      “Demerits?”

      “Yeah. One way they have of punishing us.” Lishy rolled her eyes. “God, didn’t you listen to anything they said during Orientation?”

      “Yes! But it was so much information… at some point, I have to admit my focus started to wane.” I was thinking about William. Where he is. Whether he’s all right.

      “Demerits are like black marks—if you do something bad and get caught, Masters and Mistresses like to give you one. You work them off by offering your services to a Castle guest in the Rainbow Room.”

      Tasha already had her hand on the door handle but that little nugget of information stopped her in her tracks. “Rainbow Room?” she said quietly.

      “Yes, you know, we call it that because that’s where people from all bracelet color programs tend to congregate to use modern tech—”

      “I know why they call it that,” Tasha said, interrupting Lishy in her enthusiasm. “I was just wondering why the demerits are worked off there, of all places.”

      Lishy shrugged. “Best chances of finding a suitable candidate to serve, I guess. Guests who have a hard time matching up, or who chose not to be matched up with anybody specific can find a play partner there.”

      Tasha’s mind was racing. An hour. She could do an hour with Carmen. Or his bodyguard, servant, whatever he was. She could pretend not to want to kill him for an hour. Long enough to get the information she needed. “So what kind of misdeeds will get you a demerit?” she said quietly.

      “Being late. Being out of uniform. Being disrespectful to someone.” Lishy shrugged again. “Depends on the Master and his mood, really. Demerits give the Little Maids something to do and the Castle guests something to enjoy, so they’re a pretty common occurrence.”

      “Would you like me to work off one of your demerits for you?” Tasha asked suddenly. “As a thank you for being so kind to the new girl?” Please say yes.

      Lishy peered at her, the suspicion obvious in her hazel eyes. Then her beautiful features lit up. “I get it! You finally had your play cherry popped, didn’t you? Let me guess… you loved it so much, you’re hoping to get another round.”

      Tasha was suddenly unable to look at her. “Maybe,” she said slowly.

      “Who did the honors? Was it Master Dominick? Master Eamon? Someone else? What exactly happened?”

      “If you don’t want me to join you in the Rainbow Room, I need to get down there.” Tasha pointed to the closed door leading to the Dungeon. “Maybe we can catch up later.”

      Lishy bit her lip, obviously torn. “I don’t think we’re allowed to work off demerits for each other.”

      “That’s okay,” Tasha said, as casually as she could despite the crushing disappointment in her chest. “I don’t think anyone would find out—after all, you yourself said Master Grimsley’s been distracted lately—but we can play it safe if you prefer. Like I said, we can get together and talk later instead.”

      Maybe it was better that way anyway. For one thing, it would be hard to concentrate on finding Carmen with Lishy attached to her side, and for another, she was keen to see Master Eamon again. She’d felt terrible about sneaking out that morning but, worried she’d get into trouble for not sleeping in her own bed, she’d been unwilling to risk making it worse by being late for the morning inspection.

      Had she known about the demerits thing earlier, she may well have simply rolled over and snuggled up against his huge, warm chest.

      Lishy was still chewing her lip. “I don’t want to risk it,” she said eventually. “It’s a really sweet offer but there are different levels of trouble and I don’t want to lose my job.”

      “Neither do I. Sorry, I didn’t realize it was that serious a rule.”

      “I’m not a hundred percent sure that it is,” Lishy confessed, “but I’d rather not risk it.”

      “Understood.” Tasha once again reached for the door handle. “Have fun, I’ll see you later.”

      “I’m still going to find out where you were last night,” Lishy called out as Tasha tugged open the door and descended the stairs.

      “I’ll tell you later!” Tasha tossed back over her shoulder, gripping the banister as she navigated the steep steps in her heels.

      In just a few moments, she would see Master Eamon again. Just the thought was enough to make her heart pound and her mouth go dry. Just what was it about him that made her so—

      She felt him before she heard him. Distracted by her thoughts, Tasha had descended the last step and walked straight into a huge man-chest. It was so hard, it could have been hewn out of granite.

      “Hey,” said a deep voice. “You need to watch where you’re going, little girl.”

      Taking a step back, she tilted her head to look at him. “Sorry,” she said breathlessly. The man had light brown eyes, dark hair and a neatly trimmed beard. Her eyes wandered lower, taking in the broad shoulders, bulging arms, flat stomach and… oh God, the whip coiled at his belt. This must be him. Master Dominick himself.

      “You’re new,” he said. Something about the way he was looking at her made her skin prickle.

      “I am.”

      “Tasha?”

      How does he know my name? “Yes. You’re Master Dominick, right?”

      The corner of his mouth lifted in a half smile. “Nice to know my reputation still precedes me.”

      “I’m sorry I bumped into you, but I have to go,” she said hastily, suddenly desperate to get away from his coolly assessing gaze. “Master Eamon is no doubt expecting me.”

      “It’s Master Eamon’s day off,” Dominick said.

      “Oh. He never mentioned that.”

      Dominick arched a dark brow. “He probably wasn’t aware he had to inform you of his comings and goings,” he said tartly.

      Crap. Too late, Tasha realized she’d goofed. “That’s not… I didn’t mean—”

      To her astonishment, Dominick chuckled. “Don’t look so frightened, little girl. I was messing with you. I know you spent the night with him.”

      “How?” Did they have hidden cameras everywhere? Oh, God, had Eamon told him? She wasn’t sure which would be worse.

      Dominick’s handsome features contorted into a frown. He seemed to be considering something for a moment before he replied. “He told me in the gym this morning.”

      “Oh,” Tasha said. His intent gaze was making her more and more uneasy.

      “So are you here to work, or are you simply looking for Master Eamon?”

      “Work,” she said quickly.

      “Good.” Dominick’s entire face lit up when he smiled, a sharp contrast to his previous, darkly brooding expression. “You’ve done an excellent job so far, especially considering regular and thorough cleaning is not really part of your job description. I’ll be sure to mention it to Master Grimsley.”

      “Thank you.” For the umpteenth time, she wondered what her actual job description entailed. Waving a duster around and looking pretty?

      “Follow me. I’ll show you where I’d like you to start.” Without waiting for a reply, he spun on his heel and prowled off down the corridor, his long legs eating up the distance.

      Tasha had to scuttle to keep up with him, especially in those impractical shoes.

      “How are you enjoying the Castle so far?” he asked, flinging open a door to reveal an exceptionally untidy aftercare room. “Is it all your hopes and dreams combined?”

      Staring in dismay at the chaos, certain she’d left that very same room spick and span just yesterday, Tasha nodded absently. “It is.”

      Dominick leaned close, his eyes suddenly intense, pinning her in place without him so much as laying a finger on her. “I wonder, is your lack of proper address intentional?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “I’m a Master of this Castle—a senior one, at that. You’re a brand new Little Maid. You should be addressing me as Master Dominick, or Sir, at the very least.”

      Crap. How did she keep forgetting that? “I’m sorry. Sir,” she added hastily.

      “Yes. Like that. So, do you neglect to use honorifics on purpose?” He raised an eyebrow. “Are you that desperate to get punished? Or is it simply a case of forgetting?”

      Tasha’s heart was suddenly pounding under his close scrutiny. What to say? She couldn’t possibly admit that she genuinely forgot, could she? She opened her mouth to speak, found it impossibly dry, swallowed, and tried again. “I… Um. I’m sorry, Sir. I just like… being disciplined.” She had to force the last two words out, hating the lie even as a part of her wondered whether it didn’t actually contain a kernel of truth. She’d enjoyed what Master Eamon had done with the belt…

      “I see.” He was still watching her like he was an owl and she a mouse. “What kind of discipline do you like?”

      “Um.” Her mind went blank. What was it with these Masters and their constant, probing questions about her preferences?

      “Do you like being spanked? Paddled? Cropped? Strapped?” He fingered the nasty looking coiled whip at his side. “Whipped?” His voice was low, dangerous. “Just tell me and I’d be happy to oblige.”

      Was he seriously threatening to whip her? With that? They were still in the doorway to the aftercare room and she found herself backing up against the jamb, trying to make herself as small as possible to put some distance between them. “I… er…”

      “Or is pain not really your thing? Do you prefer tasks? Demerits? Being scolded?”

      She squeezed her eyes shut, wishing like a small child that if she could no longer see him, he’d actually disappear.

      His chuckle reverberated through her entire being. “Never mind,” he said easily, straightening up as though they had been discussing the weather. “Keep forgetting to address me properly and I’ll find out soon enough. And then I’ll be sure to punish you in other ways instead.”

      Evil. The man was pure evil. And she’d thought Master Eamon was scary.

      “In the meantime, you’d better get cracking. Lots to do.” He indicated the messy room with a broad sweep of his huge arm.

      She finally found her voice. “Yes, Sir,” she said hastily, sliding past him and tugging the rumpled sheets off the mattress. “Thank you, Sir.”

      “That’s better,” he said coolly before turning and leaving her alone at last.

      She sagged against the nearest wall and ran a trembling hand through her hair. This couldn’t continue. She was pretending to be someone she wasn’t—pretending to have a job she didn’t actually have, for God’s sake—and she just knew it wouldn’t be much longer before she was found out and thrown out on her ear. Or worse.

      Not to mention she still hadn’t got any closer to finding Carmen. He’d brought luggage with him, so she’d figured he would be staying for a night or two, at least, but what if his visit was really short? What if he’d left already? While it would be a stretch to track him down in a place as vast as the Castle, it was still a damn sight easier than trying to find him anywhere else. And here she was, wasting her time cleaning rooms which would only be messy again within hours—when she wasn’t selfishly luxuriating in her inexplicable desire for Master Eamon.

      She was the worst sister in the world. With a sudden rush of guilt and frustration, she kicked a nearby trash can, sending it—and its contents—flying. Tears pricked the backs of her eyes and she bit her lip, trying to hold them back.

      This wasn’t the time for self-pity or self-loathing. She had to come up with a plan, and fast.
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      After an intense session in the gym, Eamon had gone back up to his apartment, taken a long, refreshing shower, and sat on his bed for some time, finally allowing himself to mull things over.

      Constantly refusing to properly analyze his feelings, doubts and insecurities was, after all, getting him nowhere. And Dominick was absolutely right—his mind was no longer on his job, which was a problem for two reasons: first, because he absolutely loved it at the Castle and had no intention of getting fired, and second, because he put clients at risk if he was distracted during sessions. What if he missed a signal or a safeword? Just the thought was enough to make him feel ill.

      The coffee mug and brandy glass Tasha had used the previous night were still sitting on the breakfast bar but otherwise there was no sign that she’d spent the night. God only knew how she’d managed to get back into that fancy gown all by herself but then again, she’d been able to take it off without any help from him.

      Rubbing his eyes, he forced himself not to get distracted by thinking about her naked. He needed a clear head, some kind of plan going forward. The best way to do that was to write things down in bullet points—at least, that usually worked for him. Reaching over to get a notepad and pencil from his nightstand, he set the paper on his knee and began to jot down the main issues as they came to him.

      1. Self-control.

      He needed to figure out why he was so unable to control himself whenever Tasha was around. Eamon was big on control. He got paid to be in control, for fuck’s sake. And he hated the raw, visceral reactions she evoked in him—or rather, his inability to maintain his composure in the face of them.

      2. Suspicions about Tasha.

      If Dominick didn’t get off his ass soon and help him form a second opinion, Eamon was going to have to go to the top—to Marshall himself. Because without trust, there could be no relationship, and right now, while he desired Tasha with every fiber of his being, he didn’t trust her completely. She was hiding something from him. He was absolutely certain of it. The problem was, he had no idea what, or how bad it was.

      His fingers tightened around the pencil as he went back over that last little train of thought. Relationship? Where the fuck had that come from? He wasn’t seriously considering a relationship with Tasha, was he?

      Resisting the urge to go and get a beer—it was still only mid-morning, for Christ’s sake—he took a deep breath and rolled his shoulders, forcing himself to relax. Only after his neck had popped with a loud crack did he cave and write down the next point.

      3. Would a relationship be so bad?

      Truth be told, he didn’t know. He’d always been terrified of the thought of tying himself down to just one woman. Then again, it seemed to work well for so many of his friends, even one-time legendary playboys like Travis and Trevor, Kade, Reeve, and Alan. None of them had ever voiced any regrets about meeting their partners—at least, not to Eamon. In fact, they seemed happier than they’d ever been. So why was the mere idea enough to make him want to run a mile? Surely it couldn’t just be because he didn’t want to admit that Dominick had been right when he’d said it would happen to him too? They enjoyed some friendly rivalry when it came to things like how much they could bench or how well they could intimidate submissives but even so, he was fairly certain he wouldn’t deny himself a woman he really desired just because he didn’t want to admit he’d been wrong.

      Letting out a deep sigh, he scrubbed his face with his hand and looked back down at the notepad. As he’d suspected, things didn’t seem quite so overwhelming when they were laid out in his admittedly untidy scrawl. Just three little lines. The first he could work on, especially after he’d addressed the second. And as for the third… well, it was far too early to even think about anything like that yet, right? Besides, that also had to wait until he’d got to the bottom of point number two.

      So there it was. Before moving forward, he had to find out once and for all what Tasha was hiding.

      After that… well, he’d just have to wait and see.

      Tugging on his trademark black leather pants and sleeveless t-shirt, he laced up his boots and headed down to the Dungeon. A traitorous little voice inside him asked whether he wasn’t really going there to see if Tasha had been assigned to work there again, but he quickly quashed it. The place was big enough, and he was going to see Dominick. Chances were, even if she was there, he’d be able to avoid running into her.

      If he couldn’t find the Dungeon Master, he’d go straight up to see Marshall. Or, he reconsidered, he’d go up after lunch. He’d skipped breakfast and the smells emanating from the kitchens as he passed them were mouthwatering.

      Eamon was equal parts relieved and disappointed when Dominick cornered him the moment he set foot in the Dungeon.

      “Good,” Dominick said in a low voice, “I was just coming to find you. You saved me a trip.”

      “You’re welcome,” Eamon said drily.

      “I met her. We need to talk.” Dominick glanced over his shoulder. “Not here. She’s on duty back there.”

      The last time Eamon had seen her, she’d been curled up naked against him, her soft skin like satin against his, her boldly streaked hair streaming like a silk curtain over his arm. He swallowed. “Where then?”

      Dominick shrugged. “You hungry?”

      Five minutes later, they were in the buffet restaurant, opting not to eat in the private dining room for fear of unwanted company. The senior Masters were constantly going in and out of there, often accompanied by their various submissives. It was not the place to hold a one on one conversation.

      “Okay,” Eamon said, picking up the club sandwich he’d grabbed. “So you met her.”

      “I did and, I hate to admit it but you’re right,” Dominick said. “There’s something off about her. At the very least, if I didn’t know better, I’d say she was a complete newbie to the lifestyle.”

      “As in: vanilla?”

      “Even if not, I can assure you she’s never set foot in a BDSM venue before last Thursday, or had many—if any—interactions in real life. Has she mentioned an ex of some kind? Dom? Daddy? Kinky boyfriend?”

      Eamon chewed, the delicious sandwich turning to sawdust in his mouth. He swallowed before replying, “Nope. I mean, she wasn’t a virgin in the traditional sense, but aside from that… If she ever did have anyone kinky, she’s never mentioned any training, preferences, nothing.”

      Dominick picked up his water bottle. “Little tendencies?”

      “Honestly? I think there’s something there, just based on the way she’s reacted to a couple of my casual comments. But she’d never admit to them. In fact, I get the feeling she has no idea about age-play.”

      Setting down his half-eaten burger, Dominick frowned. “It just doesn’t make any sense. Marshall would never hire a complete newbie, especially not as a Little Maid. Or, even if he did take leave of his senses and hired one, I can’t imagine he’d just send her out to work without at least warning the other members of staff—or getting us to introduce her to various elements of what she’ll be exposed to before she plays with guests. I’ve known the guy for well over a decade and there’s no way he’d put his reputation on the line, risk her well-being or the guest experience in that manner.”

      Even though he’d only taken one bite of his sandwich, Eamon pushed his plate away. He suddenly felt ill. “I took a belt to her yesterday. Christ, do you think it was her first ever time?”

      Dominick narrowed his eyes. “I fucking hope not, but even if so, this is her fault for deceiving us. Because, let’s face it, if we’re right, she has no business being employed here. And if that’s the case, it begs the question: why is she here? And how did she get in without having to go through the usual channels for staff or guests?”

      Eamon ran his hand over his head. “I don’t know,” he growled, not sure whether he wanted to strangle her or take her in his arms and apologize.

      “Listen, man, I’m sorry I didn’t take you more seriously. I was genuinely delighted to see you take such an interest in someone and thought you might have some kind of real relationship with a girl for once. I had no idea she was a lying little mole. Do you think this is a repeat of what happened with Sandy?”

      Eamon didn’t know what to think. Sandy, a local journalist from Granger, had wormed her way into the Castle under false pretenses just a few months earlier. “I don’t think so,” he said, still amazed at the raw fury he’d felt when Dominick had referred to Tasha as a lying little mole. “Marshall was well aware of Sandy’s entry into the Castle from the start.”

      “Maybe he’s aware of Tasha’s,” Dominick retorted. “In all likelihood, she conned him somehow, as well.”

      “I highly doubt that. Marshall’s impossible to con.”

      “Almost impossible,” Dominick said grimly. “He also has a kind heart and a soft spot for a pretty girl with a good story. In any case, we need to take this to him right away.”

      “Wait,” Eamon said desperately as Dominick moved to pick up his plate. “Just let me think for a minute.” If they went to Marshall, that would be the end of it. Tasha would be escorted unceremoniously off the premises and he’d never see her again.

      And the mere thought of that was like a punch to the gut.

      Dominick waited, watching him intently, still gripping the plate.

      “We don’t have any proof,” Eamon began slowly.

      “We don’t need proof. If the two of us tell him we suspect a new employee of dishonesty, he’ll boot her out immediately. And even if that doesn’t happen, he’ll at least go through her paperwork. There’s bound to be proof there.”

      “It just doesn’t feel right,” Eamon said. “And Marshall has a lot on his mind. I’d rather wait until we have something more concrete than a hunch based on a couple of conversations before we risk jeopardizing this girl’s future.”

      Dominick’s golden brown eyes—several shades lighter than Tasha’s dark velvet ones, Eamon found himself thinking—widened as realization dawned. “Holy fuck,” he said. “You like her, don’t you? I mean, really… like her.”

      “I do,” Eamon admitted at length, wishing for the second time that day that he had an alcoholic beverage to hand. “I can’t put my finger on why, or how, or even describe the feeling, but the thought of her leaving just… fuck, I don’t know.” He sighed. “I don’t want her to go. Not without at least giving her a chance to explain herself. I mean, it’s not like she’s done anything bad—”

      “Except lie to everyone she’s come in contact with,” Dominick interjected tersely.

      “Well yes, okay, but we don’t know why. Maybe she has a really good reason.”

      There was a long, long pause. Eamon realized he was holding his breath and forced himself to let it out slowly.

      “All right,” Dominick said. “You have twenty-four hours. Only because you’re my best friend, and only because you made some good points. And my Dungeon has never been tidier.”

      The relief crashed over Eamon like a tidal wave. “Thank you,” he said.

      “You’d better have some more info for me by lunchtime tomorrow,” Dominick went on, “or I’m going straight to Marshall. And if she fucks up in any way between now and then, I’m holding you personally responsible.”

      “Fine,” Eamon said. Considering he planned to stick to her like white on rice for the next twenty-four hours, the chances of her endangering herself or anybody else were slim to nonexistent.

      “Just so long as we’re clear on that.”

      “Yes, I heard you. I’ll take full responsibility.”

      Dominick’s expression lost some of its severity as he got to his feet, taking his plate with the half-eaten burger with him. “The ultimate playboy who can have his pick of thousands of available submissive painsluts,” he said with a tut, “and he goes and falls for a vanilla who is very likely to be unemployed this time tomorrow. Only you.” Shaking his head, he turned and walked away, but not before Eamon caught the glimmer of amusement in his eyes.

      The problem was, the bastard was right.
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        * * *

      

      Tasha had spent the remainder of the morning putting as many rooms and play stations to rights as she could and trying to come up with some kind of plan.

      Even though a part of her was desperate to see Master Eamon again, to see how he behaved toward her after the night they’d spent together, another part was relieved that he hadn’t appeared, as that gave her more space to think clearly.

      If Carmen hadn’t already left the Castle, he would probably do so soon. He definitely wasn’t going to hang around forever. Every day, a bus full of guests departed for Granger, so every day, her chances of running into him grew slimmer and slimmer.

      It was hard not to be angry at William for getting himself into such a mess, but Tasha couldn’t really blame him. Desperate people did desperate things sometimes, and when he’d run up a massive gambling debt, some dumb, dodgy acquaintances of his had suggested he go to Carmen for a loan.

      Unfortunately for William, he had underestimated just how evil Carmen was, and he hadn’t been able to scrape together even enough to make the first repayment.

      It was like a really bad movie. Idiot with a penchant for gambling runs up a massive debt to some mobsters in Vegas and flees home to Wabasha, hoping they won’t find him, but they do, so he gets himself into even more debt to a local gangster in order to buy himself some more time. But every time he wins some money, he gambles it to try and get more—and promptly loses it again.

      Unfortunately, that idiot was her kid brother. She cursed herself for not having forced him to seek help for his addiction earlier, and for barely earning enough as a waitress to support herself, let alone help him with his debts.

      So he’d ended up owing an even bigger amount—when you added Carmen’s extortionate interest to the sum—to a guy just as dangerous as the Vegas ones, and, no longer being able to flee to another state, he’d called Tasha in a panic and explained everything just before saying he was going to see Carmen to try and get more time. He’d added, “If you never hear back from me, that guy’s behind it. I’ve emailed you all the info I have on him, as well as a photo. Tell the cops.”

      Just recalling the desperation in William’s tone was enough to make Tasha’s heart stutter and her stomach roil. Ever since their parents had died in a tragic accident, she’d felt responsible for him. And while she had gone to the cops, they’d been infuriatingly unhelpful and had just said something about ‘looking into it.’

      “God, are you still here?” Lishy’s voice interrupted her thoughts.

      “Why, what time is it?”

      “Time you took a break—to get something to eat, at least. They’ve got you working like a slave down here.” Lishy giggled. “And not the fun kind.”

      “Are you here to relieve me?” Tasha straightened the final sheet on the final mattress in the final aftercare room she’d tidied. “Because I’m pretty much done.”

      “I’m not here to take over, if that’s what you mean. I’m here to get you. We’re going upstairs to civilization. And food,” Lishy retorted, placing a slender hand on her narrow hip.

      “All right.” Tasha knew there was no arguing with her new friend. “Just let me toss this down the chute.” She slipped back into her heels and picked up a trash bag.

      “If I were you, I’d ask for a different assignment tomorrow,” Lishy said, falling into step beside her. “You’ve probably done more menial work in the last couple days than most Little Maids do in a year. Or did you ask to be sent down here?” She was obviously fishing now. “To be closer to a special someone?”

      Tasha hid her rapidly heating face as she shoved the trash down the chute and slammed the metal lid shut. “Of course not. I didn’t ask to be assigned anywhere. I’ve been sent here every day since I arrived.” That wasn’t strictly true, as nobody had actually told her to go to the Dungeon that morning. Then again, nobody had told her she should go somewhere else, either.

      They ascended the stairs to the first floor, with Lishy making a beeline for the restaurant. “I don’t know about you, but I’m starving,” she said.

      Shrugging inwardly, figuring it couldn’t hurt to get a bite even though she wasn’t really hungry, Tasha picked up a plate and followed her down the line.

      A few moments later, they were seated at a little table in the far corner, as removed from view as it was possible to get in the packed buffet restaurant.

      “Right,” Lishy said bossily around a forkful of lettuce, “spill the beans. I want to know everything.”

      Deciding she’d never get any peace if she didn’t at least give Lishy something, Tasha took a deep breath. “Master Eamon took his belt to me yesterday.”

      Lishy’s pretty hazel eyes widened and she stopped chewing. At length, after swallowing hard, she reached out and gripped Tasha’s hand. “And? Go on, what happened? What was it like? Did he walk you through it, considering it was your first time?”

      Deciding to ignore that last question, Tasha considered her response. “It was… actually, it really hurt. But it was also—”

      “Amazing, right? God, you’re lucky, having your play cherry popped by a guy like Master Eamon. Women line up for a session with him. The man knows his way around the female body, that’s for damn…” Lishy trailed off, staring at her intently. “Wait a minute. It’s him, isn’t it? He’s the one you spent the night with!”

      Fuck. “Yes,” Tasha admitted slowly, wondering how to extract her hand from Lishy’s slender fingers without seeming rude. While she had absolutely no right to feel that way, the other girl’s comments had caused a stabbing, outraged jealousy to spread through her chest. It was on the tip of her tongue to ask exactly how Lishy knew how talented Eamon was but she was able to stop herself by shoving a piece of chicken into her mouth.

      Lishy leaned back, her hand sliding from Tasha’s, and let out a low whistle. “Wow,” she said eventually. “He asked you back to his place?”

      Tasha nodded, still chewing her chicken.

      “Wow,” Lishy said again. “I don’t think I’ve known him to do that in all the time I’ve been here. He has this thing about not getting involved with staff.”

      “Huh?”

      “Don’t get me wrong, he’s friends with pretty much everyone, and he’ll call on one of us to escort him if it’s his turn to attend the Supper and Show or whatever, but as far as I’m aware, he keeps his actual play limited to guests only. You know, women with a set date to leave.”

      Tasha remained silent as she tried to absorb this new information.

      “And he’s never, ever asked a girl back to his apartment. He always goes to their rooms so he can leave immediately after he’s done.”

      “Well,” Tasha took a sip of soda, “he didn’t really have a choice, in this case. It was his place or the dorm.”

      Lishy was shaking her head, her shiny hair catching the light. “I don’t know what to make of this, hon. I really don’t.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that while Master Eamon looks out for us, while he’s definitely happy to discipline us if it’s warranted, he’s never, ever fucked a colleague—as far as I’m aware, at least. And I make it my business to know these things.”

      Relief that he’d obviously never had sex with Lishy warred with a sudden surge of hope that maybe this was a sign that he felt the same way about Tasha as she did about him.

      Not that she knew exactly what that was.

      “He must really like you,” Lishy confirmed Tasha’s thoughts. “The man has unbelievable restraint and iron willpower. He never usually breaks his own rules.” She frowned and leaned forward again. “Wait, what did you do before he asked you to his place?”

      “We went to the Supper and Show,” Tasha admitted uneasily. “It was his turn again.”

      “But you did have sex, right?”

      Tasha nodded, willing her cheeks not to redden.

      “And then you slept—actually spent the night—with him?”

      Tasha nodded again.

      “What happened this morning?”

      “He was still asleep when I left. Master Dominick said it’s his day off today.”

      “Are you done?” Lishy pointed at Tasha’s plate.

      “Yeah. I wasn’t really hungry.”

      “Want to come for a smoke?”

      Tasha felt herself smiling. “Is this going to be a new routine?”

      “Sure, why not? Our daily patio gossip.” Picking up both plates, Lishy hustled over to return them and motioned to Tasha to follow her.

      Within five minutes, they were outside in the sunshine.

      “I still can’t wrap my head around it,” Lishy said at length. “I don’t know what to tell you.”

      “It’s hardly a huge thing,” Tasha tried to sound casual. “Two adults decided to have sex and they did it in the only available place. Doesn’t have to mean anything.” Even as she said it, she hoped it wasn’t true.

      Lishy let out an unladylike snort completely at odds with her model-like appearance and gestured around them with a broad sweep of her slender arm. “The only available place? Give me a break. This is the Castle, hon! He could have—sorry—fucked you anywhere. The Dungeon, one of the cabins, shoot, in the middle of the restaurant if he’d wanted to. But he didn’t. Instead, he took you back to his place. Only his core group ever set foot in his private apartment.”

      A surge of hope bubbled through Tasha even though she tried to push it back down. Lishy’s comments were evoking images she really didn’t want to let herself consider because, even if what her new friend was saying was true, it didn’t matter. The clock was ticking. It was only a matter of time before she got caught out in her lies and thrown out—or, although it was growing more and more unlikely, before she found out where to find William, at which point she’d have to leave anyway.

      She was tempted to mention that they’d actually done it twice now but decided she’d given up enough information for the time being. Considering the way Lishy was reacting after admitting she’d had sex with the guy once, Tasha could well believe that, in her friend’s mind, twice would equal something akin to an engagement.

      Shrugging, she tried to pretend it was no big deal. “People are having sex all over the place here,” she said. “Doesn’t mean anything. I bet you’re reading too much into it.”

      Lishy was eyeing her suspiciously.

      “Besides,” Tasha went on, deciding to voice her nagging fear, “he never came down to find me this morning. Surely he would have if he likes me as much as you’re implying he must.”

      Lishy took another drag of her cigarette before passing it to Tasha. “Maybe he was busy,” she ventured.

      Tasha raised an eyebrow. “It’s his day off, remember?”

      “Doesn’t mean he didn’t make other plans. I know he goes to the gym with Master Dominick pretty much every morning. Maybe he did that and went back to bed to dream of you.” She winked. “Or maybe he just didn’t want to disturb you while you were working and is planning to seduce you again later.”

      Tasha wasn’t convinced but she was suddenly keen to end the conversation. She didn’t want to spend any more time talking about a man she had no chance of being with, ever. “Hey, thanks for the smoke but I need to get back downstairs,” she lied. Considering she was actually an extremely honest person at heart, the ease with which she was learning to flat out lie to people’s faces was beginning to worry her.

      “No problem. If you do end up in your own bed tonight, I’ll be waiting to hear whether I was right,” Lishy said with a grin. “I’m pretty sure you’ll run into Master Eamon again before the day is up.”

      “Maybe,” Tasha agreed. “Have a great afternoon.”

      “You too.”

      Tasha slipped back inside the Castle proper and took a deep breath, trying to quiet her racing mind. Lishy’s suggestion that Eamon’s behavior toward her was unusual was enough to make her squirm with pleasure, but this was the first time she was completely and utterly unsupervised without someone waiting for her somewhere.

      It was also already her third day there—which meant time was running out. Without a real destination in mind, she began to wander around the premises, her eyes constantly flicking to anyone who looked even remotely like Carmen or his bodyguard.

      She’d been walking aimlessly round the entire vast first floor for several minutes before the smell of coffee reached her nostrils and she realized how desperately she wanted some.

      Ducking into the Café, she ordered a large cappuccino and had just taken it to a table in the corner of the room and sat down when her heart skipped a beat.

      They had just come in—both Carmen and his henchman—and they were making their way over to the ordering line. Staring at the backs of their heads, she was immediately transported back to that long, nerve-wracking day of travel where she’d impulsively decided to follow them and ended up here, in Ohio.

      Relief that they were still there was closely followed by panic as she realized she still had absolutely no idea how to go about obtaining the information she needed. She could hardly walk up to Carmen and basically accuse him of kidnapping or murder, at least not in front of all these people.

      She would follow them, she decided, still watching them furtively as they moved to one side to wait for their drinks. She would stalk them throughout the entire fucking Castle if she had to and wait until they were alone.

      They had no idea who she was and she was dressed as a Castle employee. In what amounted to lingerie, basically. Maybe she could somehow coax some information out of one or both of them. She would flirt, wheedle, or even beg if she had to.

      It was a long shot but right now, it was all she had.

      As soon as they picked up their drinks and a paper bag, they turned to leave. As unobtrusively as she could, Tasha slid out of her seat and followed them.
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      Eamon had gone straight down to the Dungeon after his illuminating early lunch with Dominick but to his absolute fury, Tasha had vanished. He’d waited for a while, growing more and more frustrated, until he’d decided he couldn’t stand just sitting around any longer and gone to look for her. She wasn’t in the dorm—wasn’t anywhere on the second floor, for that matter—nor had he found her in the restaurant or the Rainbow Room, where a bunch of Little Maids were currently playing Twister amidst squeals of laughter.

      Ordinarily, he would have stayed a moment to watch but right now he had only one thing—one woman—on his mind.

      Where the fuck is she?

      He stalked through the opulent foyer, past Maybe’s Candies, the art gallery and the gift shop, his focus zooming in on any girl dressed in a maid’s costume.

      One such figure was currently heading out toward the gardens and Eamon picked up his pace. As soon as he grew closer, he knew. He’d recognize that ass anywhere, and a single glance at her streaked hair confirmed it. Tasha.

      The moment he was within reaching distance, he grabbed her arm, spinning her around.

      She let out a startled yelp. “Eamon!”

      Remembering she had no idea about what he and Dominick had discussed, and no reason to think he might be angry, he took a deep breath and gave her his most disarming smile. “Hey, baby. What are you up to?”

      She glanced over her shoulder. “Um, I was just…”

      He followed her gaze to where two men were strolling in the distance.

      “I’ve been looking all over for you,” he said. “When I woke up and you weren’t there, I figured you’d gone down to roll call.”

      “I did,” she said. “And then I went back down into the Dungeon. Master Dominick told me it was your day off.”

      “It is,” he said, not missing the way she kept looking over her shoulder. She seemed breathless, almost desperate. Why? “Are you on duty now?”

      Her teeth sank into her plump lower lip. “Not officially. That is, I haven’t been assigned anywhere.”

      “Good. You’re coming with me then.”

      “But—”

      “No buts. I want to talk to you.” Amongst other things, he thought ruefully, his body once again reacting to her mere presence.

      “What about?” she said nervously, hesitating for a moment before following him. She had to quicken her steps to keep up as he strode back down the foyer.

      “Last night, for one thing.”

      “What’s there to talk about?” She gave a nervous giggle. “We had fun. That’s all, right?”

      He shot her a sideways glance, wondering whether she was lying to him even now. Was that really all it had been for her, a casual fuck? Somehow he didn’t think so.

      “If you say so,” he said coolly, holding open the door to the Dungeon. “Ladies first.”

      “Wh-why are we going down here?” she said, obviously intimidated. Good. Maybe she’d be more likely to talk.

      “Why not?” he countered, watching her careful descent. It had to be murder on the feet to trot around in those heels all day. “Don’t you like it?”

      “It’s not that. It’s just… I feel like I spend almost all my time here.”

      He chuckled. “Welcome to my world. In here.” He opened a door to one of the play rooms and motioned for her to enter. “Feel free to take your shoes off, if you like.”

      She slipped them off with an audible sound of relief. “Thank you, Sir.” Considerably shorter in bare feet, she stood in front of him, anxiously tugging at the hem of her skirt. “Am… am I in trouble?”

      “Now why would you think that?”

      “I don’t know. Because I didn’t come straight back down here after lunch?”

      She looked so small and vulnerable, almost dejected, that he had to force himself not to pull her into his arms. “Were you ordered to?” he said instead.

      “No.”

      “No, Sir,” he reminded her gently.

      “No, Sir.”

      “Then no, you’re not in trouble.”

      Her brows drew together in obvious confusion. “Then what do you want to talk to me about?”

      Good question. I want you to tell me whether you really are a complete newbie to the lifestyle. Whether you even had an interest in BDSM before coming here. If not, I want to know how the hell you came to be here—as an employee, no less. I have so many fucking questions, I don’t even know where to begin.

      Instead, he ran a hand over his head and said, “Did you have fun last night?”

      A mischievous glint appeared in her dark eyes. “Wasn’t it obvious?”

      “Well, you certainly gave that impression. But I wanted to make sure. I also wanted to apologize.”

      “For what?”

      “Conking out on you so soon. I had planned to give you a proper session but I was just so tired.”

      “That’s okay,” she said quickly. “I was tired too.”

      “How about I make up for it now?”

      “What?”

      He deliberately took a step closer, making his presence felt even though he wasn’t quite touching her. “Come on,” he said, keeping his tone light and playful, “don’t pretend you haven’t been thinking about it. A proper, real session. Just you and me, and a whole room full of implements. What do you say?”

      Eamon was well aware that he had a reputation amongst the Castle staff as a skilled player. Any real new hire would have found that out pretty quickly. And any genuine painslut would be already taking her clothes off and listing her hard limits. Especially one he’d already fucked twice.

      Tasha was doing no such thing. Instead she was staring up at him, the panic obvious in her eyes. The last kernel of doubt he’d had that she was a complete novice evaporated in that instant and he had to bite back a sudden surge of anger and disappointment.

      “What’s the matter, don’t you want to?” he said in a low voice. “I’ll even let you pick your favorite toys.”

      She continued to gaze up at him helplessly. “All right,” she said eventually. Her voice was barely a whisper.

      Fuck. Even now, faced with a full session in the Dungeon, alone with him, with every chance to open up and admit she was lying, she was calling his bluff instead. Why was that?

      “All right.” He fought to keep his tone casual. “It’s confession time. What do you prefer? Stingy or thuddy? Blindfolds? Ropes? Electricity? If you want needles, we should probably go to the medical play area.”

      “Needles?” she squeaked. Then, obviously pulling herself together, “No, that’s okay. We can play right here.”

      “Very well.” He moved to one of the cupboards and began rifling through the play equipment. And even though this was absolutely not what he’d planned, even though he’d hoped she’d open up and confess everything, especially after their shared night of intimacy, a part of him was immensely aroused at the idea of tying her up and inflicting intense physical sensations—both pain and pleasure—on her gorgeous naked body.

      He tried not to think about the fact that this could very well be the first and last time he’d be giving her a full session. Or what Marshall—or even Dominick—would say if they could see him now. By rights, he should be interrogating her further without laying a single finger on her and, if she refused to talk, he should be escorting her up to Marshall’s office himself. That, ostensibly, would be the end of it.

      But, as always seemed to happen around her, his gut instinct was taking over and he found himself thinking about the way she’d reacted to the belt. How fucking soaked she’d been afterward. If she wasn’t at least something of a painslut, he was King Kong. And maybe a little carefully delivered pain and intimidation would, wonder of wonders, lead to a confession after all. Albeit under duress.

      Biting back a smile, he made his selection and laid everything down on the table beside the St. Andrew’s Cross. He could feel her eyes on him and knew before he’d even turned around that she was simply standing there, staring at him and the toys he’d so carefully set out.

      He was right.

      “You should be naked by now,” he said gruffly.

      “Oh. Of course.” Flushing, she began to unbutton her uniform with trembling fingers.

      “Any hard limits I should know about?” he asked, feeling a combination of pity for her obvious predicament and a jolt of desire as she bared her sumptuous tits.

      “Um. Not that I can think of right now, no.”

      Another dead giveaway. Everyone had limits. The most experienced masochist he knew, who could take the cane at full force without batting an eyelash and enjoyed having her labia sewn together, hated being tickled so much that the mere threat of it was basically enough for her to safeword.

      He continued to watch her, his hard-on increasing with every new item of clothing that slipped to the floor, until she stood before him completely naked. She couldn’t meet his eyes.

      Hardly surprising.

      “Over there,” he said, directing her to the cross. “Remember your safeword?”

      “Purple,” she whispered.

      “Good girl.”

      Once she was standing in front of the heavy wooden frame, she glanced back at him, obviously unsure as to what to do.

      “Position yourself,” he said, “with your back to me.” She turned to face the shiny black X and he moved up behind her, crowding her with his considerably bigger body. Taking her slender wrist, he lifted it to one of the dangling cuffs and buckled the fur-lined leather around it, then did the same to her other one.

      Her scent, a mixture of arousal, trepidation, and a faint lingering hint of the spicy perfume she favored, made his mouth go dry and he forced himself to concentrate.

      “Just beautiful,” he said, taking a step back and admiring the way her waist tapered out to that plump, heart-shaped ass. “Relax, and don’t forget to breathe.”

      She made a noise which sounded like a strangled sob and he put his mouth close to her ear. “What was that?” he said gently.

      There was a long pause. “N-nothing, Sir.”

      “Spread your feet a little wider apart. Or would you like me to restrain your ankles, too?”

      She shook her head even as she shuffled to obey.

      Unable to resist, he slid his palm between her lightly spread thighs, his cock jerking in his pants in response to her low moan. “You’re wet already,” he murmured, “and you’re going to be absolutely fucking dripping by the time we’re done here.” His middle fingertip found her clit and he gave it a few feather-light strokes before he forced himself to stop and move over to the table. “I think we’ll start with the flogger.”

      It was a common misconception amongst newbies and vanillas that the flogger was one of the harsher implements when, in fact, it could be anything but, especially when it was a heavy one with thick falls like the one he was now picking up. His test was immediately rewarded when she gave a squeak of dismay. Deciding to show, rather than tell her, he brought it to her skin and allowed the soft leather strands to caress first her back, then her ass.

      Tasha shivered and he could see the goosebumps forming on her arms. Good sign.

      “As we’ve already established, it’s been a while since your last proper session, so I’ll start slowly,” he said, waiting for her to correct him.

      She didn’t.

      Anger warred with frustration, disappointment and groin-aching lust inside him and he took a step back and raised the flogger, willing himself to remain calm and concentrate. Even though he topped people for a living, it was different with her. There was something there, some deep, mysterious emotional connection, and that it had to be with Tasha, of all people, the girl who had somehow conned her way into the Castle and lied to him and everybody he cared about, made his blood boil. He was tempted to lay into her immediately, bring that flogger down across her soft, pale flesh as hard as he could without warning, but he forced himself to start slowly, with gentle, thumping whacks across the fullest part of her butt.

      Because, despite his anger, another part of him still wanted to believe that she was a good person, that it had all been a huge misunderstanding rather than outright dishonesty.

      She jumped at the first stroke but let out a low moan almost immediately when they kept coming and she no doubt realized he wasn’t actually hitting hard enough to really hurt her. The falls covered almost her entire ass each time, and she soon began to wriggle and push her butt out as if asking for more.

      All in good time, sweetheart, he thought grimly, ignoring his pounding cock and putting just a tiny bit more strength into each stroke. I’ll get you to open up to me—one way or another—if it kills me.
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        * * *

      

      Tasha had looped the chains attaching her cuffs to the cross around her hands and was holding on to them for dear life.

      How had this happened? She’d been so close to getting Carmen and company alone, a mere few minutes away from her first real shot at finding William, and then Eamon had found her and…

      He knows. She’d always thought he suspected she wasn’t telling the truth, but then, when he’d pushed her into this session like he was doing her a favor, she’d realized he must have found out. God only knew how.

      And ironically, she’d wanted so much to tell him then, to confess everything about William and how she’d followed Carmen before begging Eamon to help her, to forgive her—but she had held back. The fear that he would do neither, that he would simply march her upstairs and see to it that she was immediately ejected from the Castle was too great.

      Now she was naked, cuffed to a huge, padded cross, and terrified.

      Breathe, she told herself. Just breathe. It was easier said than done, however, especially when the thick, heavy whacks of the flogger began to get just a little bit harder. Her initial panic when he’d mentioned what he’d be using on her had subsided with the first stroke and now, as the warm tingling in her buttocks began to increase and spread to other parts of her body, she found herself arching her back, pushing her ass out, almost as if she wanted more.

      To her absolute astonishment, it didn’t hurt all that much. Nowhere near as much as the belt, anyway. Even when the strokes got harder and harder, the sensation was so full, so… thuddy… it felt more like a deep tissue massage than a whipping.

      Tasha closed her eyes and let all the sensations wash over her, her pussy throbbing in time to each rhythmic thwack of the flogger across her ass.

      When Master Eamon changed his aim and swept it across the backs of her thighs, the shock and sudden sting brought her up to her tiptoes with a startled yelp.

      “I thought that would wake you up,” he said with a chuckle. “You going to sleep on me?”

      “No, Sir!” she protested, wincing when he caught her thighs again.

      “Good.” He moved to the side table but she didn’t dare turn her head to see what he was doing. “I think that’s enough of a warm-up, don’t you?”

      Actually, Tasha wouldn’t have minded if he’d gone on using the flogger forever. “Mmn,” she said non-committally.

      There was that dark, sexy chuckle again. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      The deep state of relaxation the flogger had lulled her into was rapidly disappearing as she tried not to think about all the evil-looking things he’d laid out on the table beside them.

      If he knew she was completely inexperienced, as she was now certain, surely he would go easy on her? She tried to ignore the nagging voice which told her that, actually, he would now have every reason to be angry—and to try to get the truth out of her using any one of those instruments of torture.

      All too soon, she felt him move back to his former position behind her. She squeezed her eyes even more tightly shut, wondering why the insistent thump in her clit hadn’t lessened.

      Something cool caressed her buttocks but she didn’t have time to even try to work out what it was before Master Eamon brought it down, hard, with a strange thwicking sound. The blazing sting was in such sharp contrast to the flogger that she threw her head back and howled.

      “I do love the carpet beater,” he said conversationally. “Very underrated—and unappreciated—if you ask me.”

      Another thwick brought a second flash of fire, then another, then another.

      “Please,” she finally cried out, writhing her hips, trying unsuccessfully to avoid the blows, “please stop!”

      “Stop is not a safeword,” he countered, delivering another stroke.

      Purple. It was on the tip of her tongue but something was preventing her from saying it aloud even as he whacked her ass again.

      “Breathe,” he said. “Focus.”

      “I can’t,” she whimpered.

      “You can, and you will.” He moved until he was standing right behind her; she could feel the heat of his body prickling over her skin, smell his delicious, masculine scent. “Focus… here.”

      His hand slid between her thighs and she let out a moan at the sudden intense pleasure. When his fingertip found the hard bundle of nerves at the apex of her pussy, she responded with a warm, wet gush.

      “Fuck, you’re dripping,” he said, his voice ragged.

      Tasha wanted to tell him it was because of him, because he had only to look at her or speak to her and she was helplessly turned on, but even as she thought it, she wondered if it was the complete truth. She hadn’t been this wet when they’d started, and she’d already spent several minutes in his company by that point.

      Surely she wasn’t like the other women here who got off on pain? Surely not?

      “Want me to continue?” he said gruffly, his fingertip circling her swollen clit with slow, relentless pressure.

      “Yes,” she gasped. “Oh yes, please.”

      “Good.” To her horror, he withdrew his hand, stepped back, and delivered another stinging swat to her already blazing ass.

      “How many times do I have to remind you to address me properly?” he scolded, giving her three strokes all in the same spot on her right buttock.

      Tasha howled, her pelvis bumping the padded cross in her attempt to move away from the source of her agony.

      “And keep still,” he added harshly, “or I’ll strap you in place.”

      She froze, trying to think, to assimilate all the sensations coursing through her.

      Once again, he moved to the table, returning a few moments later.

      “Maybe this will help you focus,” he said, and she felt his fingers part her labia before he pushed something heavy, smooth and round deep up inside her slippery channel. When it began to vibrate insistently a second later, she realized what it was. An egg or bullet of some kind. And he’d positioned it in such a way that it was humming directly against that place deep inside her she hadn’t even known about until he’d shown her.

      She moaned despite herself, the residual sting in her ass cheeks suddenly enhancing the pleasure in her pussy rather than counteracting it.

      “Step back,” he ordered and she did so, as far away from the cross as the chains on her cuffs allowed.

      His big hands found her breasts, squeezing them, plucking and twisting her nipples until she let out a gasp, the unexpected pain sending unexpected bolts of pleasure directly to her clit.

      “What’s my name?” he said, squeezing harder.

      She had to concentrate to get the words out. “Master Eamon,” she panted at length.

      He began to roll the tortured buds. “And how do you address me?”

      “Sir!” It came out as a gasp.

      “Good.” He let go of her nipples with a final sharp tug. “The next time you forget, I’ll take a switch to you.”

      Picturing the evil, whippy looking thing Master Grimsley always carried with him, she shuddered and her buttocks clenched involuntarily. “Sorry, Sir.”

      “That’s better.”

      He moved away again and she could have wept. The vibrations against her G-spot were powerful and constant, and she was aching for him to replace the toy with his cock. For him to go on touching her. For him to kiss her.

      “This is one of my favorite paddles.” There was a huge, resounding crack and a blaze of fire encompassed her entire backside, driving out any pleasure and leaving behind only mindless agony.

      Tasha screamed at the top of her lungs. “Fuck!”

      Eamon chuckled. “That’s fuck, Sir.” He brought it crashing down again and she could actually feel the way her buttocks flattened with the impact a split-second before the pain hit. “Remember to focus, sweetheart,” he said, his harsh tone in direct contrast to the endearment. “Breathe and focus.”

      For the life of her, Tasha didn’t see how she would ever be able to breathe again, let alone focus on the suddenly insignificant humming in her sex.

      But then the blaze abated slightly, the fire simmering down into an altogether different kind of heat, one which radiated out from her ass and directly to the place between her legs.

      At the next resounding wallop, all the air expelled from her lungs in a whoosh and she forced herself to concentrate on the way the searing sting spread to her clit, the vibrating bullet helping her to redirect the sensation.

      “That’s it,” he said softly, almost lovingly. “Good girl.”

      An altogether different kind of warmth suffused her at those two little words, and she felt her face flush with pleasure. Suddenly, more than anything else, she wanted to make him proud, wanted to hear those words again.

      “You want me to fuck you?” he growled, suddenly, into her ear.

      “Yes, Sir,” she moaned.

      “You want to feel my big, hard cock deep inside your tight, wet little cunt?”

      She could feel his erection through his pants as he ground his pelvis against her hot, sore bottom. Her belly twisted with a new wave of desire. “Oh, yes. Please… Sir…”

      “Five more,” he said curtly, and stepped back.

      Five? Tasha didn’t think she’d be able to handle one more stroke with that wicked, evil thing. It had to be huge—it certainly didn’t leave one square inch of her backside untouched whenever he brought it crashing down.

      “Push your butt out,” he ordered in that voice that turned her insides to goo.

      And even though she was terrified, even though her ass was sore and burning and all she wanted was for him to stop, to take her in his arms and give her another one of those kisses she felt all the way down to her toes, she found herself obeying his command.

      Keenly. Willingly. As if she were a real masochist, a real Little Maid, as if she really belonged there in the Dungeon, with Master Eamon wielding his paddle behind her.

      This time, when the thick, heavy wood crashed against her poor, abused behind, she was ready for the impact—for that initial flare of heart-stopping fire—and she found herself embracing rather than fighting it.

      This man, this gorgeous, dominant, intimidating and breathtakingly sexy man, was doing things to her she never could have imagined.

      And she was loving every minute of it.

      By the time the fifth—and hardest—swat had reduced her rear end to what felt like a single fireball, Tasha was shaking not with fear, or the pain, but with desire.

      And when Eamon yanked the dripping bullet from her pussy and drove his sheathed cock deep inside her in its place just moments later, she was able to form only one coherent thought.

      This is what all the fuss is about.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

        

      

    

    
      Her blazing ass cheeks were scalding his skin every time Eamon thrust, a hot reminder of what he’d dished out—and she’d willingly taken. Newbie or not, she was definitely kinky.

      Yet she still hadn’t admitted anything to him, not even when he’d broken out the huge wooden paddle with blister holes. So it was rage and frustration as much as desire driving his fucking, his fist in her hair, his teeth in her shoulder.

      He couldn’t remember ever having been so hard before in his life, and was actually grateful for the condom, as without it, he likely would have already lost his last shred of self-control. Her pelvis was smacking against the cross with every brutal stroke and she was whimpering helplessly, her tight, delicious cunt snatching around his cock as she came.

      Once again, she hadn’t asked for permission but at that point, he was so lost in his own primal desire for her that he didn’t care.

      Reaching around, he cupped her big, soft tits, feeling them bounce in his palms as he fucked her, finding her nipples and squeezing them, deliberately digging his nails in until she let out a cry of anguish, her pussy spasming hard.

      The familiar tightening in his balls and the liquid pull of pleasure heralded his own climax and he came with a roar, plunging deep and staying there, embedded in her, until the last tremors had subsided. With a shaky sigh, he withdrew carefully, gratified to see the impression his teeth had made in the creamy white skin where her neck met her shoulder.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said hoarsely, realizing that, once again, he hadn’t even gotten undressed all the way—his pants were gaping open and he still had his boots on.

      Fuck, but she drove him wild.

      Depositing the condom in the trash, he took a washcloth out of one of the drawers, picked up a blanket and returned to the cross.

      Tasha was still hanging from the cuffs, her plump ass a delicious shade of crimson, with one or two violet bruises beginning to form. She barely seemed to register him as he wiped carefully between her legs and undid the restraints, holding her up as she sagged against his chest.

      “It’s okay,” he murmured, “I’ve got you.”

      Once he’d wrapped the blanket around her shoulders, he pulled her to him again, feeling her hands for the telltale signs that the circulation had been cut off too much or for too long.

      There were none.

      Still supporting her with one arm, he bent and gathered her uniform off the floor. “Can you take this?”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “Good girl.” He gave her the small bundle to hold and picked up her shoes. “Let’s get you upstairs and into the Jacuzzi.”

      She nodded, apparently dazed. Was she just worn out, or was she in subspace? He couldn’t be sure but it wouldn’t hurt to be extra careful. Making sure the blanket covered the main part of her body, he picked her up despite her squeak of protest.

      “Shush,” he said, “let me.”

      Her head lolled against his chest as he carried her through the Dungeon and into the service elevator, and a wave of protective, tender warmth washed through him.

      This sudden, strange desire to really take care of someone was new to Eamon, and even as a little voice inside him told him he was wasting his time on her, she’d be gone in less than twenty-four hours anyway, that she’d been dishonest to him since the very first moment they’d met, he found himself embracing it anyway.

      Which was why he carried her up to his apartment, set her gently down on the bed while he filled the Jacuzzi, gave her a cool drink, and then, when the tub was bubbling with warm water, he stripped her of the blanket and helped her in before following suit.

      She sank back with a satisfied sigh only to squeak in dismay a moment later. Eamon felt himself grinning. “Stings a little on your ass, huh?”

      “Yes.”

      He chuckled. “Good. Don’t worry, it will get better in a minute.”

      Tasha leaned back again, the jets making her tits wobble in the most delectable way.

      Down, boy.

      Her hair was darker when it was wet, he noticed, and the developing bruise on her shoulder where he’d bitten her gave him a strange sense of pride. It was his mark on her body, his personal brand on her soft flesh.

      He leaned back himself and closed his eyes, trying to sort through some of the feelings tumbling as insistently through his mind as the bubbles in the tub. His cock ached with renewed longing, but he forced himself to ignore it.

      Eamon was thirty-five years old and he’d never felt this way about a woman before. Ever. In his experience, the first fuck was always the most intense, and on the rare occasions he’d indulged more than once with the same partner, the pleasure had only abated over time.

      With Tasha, the opposite was true. The more he had her, the more he wanted her. She awoke so many different sides in him he’d never even considered before. As a regular grown woman, she brought out a base desire to fuck and claim her, to push her limits and inflict pain to enhance their mutual pleasure. Her adorable Little tendencies made him suddenly long to be her Daddy, to give her stuffies and take her on his knee, to cherish and protect her, and punish her when she was naughty. And the haunted look in her eyes when she thought he wasn’t paying attention made him desperate to get to know her better, to find and slay her demons. That look was why he was still so sure she had a good reason for her dishonesty.

      He just had to find out what it was… and time was running out.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked, opening his eyes and glancing over to where she was still relaxing opposite him.

      “Good,” she said softly. “I could get used to this.”

      Me too, he found himself thinking with a jolt. He imagined coming home to her like this every evening and was astonished to discover that the thought was actually a pleasant rather than a frightening one.

      It was something he really didn’t want to dwell on, not under the current circumstances. Pushing it aside, he took a deep breath. “I know I asked you this before but I’d like to hear it again. What made you decide to come work here at the Castle?”

      She opened her dark velvet eyes and looked at him. “Honestly?”

      “Honestly.” He held her gaze even when he noticed the tears beginning to fill hers.

      “I-I can’t tell you. As much as I’d like to, I just… can’t.” She bit her lip and he waited, watching her struggle, forcing himself not to take her in his arms even though he wanted to comfort her with every fiber of his being. He also wanted answers.

      “Why not?”

      “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Do you really believe that?”

      She looked away, then, and closed her eyes. “I just want you to know… whatever happens… that I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry for what?” he prompted when she trailed off, her lower lip and chin wobbling.

      Taking a deep breath, she squared her shoulders, swallowed hard and met his questioning gaze. “Please,” she said, “I can’t talk about it right now. I will tell you, I promise. Just… not right now. Please.”

      “Look, sweetheart, whatever it is, I’m sure we can work it out. But I can’t help you unless you tell me.”

      “I’m going to.” Her expression was pleading. “I will. Just please let me enjoy this a little while longer.”

      A heavy sense of dread took root in his gut and he had to steel himself against the sudden clutch in his heart at her words. A little while longer implied that, once she’d told him, this—whatever this was—would be over. He forced himself to give a casual shrug. “All right,” he said tightly, looking away, no longer able to stand the haunted look which had returned to her big eyes.

      The water swooshed as she crossed the tub and settled herself beside him. A moment later, her hand was circling his cock.

      “Don’t,” he growled.

      “Please,” she whispered. “I just want to be close to you.” She was stroking him now, and he felt himself jerk against her fingers.

      “I fucking swear, Tasha,” he said in a low voice, “if you don’t stop…”

      “Why?” She pouted playfully. “Doesn’t it feel good?”

      It felt too damn good. That was the problem. He had to resist the urge to grab the back of her head and push her underwater, force her to suck him. “I don’t have a condom here,” he managed, trying to sound reasonable.

      “I don’t care. Besides, I’m on birth control.”

      Next moment she was straddling him, lowering herself carefully onto his pounding dick.

      At the feel of her tight heat without the usual rubber barrier, he snatched her face between his hands and crushed his lips to hers, his tongue delving deep. He didn’t ever kiss his clients, but there was something about Tasha’s delectable mouth which drove him crazy and he couldn’t help himself. Besides, she wasn’t a client.

      She wound her arms around him and returned his embrace, slowly grinding her hips, moaning softly, breathlessly as she rode him.

      Rage battled with desire. Eamon wasn’t used to being so openly defied. Women seduced him, sure, but the moment he decided to go ahead and fuck them, he did just that, taking over.

      Sitting almost passively in his own hot tub while Tasha ignored his orders to stop and decided to just go ahead anyway—breaking his cardinal rule about always using protection in the process—only enhanced his need to regain control, to show her who was boss.

      His hands found her bruised ass and he dug his fingers in, making her yelp into his mouth. Then he bit her lower lip and pulled away. “Enough,” he said icily.

      She stopped moving and gazed at him.

      “Get out, dry off, and get on the bed. Now.”

      He was expecting protests but instead he felt her pussy clench around him—once, hard—before she disentangled herself and got out of the tub without a single word.

      “Towels are over there.” He pointed.

      She dried herself right there in front of him and he watched her, marveling at her lush, curvy body and the marks he’d put on her ass and neck.

      When she was done, she slung the towel over a hook and left.

      Eamon leaned over and switched off the jets, his cock already aching for more. He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, then exited the tub himself and grabbed a fresh towel. She had obeyed him without question and the feeling was exhilarating. Now it was time to join her on the bed and take back control, once and for all.
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        * * *

      

      Tasha could feel Master Eamon’s heart thumping slowly and steadily beneath her cheek as she replayed the evening’s events over and over again in her mind.

      Every square inch of her body felt sore, and used, and just thinking about all the things he’d done to her was enough to make her already aching pussy clench with desire for more.

      He’d fucked her mouth until she was gagging, his hands clamped on her head, guiding her, forcing her to take him deeper until she couldn’t breathe.

      He’d taken her from behind, one huge hand wrapped around both her wrists, pulling her on to his cock until she’d seen stars.

      And he’d even taken her ass, using plenty of lube and going slowly at first, ordering her to bear down, to relax and take it, and every command he uttered in that deep, throaty voice only served to excite her more, to make her desperate to obey.

      When he’d finally sunk his entire, thick length all the way inside her most secret and private place, he’d reached around and stroked her clit. He only had to growl, “Now,” a moment later and she’d climaxed helplessly, the sensation of him filling her ass making her fluttering pussy drip onto the sheets as she shuddered and moaned. And that was before he’d even started to thrust.

      Tasha had never experienced anything like it before and she was finally beginning to understand the appeal of BDSM, of surrendering control—and your body—to someone else. Especially if that someone was as skilled as Master Eamon. He was like an addiction… the more she had, the more she wanted. She didn’t think she’d ever get enough.

      Even the pain excited her, and the resulting marks were something she cherished. He caused that, she’d find herself thinking, prodding a bruise on her neck or thigh.

      They had fucked every which way, stopping only to take a quick shower or rest before starting all over again, and throughout it all, he had been in complete control, growling orders, positioning her the way he wanted. Using her like she belonged to him.

      That thought alone was exhilarating.

      She had slept a little but spent much of the deep, dark night simply enjoying his presence; his huge arms wrapped tightly around her, his chiseled, brooding face somehow softer in sleep, his warmth seeping into her skin.

      But now the sun was coming up, the golden light growing brighter through the cracks in the curtains, and the dread deep in her belly was getting harder and harder to ignore.

      She had been so close to confessing everything in the hot tub but she knew that the moment she did, it would all be over. He would hate her for lying to him and she’d wanted to prolong the inevitable for as long as she could. One more night, she’d told herself. One more night in his arms, and then she’d confess.

      The bus to Granger would be leaving at around lunchtime, and there was a chance Carmen would be on it, taking with him her only real shot at finding her brother. As much as she wanted to stay here in Master Eamon’s bed forever, she had to stop being selfish and find William.

      Her heart aching at the thought that she’d never do this again, she pressed the softest kiss to Master Eamon’s hard chest and slipped quietly out of his arms. She knew she owed him an explanation, or an apology, at least, but she couldn’t do it, she just couldn’t watch those amazing green eyes fill with disappointment and anger and know that she’d caused it.

      It would break her.

      Besides, she told herself over and over again, he was a Master of the Castle. He got paid to do with strangers what he’d done with her. It was his job, for Christ’s sake. So, while she would cherish the memories of their brief time together forever, he would probably forget she’d ever existed and move on to someone else as soon as she left the resort.

      Blinking back the sudden tears, she padded silently into the bathroom, deliberately ignoring the Jacuzzi and the memories it held.

      As soon as she’d finished washing her hands, she crept back into the bedroom and made a beeline for the lounge. Her uniform was there somewhere; she vaguely remembered carrying it up as Master Eamon had carried her.

      Another memory to cherish.

      She spotted her clothes strewn haphazardly on the sofa and hurried to put everything on, trying to drag her thoughts away from the man still sleeping in the next room and formulate a plan. She’d skip the morning roll call, that much was certain, but should she go to the salon first to get her hair and make-up tidied up, or head straight to the Café for some coffee and a muffin? She and Eamon had been so wrapped up in each other the previous evening, they hadn’t stopped to eat. Not that she was really hungry, but she didn’t want to pass out in the event that she did find Carmen.

      She’d gotten so close yesterday.

      With a last look around Master Eamon’s neat apartment, she picked up her shoes and snuck out, trying to ignore the squeezing pain in her heart at the thought that she’d never be going back there again.

      A couple of hours later, she was in the Café, her feet already beginning to throb in those blasted heels. She’d stopped by the salon to have her make-up redone and her hair straightened, figuring she’d only attract unnecessary attention if she skulked about looking like she’d spent the night on a park bench—or being screwed senseless, as was actually the case.

      The rest of the time, she’d gone from room to room, trying desperately to find Carmen. Unfortunately, both he and his henchman remained frustratingly absent.

      Taking a sip of the creamy latte, she toed off her heels under the table and tried to ignore the ever-increasing urge to return to Master Eamon’s apartment and slip back under the covers with him. Maybe she should tell him what was going on. Maybe he had the clout to actually help her.

      And, truth be told, she was tired of lying to him. Intimidating and broody he may be, but he had never treated her with anything but fairness and respect, and her growing feelings for him only exacerbated the guilt she felt when she imagined how learning the truth from someone else would make him feel.

      He would find out one way or another, she was sure of it.

      Picking at a delicious, zesty orange muffin, she worked her way down her coffee and hardened her resolve. He deserved to hear the truth from her. Even if he didn’t care about her any more than he did about any of his other sexual partners, he had spent every spare moment with her over the past couple of days, and the more she thought about it, the more she felt like she owed it to him to be the one to explain. Maybe he’d even understand. Not forgive, but understand. Especially if he had siblings of his own.

      Trying not to dwell on the realization that she was completely and utterly infatuated with a man she knew almost nothing about—not even his last name, maybe not even his real first name—she drained her latte and finished the last bite of her muffin.

      You can do this, she coached herself as she tossed the containers away and headed for the exit. And, if you’re lucky, you might even make it back up to his place before he wakes up. He’ll never know you were gone.

      “I thought I might find you here,” said a stern voice.

      Tasha’s blood froze as she took him in; leaning casually against the door jamb, his thickly muscled, tattooed arms folded across his vast, t-shirt clad chest, his square jaw clenched, his penetrating green gaze practically devouring her. “Hello, Sir,” she squeaked. “I was just coming to find you. Er…” She looked around desperately. “Would you like some breakfast?”
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      Eamon’s relief was almost as great as his anger had been when he’d woken to find her gone—again. And, as the minutes ticked by and he was unable to locate her in the Dungeon, in the kitchens, in the Rainbow Room, he’d grown ever more frantic. The twenty-four hours Dominick had granted him were dwindling fast and if he didn’t find her, he’d have not only the Dungeon Master but also Marshall to answer to.

      Finally deciding he’d be able to think more clearly if he shut up his rumbling stomach, he’d headed to the Café—only to see her sauntering toward him, obviously deep in thought.

      “Yes,” he said slowly, raking her with his gaze, resisting the urge to throttle her for giving him such a scare. “I came here to get some breakfast, actually. Please join me.”

      “I’ve already had a muffin but I’ll sit with you,” she said, as if his last statement had been a request rather than a demand.

      Be careful, he told himself as he lined up to order. This is not the time to show your anger and risk frightening her off. Her hand brushed his and he had to resist a sudden urge to take it and wrap his fingers around her own. “I take it you went to roll call this morning?” he said casually as they waited in the queue.

      She let out an uneasy laugh. “Of course. I wouldn’t have left so early otherwise.”

      “It was a long night,” he agreed, his cock twitching at the memory of what it had felt like to be buried so deep in her tight little pussy, her even tighter little ass, the way she’d begged him to please, please stop making her come…

      Taking a deep breath, he ordered some coffee and a bagel. “You want anything else?” he asked Tasha.

      “I’m fine, thank you.”

      “That’s it then,” he told the girl behind the counter. “Put it on my tab.”

      “Of course, Master Eamon,” she breathed reverently, flicking a shiny blonde lock of hair over her shoulder.

      Why couldn’t his dick be twitching about her instead? he thought ruefully, enjoying the way she lowered her eyes when addressing him. “Thanks.” He was slightly mollified to catch the shadows which flitted across Tasha’s eyes as she watched their brief exchange.

      She might be lying about a whole heap of things, but it was comforting to think that his feelings for her might genuinely be reciprocated. Up until now, neither of them had discussed their emotions in any depth at all. Instead, they had let their bodies do the talking. And a woman’s body didn’t lie, he thought, admiring the livid mark his teeth had left on Tasha’s neck. Her desire for him, at least, was genuine.

      His order was fulfilled and he threaded his way through the tables to one near the back, Tasha following him and sitting down in the chair directly opposite his.

      “Did you sleep well?” he said, unwrapping his bagel.

      “I didn’t sleep very much,” she said carefully, her lips curving into a small smile, “but yes, I did sleep well, thank you.”

      “And how is your ass feeling this morning?”

      She wriggled in her seat, as if testing it. “Good. A little tender.”

      “Excellent.” He was cursing this awkward small talk and just wondering how to begin the conversation he knew they needed to have when she met his eyes and he realized she was crying, tears slipping silently down her pale cheeks.

      “I was actually coming to see you,” she began in a tremulous voice, “because I have something to say. And I’d really appreciate it if you could just listen and let me get it all out before saying anything.”

      “All right,” he said.

      “The trouble is, I’m not sure where to begin. I… Okay, look, a couple weeks ago, my little brother went missing…”

      The murmur of conversation and clatter of plates around them faded into white background noise as Eamon listened to her talk. She described how her brother had gone missing. How she’d spotted the man she knew was responsible and, incredibly, decided to follow him. How that had brought her to the Castle and she’d been mistaken for a new hire and shunted off to orientation. She talked and talked and as she did so, he ran the gamut of emotions: anger about her lies, fear for her safety, worry for her brother, astonishment that she’d had the guts to essentially chase a criminal halfway across the country, fury at the position she’d put him and his colleagues in by not disclosing her lack of BDSM experience when she’d first entered the Castle…

      “Please believe me, I really, really hated having to be dishonest, but I didn’t have a choice. I would have been thrown out of here the moment I told the truth and then I might never get another chance to find William.” She had stopped crying but was watching him closely.

      His cream cheese bagel still untouched, Eamon was gripping his thighs under the table in an effort to steady himself. He tried to sort out his thoughts. “I understand that,” he said tightly, “but did you ever stop to think that I might be able to help you?”

      “That’s why I’m telling you now,” she said quietly. “I saw them yesterday—Carmen and that guy who’s always with him—and was going to follow them into the gardens but then you stopped me. I haven’t seen them again yet but I know I have at least until the bus goes at lunchtime to find them. They might not even be leaving today.”

      “What exactly were you going to do when you caught up with them in the gardens?”

      “I’m not sure.” Her gaze dropped to the tabletop. “Ask them about William, I guess. Beg? I don’t know.”

      Eamon ran a hand over his head, barely able to contain his anger. “You suspect this guy is dangerous enough to have possibly murdered your brother, and you think you can just stroll up to him in the gardens and ask him whether that’s true? Are you that naïve, or just plain stupid?” It all came out much harsher than he’d intended and she shrank back, her dark velvet eyes brimming with tears once again.

      “William and I don’t have any parents,” she said. “I’m all he’s got. And I’m sorry if you don’t think I handled things well, but it’s not like this is a common situation for me either, you know? I couldn’t think what else to do.” Shoving back her chair, she got to her feet.

      “Wait,” Eamon said. “Sit back down and let’s talk about this like adults.”

      She shook her head, the tears flying off her face with the movement. “I’m sorry,” she stammered, “I really am sorry about lying to you and Lishy and everyone else. I… had an amazing time with you, which I really didn’t deserve to have. But I-I just can’t bear to see that look on your face right now. I need to be alone to think, just for a little bit, okay? I promise I’ll come find you very soon, but right now, I just… I can’t.” And with that she was off, cannoning into people as she fled the Café, seemingly blinded by tears.

      Eamon jumped up to follow her but by the time he rounded the corner, she had disappeared.

      Fuck.
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        * * *

      

      Tasha stumbled into the ladies’ bathroom, barricaded herself in a cubicle, and sobbed and sobbed. It was all too much. Even though she’d known he’d look at her that way, those avocado green eyes filled with regret, disappointment and disbelief, actually seeing it had been even worse than she’d imagined. And there’d been something else reflected in his piercing gaze. Pity. That was probably the worst thing of all.

      Yanking out reams of toilet tissue, she blew her nose several times, took a deep, shuddering breath, and tried to pull herself together. It would soon be noon. The bus would be leaving. As much as she wanted to crawl into bed and allow herself to fall apart, she didn’t have time. Nor did she have anywhere private where she could do that. The Little Maids’ dorm with its thirty odd beds was hardly a suitable place to nurse a broken heart. She briefly considered trying to find Lishy, but she just couldn’t bear the thought of even talking about Master Eamon quite yet. It was all too raw.

      She slipped back out of the cubicle and stared at herself in the mirror above the sinks. Her mascara had run, causing black streaks on her cheekbones, and she rubbed those away, wishing her feelings were as easy to remove.

      With a final deep breath, she squared her shoulders and headed back to the hallways of the Castle. If Carmen and company were leaving today, they’d surely be checking out soon. She’d try to find them beforehand, and if she couldn’t, she’d simply hover near the exit through which they’d have to pass to get to the bus. Easy. She couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought of it before.

      There was no sign of either man in any of the rooms she ducked her head into. On she went, hoping against hope that she wouldn’t run into Master Eamon, hoping against hope that she would, that he’d take her in his powerful arms, crush her to his chest and—

      Tasha stopped dead in her tracks. A man was coming toward her down the hallway, and from afar, he looked very similar to Carmen’s companion. Her heart pounding and her palms suddenly clammy, she flattened herself into a nearby alcove, peeking around it to confirm.

      It was him. It was definitely him. Tall, broad-shouldered, dark, with a glittering pink earring completely at odds with his otherwise intimidating appearance.

      Biting down her fear, taking a deep breath, she waited until he was level with her and reached out, grabbing his vest. Taken by surprise but with lightning reflexes, he grabbed her wrist, whirled around and slammed her against the wall, his free hand wrapped menacingly around her throat.

      “Who the fuck are you and what do you want?” he snarled, his eyes blazing.

      Tasha was so scared she nearly passed out, but she forced herself to think of William. “M-my b-brother,” she stammered, her voice strangled. “William Lewis. D-do you know h-him?”

      The man cocked his head, obviously trying to place her. To her immense relief, his grip on her throat lessened slightly, allowing her to gulp down some air. Strange, it made her so wet when Master Eamon did it, but this was completely different. Why does everything come back to him? she wondered.

      “Sorry,” he said gruffly, “doesn’t ring a bell.”

      “Will owed C-Carmen money,” she added hastily. “B-but he didn’t have enough to pay him back. He disappeared two weeks ago. Tall, early twenties, light brown, longish hair. Has a pierced eyebrow…”

      The man hesitated, obviously torn about whether or not to speak.

      “Please,” she begged, sensing a weak spot. “He’s the only f-family I have.” Her eyes filled with tears and she blinked them back furiously.

      “Look,” he said in a low voice, finally removing his hand from her throat but still trapping her against the wall with his grip on her wrist, “your brother is safe, okay? He’s in witness protection.”

      Tasha couldn’t assimilate that information properly. She was too scared, too emotional, too surprised. “What?”

      “The little idiot didn’t just email you to let you know that he was going to see Carmen, he emailed the cops, too.”

      She simply stared up at him. The confusion must have been evident on her face because he gave an exasperated sigh.

      “How did you come to be here?”

      “I followed you,” she admitted.

      His eyes widened in surprise. “From Wabasha?”

      She nodded.

      “Fuck,” he said. “I never even noticed! You a cop, an undercover agent or something?”

      “No,” she said quickly, “please believe me, I don’t want to make any trouble. I just want to know whether he’s okay or whether he’s… he’s…” She trailed off, the lump in her throat making her unable to voice her deepest fear.

      “He’s not dead.” The man glanced up and down the hall, tugged her back into the alcove and lowered his voice to a whisper. “I’m an undercover agent, all right? Your idiot brother emailed the cops, saying he was going to see Carmen about getting an extension for his debt. The cops then got in touch with me because Carmen isn’t a very patient guy, you get me?”

      Tasha nodded, still trying to wrap her brain around what she was hearing.

      “I’ve been with Carmen for years, collecting enough information to make a case, which we’re this close to breaking.” He held up his thumb and forefinger. “Long story short, William agreed to turn state witness but he had to go into hiding immediately. He was ordered not to contact anybody he knows—including family—until all this has blown over. But I can assure you, he’s safe.”

      “Promise?” she croaked, finally losing the battle and allowing the tears to roll down her face.

      “I swear it.” He shook his head. “I still can’t believe you followed us all the way here. The plane, a hire car, the bus…”

      “William’s okay,” she whispered, hoping that if she said it aloud she might start to believe it. The relief was so overwhelming, only the man’s iron grip on her wrist prevented her from sinking to her knees.

      “You’re either absolutely brilliant, or a complete fucking fool,” the guy said. “Let me know if you ever want to train as an agent.”

      Tasha bit her lip. Despite the inherent compliment, part of that comment was too close to what Master Eamon had said about her following Carmen and this man into the gardens. “What’s your name?” she said suddenly.

      “Mario.”

      “I’m Tasha.”

      “I don’t care,” he said harshly, any trace of gentleness or kindness gone now. “Carmen Massino is a dangerous piece of work, and you could have gotten yourself killed trying to follow him, let alone confronting him about your brother. This isn’t some Hollywood movie where a handsome man is gonna appear out of nowhere to rescue you. This is real life, and it’s serious.” He looked her up and down. “Little girls like you shouldn’t get mixed up in dangerous games. Now you go home and forget you ever saw me, okay?”

      “When will I… will he be able to contact me?” she asked, forcing herself to ignore his unkind comments. Maybe he was being cruel to be kind, maybe he was slipping back into his role as henchman.

      “Whenever Carmen is prosecuted and William is deemed safe,” Mario said. “Now, I meant what I said. Get the fuck out of here, okay?”

      Tasha nodded, still reeling with the knowledge that her little brother wasn’t being held hostage or hurt—or worse. He was simply in hiding. He was protected. He was safe. “Thank you, Mario,” she whispered, deciding she’d better not risk kissing his cheek. He looked like he’d slap her if she so much as tried. “Thank you so much.”

      His only response was a glare and a curt nod, so she turned and headed back down the way she had come. When she looked over her shoulder, he had vanished.

      As soon as she found a quiet corner, she leaned against the wall, trying to stop her knees from shaking with the combination of relief and adrenaline. William was safe. She no longer had to try and find Carmen to get answers. Technically, she could go up to the dorm, pack her things, and get on the noon bus to Granger.

      Even the mere thought was enough to make her want to crumple in a heap and cry. Master Eamon. She shouldn’t have run from him in the Café. She’d just dumped everything on him, admitted she’d been lying since the moment they met, and scarpered the minute he’d shown even the barest hint of anger—anger he was absolutely entitled to.

      She didn’t want that to be his last memory of her. Or hers of him, for that matter.

      She wanted to remember the way his entire face lit up when he gave her one of his rare smiles, the way his eyes darkened with desire, the sound of his voice when it hummed through her entire being, the feel of his strong hands scorching her skin.

      God, but she missed him already. Nobody had ever made her feel anything close to what Master Eamon made her feel, and even though she didn’t want to admit it, not even to herself, she just knew that nobody else ever would.

      Yet more tears welled in her eyes and she knuckled them away, suddenly furious with herself. Why hadn’t she been honest with him from the start? He’d said he would help her! Why hadn’t she simply trusted him? She’d trusted him enough to let him tie her up, spank her and fuck her, but not enough to help her?

      Unfortunately, now, it looked like it was too late.
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      The bar was pretty much deserted, as was to be expected for a late Sunday morning, but that suited Eamon just fine. He was nursing a whiskey and trying to get up the nerve to go see Master Marshall. It wasn’t the thought of getting into trouble or having to admit he’d been duped that worried him, though. It was the thought of never seeing her again.

      Never having the chance to tell her how he felt about her.

      Every time he closed his eyes, he could see her tear-stained face, her huge, pleading brown eyes, her wobbling lower lip. I can’t bear to see that look on your face, she’d said, and he’d wondered what she saw when she looked at him. A monster? A callous prick? Or someone who was justifiably angry that he’d been lied to? Someone who was hurt because he’d come to care deeply for a woman who’d been dishonest from the very start?

      The irony of it all, though, was that he’d already forgiven her. As he’d suspected all along, she’d had—in her mind, at least—a good reason to lie. She hadn’t wanted to be forced to leave any more than he’d wanted to see her booted out.

      Only she’d wanted to stay to find her brother.

      He’d wanted her to stay because…

      He sighed and took another deep swallow of whiskey, relishing the burn as it spread down to his stomach. It might have made more sense for him to go up to his apartment and drink there, but he couldn’t face the sight of the bed where they’d lain so happily just a few hours ago, her spicy, feminine perfume probably still lingering on the pillows.

      Plus, if he stayed at the bar, there was no risk of his going overboard and having more than one. The Castle rule was one drink every twenty-four hours. As much as he wanted to drown his sorrows and dull the ache deep in his chest, he needed a fairly clear head when he went to see the Master of Masters. Not least to tell him that—

      Eamon sat bolt upright, almost falling off his stool. He’d been so wrapped up in his own misery that he hadn’t even considered the dangers. How could he have been so stupid? Tasha had told him that the guy she suspected of murdering her brother was right here, in the Castle, masquerading as a guest! Who knew what he had planned, or why he was there? An icy finger of dread tickled his spine as he considered the implications of that and remembered what else she’d said. That she planned to confront the guy. With no back-up, no support, no nothing.

      “Fuck,” he muttered, sliding off the barstool, his drink forgotten. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

      For a moment he was torn, wondering where to go first. To find Tasha, make sure she was safe? Or to Marshall, to tell him that there was a potentially extremely dangerous man in the Castle? Oh, Christ. What if that guy had something to do with Marshall’s cousin and whatever was going on there?

      Deciding he’d warn Marshall first and then go find Tasha, he set off toward the staircase in the lobby. He was halfway up the first flight when there was a tremendous boom, the entire building shook, and an ear-splitting alarm started to blare incessantly.

      It was pandemonium. People started streaming past him down the steps, in various states of undress, the naked panic evident in their eyes.

      “Go slowly,” he snapped, immediately reverting to his role as a Master of the Castle. “You don’t want to fall. Just stay calm and exit the building quietly.”

      Looking down, he saw the lobby filled with people all pushing and shoving to get to the door. Damnit. He was about to go back down and restore order when he noticed two tall, blond men elbowing their way through the crowd and barking directions. Travis and Trevor. Good. They could handle it. In the meantime, he needed to find out what the hell was going on.

      It sounded like the fire alarm, but that wouldn’t explain the loud noise and the way the entire Castle had trembled. In fact, he could have sworn that sounded more like a…

      Bomb.

      Eamon went cold, his hand clenching the bannister almost hard enough to splinter it. More people were streaming past him and in the foggy haze of his panic, he could make out snatches of their hushed, urgent conversations.

      “… on the third floor, apparently…”

      “… no, I’m serious! It was an explosion!”

      “… completely taken out part of the third floor. I hope nobody got hurt…”

      The third floor was where his apartment was located, along with all the other Masters’ residences and several other rooms. The Little Maids’ dorm was on the second, thank goodness, but Tasha had said she’d come to speak to him later. Oh, God, what if she’d been waiting for him there? What if she was hurt—or worse?

      With dread churning in his gut, he took the rest of the stairs to the second floor two at a time, his long legs eating up the distance, barreling through all the people going down.

      Just the thought that she might be hurt was enough to make him want to heave. Please, he thought, frantically scanning every face he passed, hoping to see her dazed but unhurt, please be okay. I’m not angry anymore. I get why you lied. I couldn’t handle it if something happened to you, not now that I’ve just found you. We can sort it all out. Damnit, I—

      “Sorry, man, you can’t come up here.”

      Eamon stared in disbelief at the big guy blocking his access to the second-floor hall, wearing the trademark black and white Castle Security t-shirt. “I live here,” he snapped. “And I have reason to believe someone was in my apartment when the explosion happened.”

      “Everybody is under orders to evacuate the premises immediately,” the man said, his arms folded across his vast chest.

      Eamon wanted to punch him. “I get that,” he said, trying to rein in his anger, “but, like I said, my apartment is up that way. My home.” He pointed over the guard’s shoulder toward Marshall’s office and the locked double-doors that denied guest trespassers access to the third-floor staircase and stopped. Rubble and debris coated every available surface. It was a complete, gut-churning mess. “Who the fuck decided to blow up the fucking Castle?” he said to no one in particular.

      “We’re going to find that out. Rescue teams are searching the rooms. If there’s anyone there, they will be found and cared for. But you need to get outside or, if you prefer, make yourself useful by helping the guests evacuate safely.”

      “I don’t fucking believe this,” Eamon snarled, his shock at the ruined state of the third floor swiftly overtaken by renewed anger. “Where’s Marshall?”

      “Sir, I need to ask you to go downstairs now,” the guard said again.

      “Fine,” Eamon ground out, realizing that arguing was getting him nowhere. Besides, maybe he’d got lucky. Maybe she hadn’t even been up here when it happened. Fuck, there was a lot of damage though. “Has anyone been hurt?”

      “Too early to tell.”

      Eamon peered at him. He was young, maybe in his early twenties. “You’re new, aren’t you? Because if you’d been here for more than five minutes, you’d actually give a fuck that this is not only my home, it’s where many of my friends live, and work, and sleep, and that a fucking bomb just went off in it! You wouldn’t stand there like a fucking robot and you’d show me some fucking respect, or at least compassion!”

      The young man visibly paled, wilting under the full brunt of Master Eamon’s withering Dom glare. “Sorry, sir,” he mumbled. “I’m not allowed to let anyone up here. It’s not safe—structure hasn’t yet been declared sound and someone said something about there being more than one bomb.”

      “Great. That’s exactly what I want to hear,” Eamon said sarcastically, turning on his heel and heading back down the stairs. He could have shouldered the guy aside and forced his way past, but then he’d have Jackson on his case, and he was in enough crap as it was. No need to make things worse for himself. Besides, there was still a very good chance Tasha had made it outside. He had to find her, make sure she was okay, and deal with everything else later. He could handle Marshall, Dominick, Jackson—anything, as long as his girl was all right.

      Because, at some point over the last couple of days, somehow, that’s what she had become.

      His.
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        * * *

      

      Tasha had gone up to the dorm, found her locker, packed her few belongings and exchanged the Little Maid’s uniform for the clothes she’d been wearing when she’d first arrived at the Castle. She’d laid the costume on her cot, surprised that, instead of feeling more comfortable without the tightly cinched corset and too-short skirt, she felt wistful. She wouldn’t miss the shoes, though, she thought as she slipped back into her own ballet flats.

      A few moments later, she was outside in the vast courtyard, breathing in the fresh air. The portcullis loomed over the drawbridge, and she knew she had only to walk through it and the bus would be there, waiting to take her back to Granger.

      Back to normality.

      Back to her dingy little apartment and a renewed job search.

      Back to a life without Master Eamon, who had only to look at her and her tummy flipped, who had only to say, “Now,” in that sexy voice and she came apart…

      William is safe and that’s all that matters, she told herself for the umpteenth time, straightening the bag strap on her shoulder and wishing she had a cigarette. After all, even if she wanted to, there was no way she could stay. She had lied on every form she’d filled out and taken a job she had no business taking. She was an imposter. And if not even Master Eamon could forgive her, after all the time they’d spent together, there was no way anyone else would.

      No, staying and fessing up would cause nothing but trouble—and it wouldn’t change anything. She’d still be out on her ear.

      She stood out there for what felt like hours, conscious of the time ticking away, knowing she had to go, to make her feet take her over that damn bridge and to the bus but somehow unable to move.

      And then, behind her, there was a tremendous booming noise and the entire Castle trembled. Moments later, a siren began to wail and people began pouring out of the main entrance and down the steps.

      It was chaos.

      Clutching her bag, Tasha stood, frozen, unable to do anything but watch as the vast, wide open Castle doors regurgitated bodies; some almost naked, some fully clothed, all of them in some kind of costume. Everyone looked stunned, shocked, worried. Most were looking around, frantically.

      “Excuse me.” She finally found her feet and her voice and hurried over to a woman who was coughing, her hair covered in a thin layer of what looked like dust. “What happened?”

      “Explosion,” the woman said, “third floor.”

      “Yeah, it sounded a lot like a bomb to me,” said the guy with her, “although I can’t imagine that’s true.”

      Tasha felt the bottom of her stomach drop away and everything began to spin. She stumbled and the man automatically reached out and steadied her. A bomb? On the third floor? Where all the Masters stayed? Where Eamon stayed?

      “It’s okay, honey,” the stranger was saying reassuringly. “Take deep breaths. Maybe you should sit down.”

      Her watery knees gave way as if they had been waiting for permission and she sank onto the cool stone of the courtyard.

      The blood was rushing in her ears, a deafening roar that surely couldn’t be coming from within her own body?

      She stared at the trembling hands in her lap and noticed she was still wearing the yellow bracelet which declared to all and sundry that she was a member of staff, a submissive in the Little Maids program. A tear sploshed onto the lemon-colored plastic and she felt herself wishing with all her heart that she could turn back time, go back to that morning in the Café where he was looking at her with such anger and disappointment in his amazing eyes, and tell him the one thing she’d omitted.

      That she—

      “Tasha?”

      Before she could even register that it was Master Eamon’s voice, that he was okay, he had yanked her off the ground and into his arms, crushing her so tightly against his chest that she couldn’t breathe.

      “I love you,” he said into her hair, his voice breaking. “Fuck, I was so worried, I’m so glad you’re all right.”

      She sobbed against his t-shirt, his warmth and scent surrounding her, cocooning her. “I’m so s-sorry,” she managed, “p-please f-forgive me.”

      His arms tightened around her. “Of course,” he said hoarsely, “it’s okay. We’ll work it out. We’ll find your brother. Everything’s going to be all right.”

      She could barely think straight, the relief was so intense. Slowly, ever so slowly, she regained control of her breathing and allowed his words to penetrate the fog of panic. Did he just say he loves me?

      “I found Mario,” she said, her heart pounding, “and William’s safe. He’s in witness protection. Can you believe it?”

      “Wait, what?” Eamon took a step back, still gripping her shoulders as if she’d disappear the moment he let go. “What did you just say?”

      “The guy who came here with Carmen Massino. He’s an undercover cop or something. He told me William has agreed to testify in their case and he’s been put in witness protection for the time being. He’s not hurt. The authorities are keeping him safe.”

      “Oh, that’s fantastic,” Eamon said, pulling her close once again. “Oh, baby, I’m so glad.”

      Summoning all her courage, she took a deep breath, tilted her head up and searched his eyes. “Did you just say you love me? Or am I hearing things? My ears are ringing…”

      There was an interminably long pause. Then, just when she was about to backtrack, feeling like an absolute fool, he said, “Yes, I said that. Because I do.”

      Her heart damn near bursting out of her chest, she managed to reply, “I love you too, Sir,” before his lips were on hers, kissing her on and on.

      There, in the Castle courtyard, the pandemonium surrounding them and the wail of approaching ambulances faded into the background as Eamon pressed her entire body against his, showing her with more than words how he felt about her. And Tasha allowed herself, for the first time in a long time, to hope that maybe everything would work out after all.
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      In a townhouse on the back half of the Castle property, their new temporary home, Master Eamon looked down at the naked girl kneeling at his feet, the familiar bolt of love and pride surging through his chest. Her streaked hair had fallen forward to cover her face but he knew exactly what he’d see if he swept it back. Those gorgeous, dark velvet eyes downcast, her plump lips curved into a small smile of satisfaction.

      Leaning forward in his chair, he ran his fingers lightly over her creamy shoulder and she gave a small shiver of apprehensive desire.

      As new and naïve as she’d been when she’d first stepped off the bus and donned a Little Maid’s uniform, Tasha Lewis had taken to the BDSM lifestyle like the proverbial duck to water. And he was the one who got to mold her into exactly the kind of submissive painslut he’d always wanted.

      The last few weeks had been a veritable rollercoaster. Once the initial chaos after the explosion which had rocked the Castle to its very foundations had died down, Eamon had taken Tasha to see Marshall and they had told the Master of Masters everything. They left nothing out.

      His steely, ice-blue gaze had narrowed more and more as Tasha tremulously confessed how she’d followed Carmen and Mario to the Castle and pretended to be a genuine new hire, how she’d lied about her experience in the lifestyle, how badly she’d wanted to ask for help but how afraid she’d been. Eamon had taken her hand, squeezing it gently, interjecting where necessary and then, when she’d been too afraid to continue, outright asking Marshall whether he would hire her for real and allow her to remain there. With him.

      Their timing couldn’t have been better. Distracted by everything else that was going on—the explosion, Carmen, Kaylee, his cousin, arguing with the building code enforcer about reopening the Castle—Marshall had relented far quicker than he would have otherwise. He’d given them a solid dressing down and demanded that Tasha apply once again through the proper channels. She was to fill out all the paperwork—honestly this time, he’d reminded her with a steely glare—and if she passed all the requirements, he would officially employ her.

      Tasha and Eamon had managed to wait until they were outside Marshall’s temporary office in one of the outbuildings before falling into one another’s arms with passionate relief. “At least your CPR cert is real so you won’t have to do that again,” Eamon had quipped, his kiss cutting off her breathless giggle.

      Dominick, despite his imperious, infuriating, “I told you so,” was thrilled—not only because he’d once again been right and could rib Eamon about it forever, but because he could genuinely see how happy Tasha made his best friend.

      And she did. Eamon had never known such joy. At first, he’d been unsure whether it really was love he felt for her or simple lust, but when that bomb had gone off…

      Tasha, as he’d come to find out, had thought the exact same thing.

      Now they were inseparable, spending every spare moment they had in one another’s arms, eating together, sleeping together…

      He had become, Eamon reflected, allowing his hand to trail further down until he was tracing the fresh welts on Tasha’s plump, perfect ass, as annoyingly devoted to his woman as his friends were to theirs. The brief time they’d spent apart—while she’d gone back to Wabasha to give notice on her apartment and pack her belongings before coming back—had been enough to prove that he could no longer imagine his life without her in it.

      And he wouldn’t have it any other way.

      She was resting her cheek on his thigh now, her arms around his calf, still kneeling at his feet. It was her favorite position when she needed to come down and relax.

      “Sweetheart,” he said gently.

      “Yes, Sir?”

      “Sit up.” It was a command she immediately obeyed, rocking back on her heels and gazing up at him with devotion shining in her eyes. “Do you know what this is?” He held out the box containing the slender, rose gold collar he’d had especially crafted for her.

      She nodded. “A collar, Sir.”

      He smiled. She no longer needed to be reminded to use honorifics—they slipped from her lips automatically these days. “It’s your collar, if you’ll have it.” Reaching into his pocket, he withdrew a much smaller box containing an exquisitely wrought capital ‘E’ pendant. “Well,” he added, “my collar, actually.”

      Funny, how just a few short weeks ago, he would have been rewarded with a blank stare but now, after an intense indoctrination into the lifestyle, the implications of what he was saying made her eyes fill with tears.

      He cleared his throat, hardly able to believe what he was doing but unable to imagine not doing it. “Tasha,” he began, “would you do me the honor of—”

      “Yes!” she cried, leaping into his lap and covering him with kisses. “Oh my God, yes! Oh, just wait until I tell Lishy, she’ll be—”

      “Wearing my collar to let the whole world know that you are mine?” he interrupted her, gripping her hair and yanking her face back, fixing her with his best Dom glare.

      It worked, as it always did, and she settled immediately, gazing at him with eyes filled with love. “Yes, Sir,” she breathed. “Always.”

      He kissed her then, relishing the familiar tightening in his chest and the pulsing lust in his groin she never failed to evoke in him, even though he’d already kissed her more times than he could count. “Good,” he growled at length, getting to his feet, lifting her to stand with him before pointing to the floor. “Kneel.”

      She quivered as she obeyed, letting out a tiny moan as he fastened the collar around her neck. “Thank you,” she whispered. “I love you so much.”

      Moving to stand in front of her, Eamon unfastened his pants. “Prove it,” he said, releasing his already throbbing cock, and as she willingly leaned forward and wrapped her lips around it, he smiled.

      He had gotten used to this and now, he never wanted to give it up.
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      “You know what I want, little one.” He pointed to the sofa. “And what to do. Present that ass for me.”

      As always, that dark, commanding tone sent a delicious shiver of anticipation rippling down her spine. Her hands went to the hem of her short skirt and hiked it up. Keeping her eyes leveled on his bright green, enigmatic gaze, she hooked her thumbs into her panties and slowly lowered them to mid-thigh, no further. He liked it when she left them on. Turning, she bent and braced her hands on the seat of the sofa, her back tense as she waited with bated breath for what he would do. Was he in the mood for her pussy, or ass tonight? She never knew, and he rarely let her know beforehand.

      “Sir?” she asked, her voice a quiver of both longing and unease when she heard the telltale sound of his belt being pulled off. She tightened her buttocks, preparing for the lick of pain against her flesh, and the pleasure she never failed to reap from it.

      His wide palm cupped one buttock and squeezed. “You’ve been so good today, little one, you deserve a reward. Five swats with my belt. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

      “Oh, yes, please, Sir.” She quit questioning why she enjoyed his dominance so much, how she could find such pleasure from the pain, and his pleasure in delivering it. It was what it was, and he had always been the one, the only one, she could imagine giving up herself, her very soul to.

      “I do love hearing you beg.”

      The swoosh of the folded-over, wide black leather always preceded the strike, and she curled her fingers into the sofa to brace for the slash. He didn’t begin with a slow warm-up, like he would if he was intent on giving her a long session. Instead, the first strike delivered a fiery hot streak blazing across the middle of her butt. She sucked in a deep breath and waited… waited… there. The heat made its slow way down to her pussy, warming and dampening her sheath with the throb of arousal.

      “Oh, God,” she moaned upon the next blow which landed right below the first. “Please.” How pathetic was it, she was already so needy for him he’d reduced her to begging?

      “That’s my girl,” he crooned with the delivery of the third swat. With one finger, he traced over the ache and pushed gently, drawing another moan from her. “Pretty. So pretty, I find myself hard-pressed to wait much longer to fuck you.”

      “Then don’t,” she tossed back, unable to hold back an impish, teasing grin.

      He huffed out a laugh and snapped the leather just under the curve of her buttocks, on that ‘oh, so sensitive’ skin that damn near sent her face down on the cushion. “That’s what your impatience will get you.”

      By the time he finished the fifth and last stroke and dropped the belt, her ass was a mass of pulsating, heated flesh, much like her pussy. A hard thrust of three fingers deep inside her drew her to her toes, a few deep plunges with strategic glides over her clit sent her whirling toward a climax that he stopped short of exploding with his sudden withdrawal.

      “Not yet.” With a wet glide up her crack, he pressed against her anus. “Deep breath and push out.”

      She didn’t need his instruction but cherished it anyway. It proved he looked out for her, cared enough to make sure she was prepared for whatever he did, and always would be. Breaching the tight rim of her back hole, he entered her with two of his pussy-dampened fingers, forcing her to blow out the deep inhale he’d just told her to take. Then his cock nudged her seam, sliding between her slick folds with the ease of a knife through softened butter.

      “Fuck, but I love being inside you.”

      Not as much, couldn’t possibly be as much as she loved having him inside her, she thought as he set up the familiar rhythm of shafting her vagina while finger-fucking her ass at the same time. A cry spilled from her lips as his driving plunges sent her down to her elbows, leaving her hips elevated higher, and making it easier for him to deliver those downward thrusts even harder and deeper.

      More… more… more… she chanted inside her head while she spiraled out of control and the darkness behind her closed eyes lit up with the sparks of pleasure sweeping her body. How could anything feel so good, how could she crave this, him so much…

      “I wish I knew.” Carlie Simms saved and closed the file then swung her gaze from the computer to stare out the window of the small book store she managed. When writing those scenes, she always pictured herself in the place of her character, submitting to the only man she ever fantasized about in that way. Just how long was she going to put her life on hold for a man who refused to see her as anything but a little sister? The bad part was she couldn’t blame him. With her mousy brown hair, boring brown eyes and short, round figure, she wasn’t someone who made men pause for a second look. And Luke Montgomery, well, he’d always drawn women’s eyes like a damn magnet, and she assumed he still did.

      She didn’t even know if she was submissive or not, into kink, or how much kink. Her sex life had always been as pathetic as the way she pined over Luke, month after month, year after year. She’d always been better at seeing to her own orgasms than the few men she’d allowed into her bed. But in her dreams, Luke always drove her to the highest peaks by using methods she’d only read about and heard about through the local BDSM club grapevine.

      It had been over seven months since he’d returned for a visit to Granger, Ohio, the small hometown they’d both grown up in. His frequent calls, texts and e-mails to check up on her were never enough to appease her craving to see him, talk to him in person, to just be near him.

      “God, I’m pitiful.” Rubbing her brow, she heaved a dispirited sigh and glanced around the still empty book store. The Saturday morning regulars would be in soon to check out the week’s new releases, those who still preferred paperbacks, and she always looked forward to chatting with them. She read everything from historical romances to nail-biting suspense to gory horror, and was currently waiting with gut-clenching anxiety to hear whether her last erotic mystery submission would be accepted by one of the biggest publishers in New York. Books were all she’d had to keep her company since Luke moved to Maryland after joining the FBI. Between writing her own fantasy-filled stories and selling others, she’d lived in a vacuum of other people’s lives for far too long, always waiting, hoping for a sign she could be more in his eyes than Evan’s little sister.

      Carlie’s heart still ached when she thought of her brother. At the tender age of thirteen, she had thought nothing could be harder than losing her mother, leaving her twenty-year-old brother, Evan, as her guardian. They’d spent those first months dealing with their grief and anger by lashing out at each other, then found it easier to cope by clinging together. His death in a car accident ten years later almost destroyed her. If it hadn’t been for Evan’s best friend, Luke, she wouldn’t have made it through that dark time. She’d never imagined she would later resent the close bond the two had shared since grade school that made Luke promise Evan he would always look out for her and protect her like a sister should anything happen to Evan. Her brother had been gone five years now, and she still missed him as much as she craved to be more in Luke’s eyes than the little sister he never had.

      The bell over the door pealed and Carlie looked up, smiling when her best friend, Jana, breezed inside. “Whew! It’s going to be another hot one,” Jana commented, strolling over to the counter and leaning on her arms to gaze down at her. “Please tell me your smoothie machine is working.”

      “Yes, I had it fixed a few days ago.” Nudging her glasses back up, Carlie rose, stretched, then turned toward the industrial blender, asking over her shoulder, “What kind?”

      “Banana. Have you heard anything yet?”

      Jana was the only one who knew about her writing, the only one she let read her work and whom she trusted to keep it quiet. Even though everyone in town knew what went on up at the Castle, few would ever admit to being a guest for fear of self-appointed morality-enforcers showing up on their lawns. Carlie was a private person and didn’t want anyone to know about her writing, at least not until she’d been accepted. If that ever happened, she’d be glad to shout it out herself.

      “No, but it’s only been a month.” She peeled a banana and tossed it in with the yogurt and fruit juice. “What’re your plans for today?”

      “Well, in about an hour, I’ll be on the bus up to the Castle for the night. When are you going to be ready for some hands-on research? Thanks.” Jana took the cold drink from her and brought the straw to her mouth with a sigh.

      “Maybe soon. I don’t know.” That had been Carlie’s standard response for years now. The truth was, she feared reality would never live up to her fantasies, that BDSM wasn’t her thing because the only one she could ever imagine herself doing anything kinky with was Luke. Even though he’d been a Master at the Castle for years, he’d never hinted she held any appeal for him other than as a friend and the girl next door he promised her brother he’d look out for.

      “Right,” Jana drawled. “That line has gotten old. Someday I’ll talk you into it, wait and see.” The door opened again, letting in a blast of August heat along with two customers. “I gotta run.” She grabbed a romance off the new release rack and plopped down money for both the book and smoothie. “I’ll come over tomorrow and fill you in. You’ll be so jealous, you won’t be able to wait until your next day off to go.”

      Carlie smiled at her persistent friend. “Seems I’ve heard that line before.” She waved her off, eying the eager bounce to her step with a wave of jealousy. She didn’t need to hear any more about Jana’s experiences at the Castle to stir her interest in something she’d never had the guts to try. Until she could imagine herself exploring the kinks the BDSM club was well known for with someone other than Luke, who showed no interest in her that way, she wouldn’t humiliate or disappoint herself by caving to curiosity.

      By the time five o’clock rolled around, she was more than ready to head home. She’d sold more smoothies and cold drinks than books, which wasn’t unusual. If it weren’t for the trade-ins and the online sales of used books, she doubted the store would stay open. The owners, Maggie and John Klein, opened the small book store and café over thirty years ago. They closed the café when they retired and hired her to run the rest, leaving only the drinks, cold in the summer and hot in the winter, for customers to indulge in when they came in.

      Carlie walked the few blocks to her residential neighborhood, and as she turned the corner onto her street, her eyes automatically went to the house next to hers, Luke’s home. Her shoulders slumped in disappointment when his sporty black Mazda remained absent and the house showed no signs of anyone being home. Why she continued to look for him, she didn’t know. He always told her when he would be coming back to Granger for a visit, and had mentioned just last week, the last time she’d heard from him, that he had no plans to return anytime soon.

      Strolling up the walk to the front porch of her two-story Craftsman, she noticed the weeds amassing in her gardens, but didn’t have the energy to mess with them tonight. After changing clothes and pouring a tall glass of iced tea, she sat on her front steps to enjoy the quiet evening before trying to come up with something for dinner. A squeal of laughter drew her gaze down the street where the neighbor kids were riding their bikes. Her lips curled at the corners as she recalled a spill she’d taken on her own bike when she’d been six. Both knees were bloody scrapes, and she’d lifted her tear-soaked face to see thirteen-year-old Luke leaning over her with a concerned look, a lock of ink-black hair falling over his forehead.

      “Let me help you, little one,” he said as he wrapped his hands around her arms.

      Carlie couldn’t help it, she giggled, her heart turning over at the soft look in his green gaze. “Evan says I’m fat.”

      “Big brothers are supposed to tease little sisters.” He brushed off her shorts then lifted her bike. “I’m sure you can find a way to get even with him. You better go in and have your mom wash those scrapes.”

      He tugged her hair then jogged back over to his front yard where he’d been mowing. Carlie sighed, falling in love and vowing to marry her knight in shining armor someday.

      Carlie scoffed now, thinking about what an idiot she’d been for mooning over a man for so long. She knew if she ever needed anything, all she had to do was pick up the phone and call Luke. After Evan’s death, he’d stayed with her for over a week and helped her with funeral arrangements, sleeping in Evan’s room so neither of them would have to be alone with their grief yet. And one night, he’d held her in her bed while she cried her heart out, staying with her until morning, his tall, hard body curved around hers. It had been after that night that her fantasies had taken a turn toward kink.

      Then out of the blue, a month later he’d come over to tell her he’d found a place in a small town in West Virginia less than an hour’s drive from Washington and would be moving there permanently. The gleam of excitement in his eyes was something she’d never seen before. The only time since that he hadn’t seemed thrilled with his career had been at the beginning of the year when he’d returned for a brief visit.

      She’d hardly seen him during that week and figured he’d spent most of his time at the Castle. Along with the jealousy eating away at her had been concern over the bleak expression in his eyes and the angry tone in his voice when she’d asked him how work was.

      “I hope to God you never learn first-hand just how low some people can sink, little one.” He nudged her glasses up with one finger, saying, “You keep looking at the world out of your rose-colored glasses. There’s nothing wrong with that, regardless of what others might think.”

      He had been happy during his Christmas break the month before that. He and his father, who lived in a retirement community now, invited her for dinner and Luke had appeared to be in good spirits then. She’d never learned what happened in the weeks following that caused the change in him, and he still refused to talk about it. With a sigh, Carlie pushed to her feet and went inside. No use sitting there pining over what could never be.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh. My. God!” With a squeal, Carlie pushed back from her computer, jumped up and did a jig around the den. “They loved it! Woo hoo! I’m going to be published!” With an exalted laugh, she scooped up her phone and pressed Jana’s number. Had it really been just three days since she told her friend she didn’t expect to hear from the publisher for weeks? “I’ve been accepted!” she sang into the phone the second Jana picked up.

      “Are you freaking kidding me? I’ll be right over.” Carlie looked at her buzzing phone and shook her head. What would she have done all these years without her best friend?

      Checking her wine supply, she pulled out two bottles from the small wine refrigerator that had been a birthday gift from Luke, the only other person who knew her as well as Jana. Well, maybe not quite as well as Jana did. He wasn’t aware of her interest in exploring BDSM with him as her Dom. He still told her she looked at the world through rose-colored glasses, wanting to see only the good in people. That may be true, but she’d rather do that than turn a blind eye to what was right in front of her, like he’d done with her.

      Shaking her head, she shoved aside thoughts of Luke, and the urge to call him and tell him her news. The advance royalty check mentioned in her letter of acceptance took her by surprise and gave her even more to think about. Maybe it was time she gave some thought to moving away from her home town and starting over somewhere else, somewhere constant memories of her black-haired, green-eyed neighbor who would always look upon her as Evan’s little sister wouldn’t haunt her on a regular basis.

      “Tell me you’ve already ordered pizza,” Jana demanded the minute she breezed inside Carlie’s house and hugged her with a squeal. “I’m so thrilled for you!”

      “Thanks, Jana, and yes, I’ve ordered pizza with the works and have the wine ready to pour.” Turning to the counter, she didn’t stint filling the two glasses before handing one to Jana with a clink and a toast. “To the big check in the mail that will help me start a new chapter in my life away from Granger.”

      “What? You’re thinking of leaving?” Tears filled Jana’s blue eyes and Carlie hugged her again.

      “Not far, I promise.” She stepped back and sipped her wine, leaning against the counter. Two months ago, she’d finished her kitchen remodel, changing everything by adding a black, grey and white, multi-colored glass backsplash to the refurbished white cabinets and grey-marbled quartz countertops, as well as new black-stainless-steel appliances. Her contractor had even turned a never-used closet into the walk-in pantry she’d always wanted. With the kitchen completed, her house updating projects were finished, something she’d been working on for over two years. It seemed a shame to sell it now that the house she grew up in reflected her taste and style from top to bottom, but the desire to get away, work on new memories instead of wallowing in old and longing for something, someone she would never have pulled stronger than the nostalgia of her past.

      “I’m researching small towns in Pennsylvania, close to both New York and Ohio.”

      “Not running off to the big city?” The relief on Jana’s face tugged at Carlie’s conscience. She would miss being able to see her friend whenever she wanted.

      “No, I’m a small-town girl, just like you. You could come with me. Nursing jobs must be fairly easy to get.”

      Jana shook her head as Carlie knew she would. “No. I’ve been with Dr. Sheldon for ten years and he’s been good to me. Besides, I love it here.”

      Carlie snorted. “You love the Castle, you’re not fooling me.”

      “That has a lot to do with it. Speaking of which.” She strolled over to Carlie’s desk and booted up her computer.

      The doorbell chimed, and Carlie questioned on her way to answer it, “What’re you doing?”

      “Pulling up the Castle’s application. You don’t have much time if you’re going to be on the bus with me come Friday. They’ll need a health report, among other things.”

      Carlie paid for the pizza, shut the door, plopped the box that smelled so good on the counter and marched over to her desk. “I never said…”

      Jana whirled on her with fire in her eyes. “No, you just tossed out you’ve gotten your big break and you’re leaving. Now it’s my turn to throw something at you. We’re going to celebrate your contract by you spending the weekend at the Castle. I read the book you’re currently working on and it’s filled with your fantasies, the same ones you’ve been having for years. If you’re serious about moving, I may never get another chance to talk you into exploring what I know you will love. Besides,” she added, throwing out her trump card, “you owe me since you’re the one leaving me here all alone.”

      Okay, so that line did generate a frisson of guilt, but Carlie narrowed her eyes, took a big bite of pizza and swallowed before replying, “First, you’re never alone. You can, and have had, any guy you ever wanted, and you have a lot more friends than I do, most of them members at the Castle. Second, you’re right, it is time I explored those fantasies.” The utter shock on her friend’s face would have been comical if Carlie’s stomach hadn’t bunched into a knot of nerves, leaving her to cringe on the inside. She meant it when she said it was time she indulged in the kinks she wrote about, if for no other reason than gaining first-hand knowledge for her writing. But the mere thought of submitting to a man other than Luke left her cold. He’d been the only one she wanted for most of her life and she couldn’t see that changing before Friday, or even before she started her new life elsewhere. Still, she could suck it up and fake it for the sake of friendship and in the name of research. She hoped.

      “Well, it’s about time, girlfriend. I figured we’d have to go through both bottles of wine before I talked you into agreeing. Let’s eat, then I’ll walk you through the application.”

      “You’ll be there, right?”

      “You bet, but after we go through orientation with the other guests, you’ll be assigned to a room and a Dom. I’ll ask for our rooms to be side by side. We can keep in touch by calling or texting each other from our rooms or the Media Room. But,” she warned with a shudder, “don’t get caught with any modern-day devices outside those two places. There’s a strict rule of keeping with the medieval time-period.”

      Carlie mentally shook her head, trying not to second-guess what she’d just agreed to. Watching Jana fold her five-foot-six, slender body onto a stool at the counter as she grabbed a large slice of pizza, she envied her metabolism that allowed her to pack away those calories without gaining weight. With her blonde hair and blue eyes, she’d been turning men’s heads since her sixteenth birthday, making Carlie even more aware of her short, round figure and plain coloring. Indulging in her fetish for brightly colored framed glasses continued to be her one concession to drawing attention on herself. If she had to wear the damn things, at least she could have an array of styles and colors to choose from.

      After downing her glass, she refilled it and plunked down next to Jana. “Okay, eat, drink and sign me up before I change my mind. And if I don’t like it, or my Dom, I just may take a spanker to you.”

      Jana giggled. “Sorry, I don’t swing that way, but if you decide you do, I’ll introduce you…”

      Carlie held up a hand. “Don’t go there. I’m having enough trouble as it is.”
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      Turning onto Mulberry Lane, Luke Montgomery’s eyes were drawn to the driveway next to his family home, the empty driveway. He’d known Carlie Simms wouldn’t be home this time of day, yet he still looked, and still experienced a twinge of both disappointment and relief he wouldn’t be seeing her. Of course, it would be sheer lunacy on his part to look her up now, when his defenses were down, and the raw grief and anger over losing a witness still clutched at him with tight claws.

      The image of Susan Mills’ mutilated body flashed through his head before he could suppress it. What Carmen, The Butcher, had done to that young girl still gave him nightmares and was why he and his partner, Dane Morgan, had gone to their boss and insisted he add them to the team of agents providing protection for another witness whom Carmen now had his sights set on. Marshall, the Castle’s owner and cousin to their witness, Grace Barnes, hadn’t been happy about bringing in more agents, insisting he had her covered in his BDSM medieval fortress. Funny how quick he’d changed his mind after seeing the photos of Susan when Carmen had finished with her.

      That fuck-up was also the reason Luke had stayed away from Granger and his delectable neighbor during the past six months since it happened. Resisting his best friend’s sister the last few years had been the hardest thing he’d ever done, and it had been getting more and more difficult each time he heard her voice or saw her.

      Pulling into his drive, he cut the engine and sat a moment as memories of him and Evan growing up together played through his mind. Evan’s mother had been a single parent and very pregnant with Carlie, the summer she’d moved into the house next door. He and Evan hit it off as soon as they discovered they were both going into second grade that fall and both loved baseball. They’d been inseparable all through school, as close as brothers, and as Carlie grew into a toddler, then a pesky little girl who followed them everywhere, he soon thought of her as the sister he never wanted. It wasn’t until Evan had paid the ultimate price for his habit of driving fast and reckless in his souped-up hot rod and Luke returned to Granger five years ago for his funeral that he looked upon Carlie as a woman. A soft, curvy, grief-stricken woman whose tears tore at his already shredded emotions and arms clung to him out of sheer desperation.

      “Luke, thank God you’ve come.” Carlie threw her arms around him as soon as he stepped inside the house, her ravaged face matching what he’d felt since hearing of Evan’s death two days ago.

      “Of course I came.” The soft fullness of her breasts against his chest took him by surprise. He’d always thought of her as Evan’s little sister, the kid next door, never as a grown woman. Since entering the FBI academy right out of college, he’d made his home in Washington, close enough to continue spending his free time in Granger, returning several times a month to check on his dad and indulge his BDSM proclivities at the Castle. He and Evan always got together and hung out, and he would take a moment to tease Carlie. But he’d failed to notice when she went from a shy teenager to an attractive young woman with his favorite body type; soft and round.

      Taking a step back, he held her at arm’s length and came close to smiling when he noticed her bright purple framed glasses. Her penchant for wearing large, flashy colored glasses had always been a cute perk of hers. “I’m so sorry, little one. Come sit down and tell me what I can do to help. Have you made any arrangements yet?” Grief clogged his throat, but he held himself together for her sake.

      Much to his discomfort, she sat glued to his side, pressing those plush curves against his hard length and offering him comfort without even knowing it. The urge to lay her down and bury himself and his overwhelming sorrow in her softness threatened his strict control. Since they were kids, Evan had insisted Luke promise to look after Carlie if something happened to him. He’d lost count of how many times he’d sworn to make sure she stayed safe and cared for, never imagining he would be called upon to honor that vow.

      “The… the funeral is Friday. He’ll be buried next… next to Mom.” She ended on a sob and tucked her face in his shoulder, one arm clinging around his waist as if he was her lifeline.

      “I took a week off, Carlie. I’ll be here, you won’t be alone. I can bunk in Evan’s room, if you want me to.” Was he fucking nuts? What made him offer to do that? He was having enough trouble keeping his hands to himself without subjecting himself to sleeping just across the hall from her. With any luck, this strange surge of lust for the girl he’d always looked upon as a sister would disappear as soon as he returned to his condo. It’s just the wrenching heartache, he told himself.

      He repeated that excuse in his head numerous times over the next few days, but when he lay in the dark Friday night and heard Carlie sobbing her heart out, he refused to let this new, unwanted, strange lust keep him from going to her. He’d promised Evan he’d look out for her, and that meant comforting her when she needed it as well as reining in his dominant tendencies around her.

      Yanking on a pair of gym shorts, he padded across the hall and slid into her double bed, drawing her trembling body into his arms. “Shh, little one. I’m here, I’ll always be either here or a phone call away. You’re not alone.”

      “Promise?” she whispered in a watery tone, burrowing closer to him.

      Luke bit back a curse when her soft thighs brushed against his hips, the tips of her full breasts seared his chest through her thin night shirt and her tremulous voice tightened his chest. “I promise. Try to get some sleep.”

      It surprised him how fast she drifted off, her warm breath on his neck breathing life into an erection he neither wanted nor could control. If this is a fucking test, Evan, knock it the hell off. That was the only explanation he could think of for his body’s uncontrollable reaction to her nearness. As a Dom, he never lost control, so this anomaly had to be due to the anguish of losing Evan. That was the only explanation.

      Only now, five years after his death, Luke knew that wasn’t true. Every time he had returned to Granger and spent a few days with Carlie, his reaction had been the same. And, even though he still mourned Evan’s loss and always would, the bone-deep grief had healed. There was no getting around it, he wanted Carlie but couldn’t go down that path with her. Not only was he honor bound by his promise to his best friend, but his sexual preferences weren’t for an innocent like her.

      Glancing at the time, he swore and slid out of his car. Instead of making the four-hour trip from Harper’s Ferry, West Virginia last night, he had risen at 4:00 a.m. to drive to Granger this morning just because he was too much of a coward to risk seeing Carlie. Now, he had less than an hour to get to the Thursday-morning bus before it left for the Castle, and both Dane and Marshall would have his hide if he missed it.

      Finding Carmen before he harmed Grace, or anyone else, was their first priority, he had to remember that. There would be time later, when the stress and guilt over losing a witness abated, for him to return and reconnect with Carlie. With any luck, by then he would have his wayward libido under control and be able to once again regard her as a little sister instead of a woman he’d like to bind, flog and fuck.
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        * * *

      

      Luke tossed his bag onto the king-size bed, cursing his lack of enthusiasm in being at the Castle again. It was just the case, the pressure of ensuring another young woman stayed out of Carmen’s brutal clutches that was responsible for his blasé attitude, he insisted as he unpacked. On his previous visits home, he’d always looked forward to connecting with friends at the resort and with exerting his dominant preferences on a willing sub. But that had been after he’d spent time with Carlie, enjoying her company while catching up with what she’d been doing since he’d last been home. Guilt ate at him over ignoring her now. He’d never done that before and didn’t like doing it this time. He missed her, plain and simple.

      But seeing her now wouldn’t do, not if he wanted to continue keeping her at arm’s length, looking at her as his best friend’s little sister instead of the woman he couldn’t stop obsessing over. The raw edginess he’d lived with since losing his witness last winter ached for release, and his conscience craved atonement. He hoped to achieve both while here, well before he looked past Carlie’s glasses into those whiskey eyes that haunted his dreams.

      As soon as he and Dane disembarked from the bus, his partner split to report to Marshall’s office for his assignment. Not being a member, like Luke, it had taken some convincing to get the head Master and their witness’s cousin to allow Dane in for the weekend, but his prior experience as a Dom went a long way in soothing Marshall’s ruffled feathers. He wasn’t happy about the intrusion of additional agents, still insisting Grace would stay safe within the protective walls of the Castle. But Luke knew Carmen, and just how talented the assassin was at both disguising himself and coming up with iron-clad false identities.

      His stomach rumbled, reminding him how long it had been since he’d picked up a quick breakfast on his way to Granger. Luke had time to grab something to eat before he reported to Marshall’s office also, when he would introduce both Luke and Dane to Grace. Returning downstairs, he nodded to people he knew as he crossed the marbled foyer to the Café. All he needed was a quick sandwich to tide him over. He’d introduce Dane to the buffet later. If he remembered correctly, Thursday’s Italian cuisine drew a large crowd and offered one of his favorite menus.

      Over a hundred people were in residence and/or visiting the luxury BDSM resort on a daily basis, so there were always new faces. That had been a benefit when he’d been here to play, looking for a willing sub to spend a few hours of uncomplicated, sexual indulgence with. But with that many people traversing through the three-floor castle, not to mention the dungeon below and the courtyard, gardens and outbuildings, the task of watching for a sign of Carmen would be daunting. Just another reason Marshall needed as many extra pairs of eyes as they could get. He and Dane would go their separate ways but keep in touch via messages left at an assigned spot they would figure out that afternoon.

      Twenty minutes later, Luke wound his way back up to the second floor, the stone staircase lit with old wall sconces that lent an eerie, yellow glow to the darkened interior. Rapping on Marshall’s office door, he entered and spotted him seated behind his large, mahogany desk, the afternoon sun shining in from the two tall windows behind him turning his blond hair even lighter. Those piercing blue eyes held a hint of frustration, but the small curve of his mouth welcomed Luke back.

      “Good to see you again, Luke. Dane and I have gotten acquainted, and he’s convinced me he has enough experience he can blend in with the Masters and subs this weekend. I still don’t like it though.”

      “That goes without saying.” Luke glanced at Dane, who sat in front of the desk, and flipped him a rueful grin. “Welcome to the Castle, partner.”

      “Thanks, I think,” Dane drawled in return.

      “This guy would have to be Houdini to get past my security. Grace is safe here, I’d bet my reputation on it,” Marshall bit out, his frustration evident.

      “Don’t underestimate him. I did that once and showed you the results. I won’t do so again, even if it puts our friendship, and my membership here, at risk.”

      “Luke’s right,” Dane put in, his voice hard with anger at the way The Butcher had eluded capture since murdering their witness. Like Luke, Dane took every affront as a personal insult. “Carmen is about as bad as they come, literally no conscience.”

      Marshall sighed, rising when Kaylee, his wife, entered with Grace Barnes. Luke raised a brow when he noticed Kaylee’s baby bump. Damn, he’d been away too long. “It seems I’m behind on congratulations to you both.”

      Marshall’s proud smile and Kaylee’s pretty blush showed how pleased they were. “Thank you, Master M,” she replied.

      His attention switched to Grace, and Luke would never have guessed their witness couldn’t see from watching the way she settled on the settee with minimal guidance from Kaylee.

      “Grace, Agents Montgomery and Morgan are here. They’re just going to introduce themselves, let you hear their voices so you’ll recognize them if need be,” Marshall said. Kaylee took a seat next to Grace, squeezed her hand and smiled at her husband.

      “You have nothing to worry about here,” Kaylee assured her for what Luke suspected wasn’t the first time.

      It had taken getting used to, seeing the strict head Master settled down and happily married, but his wife’s petite stature and long brown hair reminded Luke of Carlie and just a few minutes in her company and anyone could see why she made Marshall so happy. Striding over to the settee, he laid a hand on Grace’s shoulder.

      “I’m Agent Montgomery, or Master M, Grace, whichever you prefer. I’m just one of several people who will be around to ensure you stay safe, even though the odds of Carmen finding you here are slim to none.” He didn’t feel those odds were true, but it wasn’t the first time he’d sought to reassure a scared witness by skimming the truth.

      “Thank you. I appreciate everyone’s concern.” Her soft voice held a slight tremor, but after what she’d been through, that wasn’t surprising.

      Dane stepped forward and lightly touched her hand, giving her notice of his closer presence before introducing himself. “And I’m Agent Morgan, or Master D, Grace. It’s nice to meet you, although I wish it were under better circumstances.” His tone gentled from the one he used when addressing Marshall or Luke. As blunt and harsh as his partner could be when he felt the situation warranted it, victims and witnesses always responded in a positive manner toward Dane’s compassionate and understanding side. The protectiveness he often exuded matched what Luke felt when with Carlie and could come off just as strong.

      A small smile curved Grace’s lips with the tilt of her head toward Dane. “Thank you, both of you.”

      Luke and Dane nodded their appreciation to Marshall before leaving, not wanting to push their welcome, or the head Master’s patience.

      “That went better than I expected,” Dane commented as they walked toward the stairs.

      “Yeah, now let’s hope the rest of our stay here goes as smoothly.” But experience told Luke that wasn’t likely. Damn it.
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        * * *

      

      Carlie stepped off the Friday-morning bus at the gate and ran her sweat-dampened palms down her jean-covered thighs as she got her first glimpse of the Castle. Crossing the drawbridge, she paused to look over the side and admire the colorful koi swimming in the encircling moat before entering the massive courtyard through a wrought-iron portcullis. Brought over from Scotland stone by stone, the fifteenth century castle and its surrounding outbuildings were as close to history as she’d ever been. That alone would have been an awesome experience if only the nerves making her second-guess her decision weren’t getting in the way.

      “Come on, Carlie.” Jana took her arm and tugged her along. “No one here will bite you, unless, of course, you want them to.”

      The mischievous twinkle in Jana’s blue eyes eased Carlie’s tense shoulders a fraction. “Your descriptions of this place didn’t do it justice. It’s fricking awesome.”

      “Wait until you get the tour. You won’t be able to decide where you want your Dom to take you first. Personally, I’m fond of the Roman Baths. Lots of water-slick skin.”

      Carlie giggled, wishing she could be as open and sexually adventurous as her best friend. Her one big hope for the outcome of this weekend was that the Dom assigned to her would be effective in replacing her BDSM exploring fantasies with Luke with memories she could start over with when she moved.

      “Water play sounds like fun, but the pictures of the gardens caught my attention.” She loved being outside, especially during the warmer months. The thought of experiencing a warm breeze wafting over her bare breasts drew goosebumps that had nothing to do with getting out of the hot sun when they moved over to the admissions table set up under a shaded canopy.

      After turning in their required signed accountability waivers and recent medical records and receiving their individual packets that held a bracelet colored to match the program they chose to join, room numbers and partner assignments, they took a seat in front of a podium, waiting for the orientation to start.

      “What fake name did you give them?” Jana asked.

      Carlie replied in a quiet undertone, “Cinderella.” Like in the fairy tale, she would be dressed up and the center of one man’s attention until noon on Sunday. Then she’d revert to plain, mousy Carlie and return to her quiet, vanilla life.

      “Hoping to meet your Prince Charming, huh? I’ll be Cleo, but we can still call each other by our names in private, just don’t give them away to anyone else. There’s Mrs. Hardwick. She’s the head housekeeper.”

      Thirty minutes later, her head reeling with the rules and consequences if broken that Mrs. Hardwick lectured them on, Carlie followed Mr. Grimsley, the head butler, through the tour which ended at Wardrobe. She glanced at her red bracelet, the color for individual programs, reassuring herself for about the tenth time she was wearing the right color. Since the mammoth club hosted amenities for every kink, from pony play to ‘Littles’ to an authentic dungeon for those into harsher, serious S&M play, she wanted there to be no misunderstanding about her desires when she met her Dom at the meet and greet shortly. Being a virgin sub, she wanted to stick with what she fantasized about and had researched the most to start with.

      “No means yes and onion means no,” she mumbled under her breath while flipping through a rack of costumes in her size. She still had trouble with that rule.

      Jana chuckled next to her, clutching a harem costume in her hands. “You’ll get the hang of it, don’t worry. What’d you find?”

      “Nothing yet. These are supposed to be my size, but they look small…”

      “Don’t worry,” a young male attendant said, strolling over to them. “We can adjust anything to fit you.” He flipped through the array of outfits and pulled out a sheer, white peasant blouse and black, calf-length skirt. “Perfect. Let’s get you dressed in this. It’ll compliment your full figure and give your lucky Dom some lustful ideas. Ditch the clothes, everything except your panties.”

      Heat enveloped her face and she took a step back. Jana started to say something, but the attendant beat her to it with a frown. “Do you need to visit Master Marshall’s office already?”

      Carlie stiffened and went cold. Getting sent to the head Master’s office would result in a spanking by him, and there was no way she wanted to risk that humiliation.

      “Think of it as practice for later,” Jana suggested before she stripped and broke the ice for her.

      Taking a quick glance around the busy room, Carlie saw several other people changing where they stood, donning outfits with the help of an attendant. As she pulled her top over her head and shimmied out of her jeans under the watchful, now approving eye of the young man, she discovered being one of many helped ease the uncomfortable embarrassment, but not her discomfort with revealing her round figure.

      As she stood there in bra and panties, her plump body on display, the attendant added to her chagrin when he pointed to her white cotton, hipster panties. “You’re not wearing a bracelet for age-play fetish, so those have to go too. Let me see what I’ve got for you.”

      Jana chuckled behind her and he turned his frown on her. For a young guy that stern look packed a wallop and compelled them both to take an automatic step back.

      With a swiftness that took Carlie by surprise, he reached out and swatted Jana’s naked butt with a stern rebuke. “She’s a newbie, cut her some slack.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “How’d you know I’m a newbie?” Carlie asked, surprised.

      He rolled his eyes. “Please. I can spot ‘em every time. Be right back.”

      “Toby may be young, but he can discipline with the best of them,” Jana whispered.

      “Serves you right for laughing at me.”

      Toby returned carrying a package he ripped open. “Why are you still wearing those?”

      Carlie quickly stripped the panties and bra off, her buttocks clenching as she imagined the sting of his hand connecting with her flesh. He held out a pair of pale pink, satin bikini panties with a black bow in the back. Bending to step into them forced her to brace herself on his shoulders and she felt the surprising muscles he hid under his shirt. Thankfully, he pulled them up without lingering or staring then lifted the blouse over her head. She heard someone assisting Jana behind her, but didn’t turn around, too eager to get covered after that mortifying scene.

      Toby stepped back after he’d tucked the blouse into the full skirt then fisted his hands on his slim hips and looked her over from head to toe with a critical eye. He nodded in approval, which went a long way toward easing her anxiety, then pointed to her feet.

      “Definitely go barefoot with that outfit. Come back in the morning and I’ll have a few more outfits set aside for you. Enjoy your stay at the Castle.”

      Carlie breathed a sigh of relief when he walked away to assist someone else. Turning, she saw Jana fully dressed and naked under the sheer harem costume. “What now?”

      “Now, they’ll escort us to the ballroom for the meet and greet, and you, girlfriend, will be on your own with your Dom. Just let him know during your ‘get to know you talk’ what you will and won’t do, which is also on your app form and he’ll have a copy of it. Remember the safeword and you’ll be fine. More than fine, you’ll have a blast.”

      Carlie didn’t have to wonder for long how the Dom assigned to her would find her once she entered the massive, opulent ballroom teeming with people. Within a few minutes, a tall, lean man with light brown hair and warm blue eyes approached her with his hand out. He wore a white bracelet, labeling him a Dom, along with a red to match the program she was in.

      “You must be Cinderella. Your picture didn’t do you justice. You can call me Master Jones.” He gave her fingers a light squeeze, then took his time looking her over from head to toe.

      Her toes curled into the floor when his eyes lingered on her breasts through the sheer blouse, but considering what some guests were wearing, and not wearing, she figured she was one of the more moderately clothed people in the room. “It’s nice to meet you, Master Jones.”

      Grasping her elbow, he steered her toward one of the small sofas. “Let’s sit a moment and go over your preferences. I know this is your first visit and you’re interested in exploring bondage, maybe a little pain play.”

      Carlie didn’t mind the way he pulled her onto his lap, and she even experienced a small thrill when his semi-erection shifted under her butt. Here, with every body type on display, she didn’t feel like a dumpy, boring Plain Jane. But she also didn’t get that warm glow Luke’s nearness conjured up, and her girly parts weren’t pulsing with lust the way she responded whenever she heard his voice or felt his arms wrap her in a hug. Tears pricked the back of her eyes. Was she doomed to failure before the weekend even began?
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        * * *

      

      Luke took one more look at his assigned sub’s picture before entering the ballroom. He was late, as Marshall’s frown told him, but he’d taken a few minutes to watch a few scenes going on around the Castle, hoping to bolster his interest in meeting ‘Daisy’ and coming up with ways to fulfill her fantasies. According to her application, the tall redhead was an experienced sub who enjoyed sensation play, including pain. Right up his alley, but as he scanned the throng of people for her, he couldn’t prevent Carlie’s round face and short body from coming to mind.

      “Fuck it,” he muttered when he spotted Daisy’s bright head. Before he could reach her, however, shock brought him to an abrupt halt in his tracks. Anger came fast on the heels of surprise when he came within a few feet of a sofa and saw Carlie, his Carlie, wearing a peasant costume and perched on a man’s lap. What the hell is she doing at the Castle? Without thinking, he marched up to the couple and demanded in a low, furious voice, “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      Those gorgeous whiskey eyes widened in surprise behind zebra framed glasses. “Luke?” Her whispered reply held a note of betrayal, one that cut him to the quick and spurred his anger at finding her here. She was so green, she didn’t realize she’d just broken an important rule by uttering his real name.

      “You two know each other?” the Dom drawled, his face reflecting amusement at their expense.

      “I need a word with you,” Luke told the other man, reeling from her unexpected presence and its possible ramifications. What was she thinking? He pointed a finger at Carlie. “You stay put for a minute.” Stalking a few feet away with the other man, whom he’d never seen before, his mind warred with his body’s instant response at seeing her here. His unwanted, unwise attraction toward her that had popped up out of the blue during the week of Evan’s funeral hadn’t abated one iota since. It had been an ongoing, internal battle to keep her at arm’s length physically when he wanted nothing more than to strip her and pull her close before tying her down each time he saw her. How the hell could he keep from fulfilling that fantasy with her here, at the Castle, a place he’d fantasized about bringing her only in his dreams?

      Not only would her presence draw his attention away from his job and purpose for this visit, but Evan would roll over in his grave if he knew his beloved baby sister showed an interest in the proclivities indulged in at the Castle.

      “I’m Master Jones, and I don’t want to come between anyone. She’s a nice girl, and I’d like to top her, so what’s going on?” A hint of censure bled through Jones’ otherwise affable mien.

      Luke ran an irritated hand through his hair and growled his frustration. “She’s the kid sister of a good friend, someone I promised to look out for.”

      “She’s also a grown woman. You have to do better than that,” he insisted, but his face showed a hint of understanding.

      Shit. Now what? He couldn’t let Carlie go off with this guy. She was his responsibility, a job he took seriously. He pointed out Daisy and asked, “Can I talk you into swapping? We can okay it with Marshall and I haven’t connected with her yet, so she doesn’t need to know. Please,” he added even though it grated to do so.

      “Well, here comes the big boss now, so if he’s good with it, and Cinderella is too, then I’ll step aside.”
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      Clasping Carlie’s arm, Luke steered her out into the foyer and over to a corner, relieved Marshall had agreed to the switch in subs without fuss. “You need to go home,” he insisted without preamble, then winced when her widened eyes narrowed to angry slits behind her glasses. Seeing her here had thrown him for such a loop he couldn’t think straight. He knew a statement like that would yank on her obstinate nature and she’d dig her heels in.

      “What? Did you run off Master Jones just so you could tell me to go home?” Her incredulous tone emphasized his mishandling of this—and her. That damn stubborn streak of hers rivaled the most contrary jackass.

      He kept his voice low so he could use her given name. “Look, Carlie, this is no place for you, not to mention there are things at play I can’t discuss but don’t want you involved in. I promised…”

      “I swear, Luke, if you say you promised my brother you’d look after me one more time, I’ll kick you. I am not your little sister or your responsibility,” she snapped, jerking on her arm. He tightened his grip and she stomped her bare foot, emphasizing the pique of annoyance reflected in her voice. “I. Am. Not. Leaving.”

      It was his turn to narrow his eyes and let go with the irritation her surprise presence was responsible for. Dressed as she was in that sheer blouse, his first glimpse of her full breasts and pink nipples stirred not only his protective instincts, but his cock, the enticing view confirming what his imagination had been teasing him with. He not only needed to get her out of there for her sake, but for his as well. Suppressing his desire for her had been hard enough the past few years, seeing her in this sex-charged atmosphere only whetted his appetite for the forbidden fruit she represented.

      “When you took the tour of the Castle, didn’t you witness any scenes taking place, see what your Dom might want to put you through? Think you’d enjoy being tethered naked to a St. Andrew’s cross, tormented with a flogger or cane while others looked on? How about the Sybian? Did you happen to view a sub riding the vibrating dildo attached to that apparatus, maybe while her Master delivered stinging swats on her nipples?”

      Carlie’s face paled, then reddened as he spoke, but Luke couldn’t tell if he’d worried her or tweaked her interest even more. “I saw a few scenes, and I’m still here. I’ve researched this stuff, Luke, and I’ve wanted to check this place out for a long time. What’s the big deal? You’ve been a member for years, and I know Evan visited several times.”

      “That’s different,” he growled, his frustration with her stubbornness increasing. His mind urged him to act fast before his body overrode his good intentions. Maybe, instead of outlining what she would be subjected to, he should give her an example of what she was in for, what she’d be expected to submit to, if she stayed. Of course, there was the risk whatever he did would work against him, add to his craving to have her beneath him, to feel all that softness cradling his hard body as he pinned her down with the pummeling thrusts of his cock. But, what choice did he have? He had to get her to leave, to keep her safe from both Carmen and himself.

      “Not even if I do this?” With his eyes on hers, he reached up and lowered the right side of the elastic scooped peasant blouse to just underneath her plump breast. Cupping the soft, underside fullness, he let his gaze wander down while strumming his thumb over the turgid nipple. Watching as it puckered even tighter. His mouth went dry with the urge to nip at that tender tip, to work it with his teeth and lips until it went from pale pink to berry red.

      To Luke’s surprise, Carlie leaned into his hand, her voice breathless with her answer. “N- no, not even if you do that.” Her eyes shifted behind him and she blushed when she saw how many people were watching them, but that stubborn streak remained firmly in place.

      “Then how about if I do this?” Lowering the other side of her blouse, he bared both fleshy mounds, leaving the sleeves right above her elbows, trapping her arms at her sides. Filling his hands with her creamy softness, he kneaded the abundant flesh before grasping both nipples between his thumbs and forefingers and twisting. Her eyes widened, and she bit her lower lip, but didn’t back down. “Christ, but you’re stubborn.”

      Desperate now, he tugged on her hand, yanking her over to a short bench. Taking a seat, he startled her by drawing her over his lap. “What if I do this?” He pushed on her shoulders until her torso dangled down with precarious balance, her dark brown hair falling to obscure her face.

      Carlie shook her head, but otherwise remained quiet as he palmed her trembling thigh under the black skirt, the flesh just as soft there as her breast. This is a fucking mistake. That rebuke didn’t stop him from raising the skirt and laying his hand over one, panty-covered round cheek. Imagining what Carlie looked like—felt like—had been hard enough to fight against the past few years. Seeing her pretty nipples, the full roundness of her breasts now hanging down like ripe melons against his leg and feeling the plump mounds of her buttocks clenching under his hand could prove too much, even for someone who prided himself on his control.

      “Change your mind yet?” He prayed she had, but her whispered, “No,” which accompanied another vigorous shake of her head, squelched his hopes they could end this before it went any further. “Fine,” he bit out. “Remember your safeword.” Luke inhaled a fortifying breath and tugged her panties to mid-thigh then delivered a sharp smack on her left cheek, hard enough to jiggle the plump globe. He tried keeping his eyes off her glistening slit, his imagination from fantasizing about sinking his cock into her slick heat, but that proved more difficult to do than looking down at the dead body of his informant after Carmen had finished with her.

      Another swat on her right buttock drew a gasp and automatic shift of her hips.

      “Not so sure now, are you?” he growled, lifting his leg to pin her calves in place and bracing his free arm across her waist.

      A quick volley of smacks covering her ass forced small whimpers from her, but she never uttered a word. Her buttocks bounced and turned red under his hand, her pussy dampened to the point it oozed with abundant cream, unable to contain it. That alone was such a fucking awesome sight, he was hard-pressed to keep from flipping her over and demanding she ride him until they both screamed. Did the tight grip she maintained on his legs mean she fought against giving in or against the arousal her body couldn’t hide?

      This is meant as a deterrent, not foreplay, Luke reminded himself. Aiming lower, he slapped the under curve of each cheek, then on down to her thighs. Her skin grew as warm as his palm, her buttocks still tightening with each smack and teasing him with the treasure she attempted to hide between them. It would definitely be unwise to travel that route, but that didn’t stop him from giving in to temptation and cupping his hand between her legs.

      “Everyone is looking at my handiwork, some nodding in approval,” he boasted. “Your ass is bright red and I can feel you quivering. Had enough, little one?”
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        * * *

      

      The soft, caring caress in Luke’s voice drew a shudder down Carlie’s spine. If only he really did care as his tone implied. The shock of hearing his angry voice over the other people while she sat on Master Jones’ lap, of seeing him dressed in tight black pants and a billowing white pirate’s shirt open to reveal a sprinkling of black, curly chest hair and a peek of tight abs still hadn’t worn off. He’d moved so fast to take her over she hadn’t had time to adjust to the odd titillation of spotting a pair of cuffs attached to his waist at one hip and a short, wicked looking flogger on the opposite, as well as the betrayal of discovering he’d returned to town and come straight to the Castle without seeing her first.

      Her butt burned, throbbed from the abuse he’d heaped upon her, but that same pulsating heat had taken up residence in her sheath, and she couldn’t remember a time when she’d been so turned on, adding to her pained confusion. The sheer intimacy of his hand connecting with repeated precision on her naked, quivering flesh increased the mind-boggling pleasure stemming from the stinging discomfort slowly encompassing her buttocks.

      Between finally experiencing the joy of Luke’s hands on her, the odd thrill the exhibitionism curled through her body and the even stranger excitement she never imagined she would get from a painful, humiliating spanking, she swore she could climax from one touch to her clit. But he removed his hand, leg and arm and rolled her until she felt his hard thighs beneath her sore butt instead of under her stomach. She lifted her arm to push her glasses up but the tug of her sleeves reminded her about her blouse still tucked under her breasts.

      “Here, let me.” Luke nudged them up then delivered a light pinch to each nipple, hard enough to set the tips to throbbing like her buttocks before he pulled her top back up. “I do like the costumes in this place,” he sighed.

      “When… when did you get into town?” Was she a glutton for more punishment? Why had she asked that?

      He hesitated, then replied, “Yesterday morning. Look Carlie, you don’t understand…”

      She pushed off his lap so fast he didn’t have time to stop her. The tight clutch around her chest was something she should be used to by now and only reaffirmed her decision to move on after this weekend. Heat enveloped her face when she took in how many people had witnessed her first spanking, but she held firm. “If you didn’t want to see me, why did you drag me away from Master Jones?”

      Luke stood, towering over her, but she refused to retreat like she wanted to. The pain of his deception cooled the arousal he’d induced, but the longing for more from him than he wanted to give remained. “This is no place for you. You don’t know what you’ll be subjecting yourself to. Go home, Carlie. We’ll talk when I finish what I need to do here.”

      Shoring up her resolve, she took a step back. “Sorry, Luke, but I’m here for the weekend. But don’t worry, I’ll stay out of your way.” She pivoted to stalk off, but he grabbed her arm, his palm burning her skin and sending another delightful shiver through her, damn it.

      His eyes spat green fire at her and she’d never seen him so frustrated. Somehow that made her feel better. “I can’t keep an eye on you and do my job. Why do you have to be so fucking stubborn?”

      Carlie scoffed. “I may be naïve about all this,” she waved her arm around the huge foyer, “but not dumb enough to believe you’re here to do a job.”

      He shook his head, his frustration evident in his tight jaw and the growl in his tone. “If you stay, you’ll be with me. Period. What I just did is only a sampling of the paces I’d put you through. Think you can handle being strung up, flogged—” his fingers caressed the narrow strands of the flogger at his waist, “—your nipples clamped as I force you to hold back your climax?”

      Little did he know spending a few days with Luke’s undivided attention and hands all over her would fulfill months of fantasies, but Carlie needed to think this through before she gave him a definitive answer. She could live without talking to him on a regular basis, with seeing him only so often, but she couldn’t survive if he walked out of her life for good, and that could very well be the outcome if anything dire went wrong in the next few days, like her heart getting irreversibly crushed.

      “I… I need to think. We can meet back up in a little while.”

      He released her arm and stepped back, relief softening his tense jaw. “Meet me down here.” He glanced around at the shops, nodding toward the candy store, and she knew he recalled her sweet tooth. “In front of Maybe’s Candies in an hour.”

      She watched him stalk off, fighting back the urge to go after him. Instead, she headed for the stairs, wanting the quiet of her room to contemplate her decision.

      Before she reached the stairs, she glanced down the hall and saw Jana coming out of a theme room, her face flushed, a sated, pleased glaze in her eyes that Carlie envied. Her body still hummed with the need for release, the warm burn still throbbed across her backside and fed constant fuel to the fire that humiliating pain ignited. Her stay here could end up being a dream come true, or her worst nightmare.

      “I think I hate you at this moment,” she told her friend when Jana reached her.

      Jana cocked her head, eyeing her with close scrutiny. “Why? Aren’t you having fun?”

      Fun? Not hardly. She rushed to explain what had transpired between her and Luke. “I need to think about this, Jana. I have to be sure I can walk away at the end of the weekend and know he’ll still be a part of my life, no matter how much it’ll hurt to have had him then know he’ll return here to be with someone else.”

      “Only you can make that decision, but you know I’m here for you. Look, there’ll be a tour bus leaving soon. Why don’t you go back to town, go home for an hour, away from all this?” She swept her arm in an arc. “Then come back with a clearer mind. I remember only too well my first time over a Dom’s lap, and how overwhelming the shock of my response was.”

      “Yeah, I’m with you there. I’ll do that. Thanks, Jana.”
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        * * *

      

      Luke swore under his breath. Where the hell was she? He’d told her an hour, and that was almost two hours ago. He had better, more important things to do than chase her down, yet he couldn’t leave things the way they were. They had to iron this out now, so he could get his mind back on the reason for this visit in the first place. Taking the stairs to the second floor, he remembered her room number from her form and delivered a sharp rap on the door. Instead of Carlie opening the door, Jana, her best friend, emerged from the room one over.

      “She’s not there. I talked her into taking the tour bus into town.”

      “What the hell did you do that for?” he snapped, irritated at the delay.

      “Because you put her in a tough position.” Jana strolled by him, then tossed a warning over her shoulder, “Don’t hurt her, or you’ll answer to me.”

      While he admired and understood the bond of friendship, he didn’t appreciate a veiled threat from a sub. “Don’t threaten me, or you’ll answer to me,” he warned in a low tone. Her face paled and she nodded, walking away without another word. Now, if he could just get another girl to walk away, he could get back to the business at hand.

      Luke went to Marshall’s office and asked to borrow a car, ignoring his knowing smirk as he took the keys the Master of the Masters held out across the desk. “I won’t be gone long.”

      “See that you’re not.”

      The head Master had as much time and patience to deal with a stubborn sub this weekend as Luke did, and he vowed to get Carlie to listen to reason, one way or another. He found her at her house, kneeling in the front garden, that delectable ass perched high. She’d changed into shorts from the long skirt, but still wore the white blouse, only from the back strap he saw as he walked up to her, she’d donned a bra again. He remembered the perfect shape of her butt, the feel of her firm, but soft flesh warming under his hands, her soft cries and shift of her hips to embrace his next swat. Perfect responses he would’ve relished with any other woman.

      “If you were at the Castle and put your bra back on without permission, you would be punished.” Maybe he could scare her from returning, but when she swiveled on her knees and looked up at him with a calm expression, Luke figured just stating what might happen wouldn’t work.

      “I’m not at the Castle. What are you doing here?”

      “I told you to meet me in an hour. Taking off without my permission is also a punishable offense.” He walked over to the steps and sat down, glaring at her with his strictest Dom look. “I don’t like my instructions being ignored.”

      “I told you I needed to think, and I couldn’t do it there.” She swiped her dirty palms over her thighs, their slight tremor a sign she wasn’t as unaffected by him, or his threats, as she appeared.

      He waved a hand toward her garden. “Does this mean you’re not coming back?”

      Carlie hadn’t decided until she heard the thread of relief in his voice just now. He may not want her, but that other Master had, and maybe someone else would too. “No.” Standing, she fisted her hands on her hips and ignored the sudden pounding of her heart, the rapid increase of her pulse when he rose to tower over her. “I’m going back.”

      Without further thought, Luke made the tough decision to give her exactly what she kept pushing for. Maybe, if she spent an uncomfortable night sleeping with unaccustomed aches, she’d change her mind come morning. He could only hope. “Make no mistake, little one. If you return to the Castle, you’ll do so with me, you’ll be my sub for the weekend, and you’ll do as I say, what I say and when I say it, or face the consequences. That’s how this’ll work.”
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        * * *

      

      That soft, menacing tone sent a shiver of trepidation slithering through her, but underlying the unease, she couldn’t deny a longing and desire to be his, even if just for a few days. Then he’d gone and made it easy for her with those dictates. Being under his control meant she wouldn’t have to make any decisions, would have no choice but to go along with what he wanted or face consequences, which might include the weekend ending before Sunday. If she was going to do this, risk her heart and their relationship, she wanted to milk the next few days for everything she could get, both from him and the lifestyle she’d been fantasizing about for far too long. Her answer came in the form of one simple word.

      “Okay.”

      He didn’t give her time to change her mind, or to even second guess her decision. After he ordered her to put the skirt back on and remove her bra, they stopped by the bus depot to let the driver know she’d be returning to the Castle with him. Then he whisked her up to Wardrobe, picked out a red teddy that would push her breasts up and leave her nipples on display, and left her at her bedroom door with instructions to meet him down in the gardens in thirty minutes.

      Carlie watched Luke walk away again, clutching the red satin to her chest and holding the red heels in her other hand. The tight lingerie would cling to her curves and expose her round body to God knew how many guests when she traipsed downstairs. She suspected his motive in leaving her to make her way to the gardens alone, dressed in such a revealing outfit, was meant to put her off. While she cringed at the task, she refused to be deterred from the course she’d set. Not wanting to risk repercussions this early in the game, she slipped inside her room and hurried to don the new outfit, wincing when she saw herself in the mirror. She’d been right, the shiny material molded around her breasts, the lace trimmed under-wire that pushed them up a snug fit around her torso. Her nipples peeked over the cups, but the thin straps draped over her shoulders helped to hold everything up.

      Her mortification didn’t stop there. The satin emphasized the roundness of her waist and slid with a sensuous glide over her bare buttocks when she moved. The hem fell just below the tops of her thighs, skimming one scant inch below the minute thong. She stored a stash of sexy bikini panties in her dresser, scraps of material she wore on occasion to make her feel sexy, even though she knew she wasn’t. But she’d never worn a thong, not wanting the reminder of what a big butt she had when her clothes would brush against her naked globes, like now.

      After switching her glasses to a pair of fire engine red frames, she slipped her feet into the heels and read through the directions to the gardens, her body growing warm when she imagined parading around outside dressed as she was. She didn’t linger, worried she might get lost or, God forbid, change her mind. Ten minutes later, Carlie stepped outside, the heat staining her face and neck having nothing to do with the afternoon summer temperature and everything to do with the eyes that followed her across the marbled foyer and the smiles aimed her way during her trek through the Castle.

      Carlie paused a moment, admiring the lush green lawn and hedges, the flowery scent of blooming plants and erotic Greek statues dotting the landscape, noting there seemed to be as many people enjoying the outdoors as there were mingling inside. Ambling further into the gardens, she stopped to gape when she came upon a young man with his wrists bound to the breasts of one statue, his face resting against the hard concrete curve of the female’s neck, his legs anchored wide apart. The sub’s Master stood to his side and slashed a wicked looking crop across his quivering buttocks, leaving behind another rising welt to add to several already red, puffy stripes. She winced and took a step back only to come up against a hard, male body.

      “It looks like young Timmy has been acting up again,” Luke whispered in her ear, his arms coming around her. “Relax, little one,” he said when she stiffened with the next stroke and Timmy cried out in anguish. “It’s all consensual, and, for him, enjoyable. He gets himself in trouble on purpose, just for the reward of punishment. See for yourself.”

      Carlie braved a glance between the sub’s legs and saw Luke was right. Timmy’s rigid cock oozed pre-cum, jerking with the need to explode. Then Luke diverted her attention by rolling her nipples between his fingers, stopping when she gasped at the discomfort.

      “Come with me. I’m set up and ready for you behind that hedge.” He pointed to a neatly trimmed yew shrub.

      Praying he didn’t notice the nervous dampness coating her palm when he clasped her hand, Carlie followed him around the hedge. The shrubbery enclosing the small nook offered the illusion of privacy, but anyone who topped five-foot could easily see over the flat top. The first thing she noted was a black bag and small cooler on the grassy ground, sitting at the feet of another statue. This stone sculpture depicted a naked man in a seated position, the large cock and balls hanging down between his spread thighs. When she spied the restraints attached to the statue, her automatic response was to take a step back, but she checked herself before she gave Luke the satisfaction of balking already.

      “It doesn’t look it, but I’m told this piece is surprisingly comfortable to sit on. You can tell me your opinion after I remove this.” Luke stripped her of the teddy, thong and shoes before guiding her down in an awkward crouched position. “Hold on to my shoulders until I get these straps around you. You won’t fall, I promise.”

      Her heart turned over at the twinkle in his green eyes, the first sign of Luke, her friend and neighbor, she’d caught since seeing him at the Castle. Drawing wide black straps around her thighs, he secured them on top of the statue’s quads, leaving her legs spread just as wide and her entire crotch, front and back, suspended between the gap, her orifices now open and on display. Carlie’s breath caught when he raised her arms and shackled her wrists in cuffs, connecting them together before he looped her hands behind the curly head above her. She jerked, and a frisson of fear snaked through her at the helplessness of her position.

      “Luke, I… ow!” The hard slap he delivered on the inside of one thigh left behind a vivid red mark and soft throb that jumped right over to her gaping pussy. Her agitation over being bound disappeared as soon as she looked up into his rugged, dark face stamped with lust as he frowned at her. “What’d you do that for?”

      “For not addressing me with my proper title. It’s Master M. I’m sure that rule was brought up in orientation, as well as the consequences for revealing real names in public.”

      It had been, but she’d forgotten. This was Luke after all. “I forgot, sorry.”

      His lips twitched, likely because her response to that slap made it difficult to sound contrite. “You’re forgiven. Have you ever experimented with anal play, butt plugs?” he asked as he bent and rummaged through the black bag.

      She eyed him with a wary glance at the objects he pulled out. “No, am I about to?”

      “You catch on quick, little one.” After opening one package, he held up a purple plug, each of the three round bulbs slightly wider than the one above it. “This one isn’t too long or wide and has a little something extra to it.”

      Carlie didn’t have the nerve to ask what that might be. He bent his coal-black head and drew his hand beneath her, prodding her anus with the lubed end. “Deep breath, then blow out as I push in.”

      A small whimper exhaled with her breath when the toy breached her rectum and tiny pricks of painful discomfort followed its slow insertion. But the twinges subsided within seconds of it being fully embedded, replaced with tickles of pleasure along sensitive nerve endings she’d never experienced before when the bulb began to vibrate. “Oh!”

      “Like that, do you?” he murmured, the approval on his face warming her as much as the new toy.

      “It’s… different.”

      Luke pulled a few more items out of the bag and her throat went dry when he held up a black collar with a silver ring in the front, along with two nipple clamps attached to long chains. “Can’t let these babies go unattended, can we?” He strummed a finger over each nipple before drawing the right one into his mouth, elongating the bud with strong suctions that made her toes curl into the soft grass and her breath come in pants.

      Warm air wafted over the dampened tip with his release, drawing it into an even tighter nub that allowed the small loop to fit around it just right. With a pinch that forced a curse and made her eyes water, he tightened the clamp and moved over to her other nipple to prepare it for the same snap of pain.

      “I never knew you had such a devious streak, Master M,” she whispered before sucking in a deep breath.

      He looked up, nailing her with that enigmatic green gaze. “There are a lot of things you don’t know about me.”

      Yes, but as the clamp snapped around her nipple, drawing a spurt of cream from her gaping labia, Carlie was discovering a lot of things about herself, as well. Luke reached behind her nape and attached the collar then lifted the chains to hook them to the D ring, pulling her nipples up and exposing the full undersides of her breasts. Another foray into his bag produced a black silk blindfold and a narrow rod with a square, silicone flap on one end and a short clump of feathers at the other, one hinting at delivering stinging pain, the other, tantalizing pleasure.

      “Trust me, it’ll be easier if you can’t see what I’m doing,” he said before removing her glasses and wrapping the blindfold around her head, plunging her into darkness. “Now, you’re ready for me to begin.”
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      When had the pesky kid next door, Evan’s little sister, become every Dom’s fantasy, his fucking fantasy? This was not going as Luke had planned, but then, when had Carlie’s behavior ever been predictable? He’d expected her to bail after that walk through the Castle with her nipples leading the way. But even from where he’d stood several yards away, watching for her, there’d been no mistaking the telltale sign of those puckered buds. He needed to end this before he got in too deep, before he couldn’t do his job and betrayed his best friend’s trust. How many times had Evan turned all maudlin after a few beers and demanded Luke watch out for his sister, protect her if he couldn’t? He knew damned good and well this wasn’t what Evan had in mind.

      Now, looking at her bound, realizing she wouldn’t even let the discomfort of her clamped, lifted nipples force her to say the safeword, he knew he’d have to up the ante, and prayed he wasn’t making an irreversible mistake. With a flick of his wrist, he snapped the small spanker on the fleshy underside of her upraised breast, her sharp inhale lifting her chest up another fraction. Flipping the wand around with a practiced, deft twist of his fingers, he soothed and tantalized the red spot with a brush of the short feathers. A noticeable ripple went through her body when he followed with another swat on her other breast, the lily-white skin turning pink as he worked with slow, methodical precision to cover the fleshy mounds. Snap and brush, snap and brush, over and over until her breathing turned labored, and he waited to hear her cry ‘onion.’ Calling down security on his head would be one way to end his dilemma over what to do with the problem her presence at the Castle had caused him.

      Instead, she pushed her breasts forward, a silent plea for more that brought forth a low curse, the move dashing his hopes for a quick end to this torture. “You want more, little one? Hasn’t anyone told you to be careful what you wish for?” Sucking in a fortifying breath, praying he wasn’t making yet another irreversible mistake, he struck again, this time aiming for the already tortured tip of one clamped nipple. Carlie’s startled cry rent the air, drawing several heads their way with smiles. Luke took a moment to scan the gardens over the hedge for a sign of Carmen, irritated with trying to split his focus between his sub and his job of watching for the assassin.

      “M-Master M, please.”

      Her whispered, soft plea regained his attention, and he delivered a harder swat to her other nipple, the stroke of the feathers pulling a low moan from her throat that shot straight to his cock. As if he needed any more incentive to ache with a growing need he was hell bent on ignoring. He’d already crossed too many lines, made too many mistakes regarding Carlie to compound his errors by succumbing to the fantasy he’d been having for several years now of fucking her.

      Luke had no problem admitting he cared deeply for Carlie, and in the past few years, those feelings included a strong desire to take her to his bed. Evan’s face popped into his head, his best friend’s eyes filled with betrayal and accusation. Yeah, that and his dominant preferences had kept him at arm’s length all this time. Never, in his wildest imaginings, had he envisioned Carlie as submissive.

      “You continue to surprise me, little one.” He worked his way down her quivering abdomen with tempered strikes then smacked harder on the inside of her soft thigh. “So responsive to pain, who would’ve guessed?”

      “Not me,” she gasped when he struck her other thigh.

      He was glad he couldn’t see her eyes, Luke admitted as he inched higher up her leg with the next slaps. If they shone with lust the way her damp, gaping pussy and brown curls revealed her arousal, he doubted his ability to resist her. Reaching between her spread legs, he turned the butt plug up a notch, increasing the vibrations in her rectum before flipping his wrist and landing several blistering swats on her buttocks, withholding the pleasure of soothing the stings with the feathers this time.

      “Still want more?” he whispered in her ear before nipping the small lobe.

      She hesitated then nodded. “Yes,” she replied, her voice stronger than before.

      Luke stepped back and glared down at her even though she couldn’t see him. Why did she continue to be so stubborn? “Okay, but remember, you asked for it.” He swatted right between her legs, smacking the tender flesh of her swollen labia, then used his other hand to spread those slick folds even wider and delivered a lighter but still painful strike on her puffy, engorged clit.

      “Crap!” she exclaimed, her body tensing with the sting.

      He couldn’t help it, he chuckled and brushed the feathers over the abused bud while reaching up and whipping off the blindfold. She blinked in rapid succession, either to contain the unshed tears hovering or from the sudden brightness, but he could still detect the shocked arousal in those whiskey depths, just as he’d suspected.

      Dropping the spanker, he settled the glasses back on her face then slid his fingers down her neck to her nipples. “Another deep breath, little one,” he warned before removing the clamps at the same time, allowing her breasts to drop with an unceremonious plop. He’d experienced metal loops on his own nipples before and knew how much the instant rush of blood to the puffy tips inflamed them with stabbing needle-pinpricks of pain.

      “Ow, ow, ow!” she screeched. Her hands clenching into fists above her and the visible tightening of her muscles were signs of her distress.

      “Poor baby. Still want to continue?” he taunted.

      Her jaw tightened, and she bit out, “Yes.”

      Shaking his head, he opened the small cooler. “You’ve worked up a sweat in this heat. I believe a little cooling off is in order.”

      Those expressive eyes widened when Luke scooped up an ice cube and rubbed the frigid block over Carlie’s nipple. She bit her lower lip, he suspected in an effort to keep from cursing at him. Too bad. He would’ve liked to punish any insolence by withholding her climax, the one he could see she craved with a desperation born from the torment he’d heaped upon her. “What’s wrong? Doesn’t that feel good? You looked so hot.” In more ways than one, he mused, running the dripping cube all over her breasts then on down her waist to her thighs, tracing over the lingering redness left behind from the spanker.

      “It’s different, is all,” Carlie admitted, biting her lower lip when he neared her pussy.

      Luke reached under her and turned off the butt plug before pushing the cube between her folds. “There, that should help calm you down a bit.”

      “God! You’re… you’re…”

      “What? Diabolical? Mean? You can say the safeword any time.” He delivered that reminder with a smirk.

      “You’re kidding, right? I’ve never been…” She stopped short of admitting how excited she was, how much she needed to come. But he could see it in the cream seeping from her pussy along with the melting ice, in the glaze of her dilated eyes and the short pants lifting her breasts.

      He looked away from the beauty of her responses, from the need reflected on her face that pulled at him. His gaze locked on a man across the gardens, dressed like a Greek warrior, leaning with insolent negligence against a tree. Something about him seemed familiar. Not the hair, or even the thinner, lanky build. It was the way he held himself that tugged at his memory. He’d never seen him at the Castle before, but there were always new faces and with over a hundred guests visiting daily, more on weekends, there was no way to get to know everyone. The man turned his head toward Luke and their eyes locked, but he showed no sign of recognizing Luke either. Still, the urge to investigate tugged at him, to at least stroll that way and strike up a conversation to appease the unease slithering like an insidious snake crawling under his skin.

      Being a master of disguise, Carmen could be anyone, even a woman, and Luke never discounted his sixth sense that hinted something was off. Without concrete proof this man was Carmen, he couldn’t act, which added to his frustration over this whole clusterfuck of a weekend that started when he saw Carlie at the meet and greet. A soft mewl from her reminded him of his current obligation. Even if he would never break one of the cardinal rules of BDSM by leaving a bound sub unattended, one glance at the raw need reflected on her face and he knew he couldn’t leave her hanging.

      A quick look back showed the man slipping inside the Castle and he fought back another wave of impotency at losing the opportunity to check him out. It wasn’t Carlie’s fault that son-of-a-bitch assassin put everyone on edge with his talent for getting past tight security as well as disguising himself, or her fault he’d been too weak to leave her in her first Dom’s hands.

      “Come for me, Carlie,” he ordered in a low, guttural tone he knew revealed his own raging, frustrated need. “Now.” He plunged three fingers deep inside her slick heat and her warm, wet walls clamped around them followed by a gush of cream heralding her climax. She cried out when he grasped her clit and milked the small bud, then closed her eyes and rode his hand as she convulsed around his pummeling fingers. Her breasts shook with her exertions, her arms straining, her thighs tensing. She was so tight, the muscles of her pussy threatened to cut off his circulation and made him wonder how long it had been since she’d had sex.

      “Luke,” she moaned on a long sigh when he brought her back to earth with slower strokes. Her eyes flew open as she realized her error in not addressing him properly, but he was battling too many other frustrations at the moment to reprimand her.

      “Let’s get you off of there.” Luke fretted over moving too fast, going too far in his determination to get Carlie to leave, and he hadn’t wanted to traumatize her or make her hate him. He’d been walking a fine line between keeping his promise to Evan and driving a permanent wedge between them this afternoon. If she insisted on staying the whole weekend, he knew he would cave, betraying his friend. As he helped her stand, she fell against him with a sigh. With the press of that soft, round body against his hard frame, he wondered which betrayal would be worse, not giving in and fucking her or not keeping his promise.
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        * * *

      

      Carlie sighed when she came into contact with the solid, comforting wall of Luke’s tall, muscled body. With her mind whirling in a chaotic state of stupefied, muddled bliss and her body still humming with sensory overload, she needed his embrace more than ever. She didn’t know what surprised her most over the next few minutes; the careful way he helped her slip the teddy and thong back on, or when he swung her up in his arms, carried her over to a small bench and held her close on his lap as he took a seat. With her cheek pressed to his chest, she couldn’t tell whose heart beat faster, his or hers, and it gave her hope he wasn’t as unaffected by her as his face portrayed.

      She’d never attained such a heightened degree of pleasure before, pleasure so intense it still ran amok throughout her body, leaving her to shudder against him while he caressed her arm with up and down glides of his fingertips. Carlie’s fantasies of being spanked always hinted at finding pleasure in the humiliating sting, but she’d never imagined she would get off on harsher pain. As he’d worked her body with relentless torment, bringing alive each raw nerve with acute sensation, the greedy hunger of her need had shocked her. Was it due to the bombardment of new sensations or because the one driving her to madness happened to be Luke? Her nipples still tingled with tiny pinpricks, her breasts felt heavy and hot and her rectum throbbed with lingering pulses, but deep inside her core, she ached. How could she still feel empty, incomplete, after the orgasm he’d gifted her with? The rigid outline of his erection pressed against her buttocks, reminding her how one-sided the whole scene had been.

      Lifting her face from his wide chest, Carlie peered up to see Luke’s ink-black hair curling around his nape, a lock falling over his forehead she itched to brush back. But the neutral look on his face stayed her hand, didn’t invite any personal touches, and sent a stab of pain through her tender heart.

      “Are you okay?”

      That gruff voice held a hint of concern that warmed her. At least he cared enough to ask. Shifting on his lap, she attempted to offer him the same pleasure he’d given her. “I could…” Carlie cupped her palm over his cock.

      His face tightened, and he interrupted her with a curt, “No,” then removed her hand. He hesitated before adding, “But, thank you. You need to rest, take a warm bath. That’ll help soothe any aches and pains you might feel later. If you’re okay, I’ll escort you to your room.” He nudged her up, and she rose with a sigh of regret.

      Walking back through the busy foyer toward the stairs dressed the same as when she’d come down alone, proved to be much easier with Luke at her side, his large hand clasping her elbow. From the nods and few words he spoke to others on the way, he knew many of the guests and members, and the women’s appreciative glances and knowing eyes reminded her of his experience, and how much she lacked in that department. She tried to stifle the quick stab of jealousy and her ever present self-consciousness about her round figure, but old habits were hard to break. It helped to see body types of all sizes and shapes were looked upon with interest in this medieval fantasyland.

      Luke crowded her against the door when they reached her room and braced his arms behind her, caging her in. Her pulse went haywire when he gazed down at her with an enigmatic expression, part brooding, part lust-filled. To her disappointment, the sulky part won out when he asked, “Are you ready to go home now?”

      Nudging up her glasses, Carlie gritted her teeth in annoyance. “No. Are you ready to let me be paired with someone else?”

      “No,” he answered without pause, his voice a low snarl that sent a delightful flutter of butterflies flitting about in her stomach. “In that case, I’ll swing back by here in an hour and take you down to dinner. In the meantime, I will make an appointment for you at the Salon for first thing in the morning. If you’re going to insist in this pursuit, you’ll do so with me, and I prefer my subs bare.”

      Luke reached inside her thong and tugged on her pubic hair, ensuring she knew exactly what he meant. The thought of losing that last barrier to exposing herself completely worried her. She’d seen a few women who were shaved or waxed, and there would be no hiding her reaction to him once those curls were removed. Like everything else so far, that proved to be both disconcerting and exciting.

      “I’ll see you in an hour then.” She turned and slipped inside her room before she could do something foolish, like lean up and kiss him.

      Heck, she mused padding into the bathroom and turning on the water in the tub as hot as she could stand it, maybe she should’ve surprised him by giving him a lip lock that would catch him off guard. Kissing was as personal and intimate as intercourse, and something she wanted from him just as much. Given his continued annoyance with her persistence in staying and his reluctance to breach either of those intimacies, she wouldn’t hold out hope of getting any more involved with him as her Dom than she’d been in getting him to see her as more than a friend and Evan’s little sister. But she would have some awesome memories to keep her warm after she moved away.

      Carlie had already noticed the bondage rings attached to the bed, but as she struggled back out of the teddy, the restraints in both the bathtub and shower caught her attention and stirred up her imagination. “Goodness, they take their kinks seriously,” she muttered, picturing herself bound with Master M standing over her like he had in the gardens. It hadn’t taken her long to set aside her embarrassment over the possibility of someone glimpsing her round body behind that low hedge, not when he’d been gazing upon her nakedness for the first time with a look of blatant interest. If only he weren’t so hell bent on keeping her at arm’s length, insisting on regarding her as Evan’s little sister even while demanding she remain his submissive if she planned on staying.

      Sinking into the steaming water with a blissful sigh, she leaned her head back and closed her eyes. Aches and pains were starting to make themselves known, but even the soreness in places she’d never imagined feeling that tender couldn’t detract from her overall pleasant euphoria. Despite Luke’s continued, recalcitrant attitude, she wouldn’t trade that scene for anything. Being under his control, feeling his fingers inside her, driving her to such an awesome climax, had been everything she’d dreamed it could be and worth the risk of additional heartache.

      Knowing him the way she did, she’d suspected he’d intended the walk from her room to the gardens to chase her away, just as she’d known he would have a backup plan if that failed. But never, not even in her most erotic fantasies centered on Luke, had she imagined she would, or even could respond to such an intense scene. He’d not only tossed her right into an acute bondage scene, but pulled out all the stops intending, she was sure, to drive her away.

      Carlie wasn’t only a novice to his world of kink, but—other than a vibrator—her experience with sex toys was rather pitiful for a twenty-eight-year-old woman. She enjoyed touching her nipples, even giving them a slight pinch, but she’d never dreamed the spurt of pleasure from that minor discomfort would blossom into overwhelming ecstasy with the tight application of clamps. Of course, the anal play, another first for her, egged on her responses, another eye-opening revelation she still struggled to work her mind around. She loved the flash of surprise on Luke’s face, and the hum of smug satisfaction it gave her when she turned the tables on him with her responses and refusal to back down.

      Conscious of the time, she rose with reluctance and dried off quickly. Before he returned, she wanted to slip down to Wardrobe to see if they had the costume she had in mind for the evening. The day had been a roller coaster ride of emotional and physical upheaval, and as much as he had annoyed and pleasured her, she longed for the evening to be just Luke and Carlie, for a few hours respite from Master M and his submissive.
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        * * *

      

      What the hell had he been thinking? Luke asked himself that question for the third time as he left the Salon and walked back to Carlie’s room. The afternoon had been hard enough on his libido, how would he keep her at arm’s length when he saw those bare, soft folds, puffy and glistening with the proof of her arousal? It had been an ongoing, difficult effort to resist her before he set eyes on her here at the Castle. His first glimpse of those full breasts conjured up all the fantasies he’d been struggling to ignore, and when he’d fulfilled one and hauled her over his lap for a bare-bottomed spanking, his resolve to keep her at arm’s length crumbled.

      Then the scene in the gardens backfired on him when, instead of balking and agreeing to leave when he introduced her to anal stimulation then treated her nipples to harsher means, she embraced the bondage and sharper pain with a stunning response. His fingers still tingled from the tight clamp of her slick vaginal muscles, her climax a pleasure to watch and feel. Thank God he would have to let her rest tonight, give her body time to recuperate from her first BDSM scene. He may want her gone from here, but he wasn’t about to risk harming her by subjecting her to more than she could cope with. That would be a worse infraction on the promise he’d made Evan.

      He'd spent part of the last hour socializing around the Castle, both to take his mind off the way Carlie looked—and responded—bound to the statue in the garden, and to get his head back in the game of the main reason for this visit to the BDSM resort. Even though he’d strolled through most of the theme rooms and made one more trip through the gardens, he hadn’t spotted the same man who had drawn his curiosity earlier. Nor did anyone else catch his eye with a resemblance to Carmen. He snuck a short note between the spread knees of the garden statue he and Dane had agreed to use as their communication spot, asking his partner to meet him at the bar tomorrow afternoon. It wouldn’t hurt to let Dane know about his sixth sense concerning the man he saw and pass on a description.

      Luke shoved aside his annoyance with losing a chance to investigate a possible ‘Carmen’ sighting, ignored the way his heart picked up speed when he rapped on Carlie’s door and heard her soft footsteps, and vowed to keep things light tonight while he plotted his course of action for tomorrow. She opened the door dressed in a blue and gold satin Cinderella costume, her hair piled on her head to hang in ringlets, flat gold slippers adorning her feet. Smiling, he braced an arm on the door jamb above him and tilted his head.

      “Do you think the more reserved attire will protect your modesty tonight?” he teased.

      “It’s worth a shot,” she quipped right before her stomach let loose with a loud rumble.

      Shaking his head in amusement, he snatched her hand and tugged her into the hall. “Come on, little one. Let’s feed you before you collapse.”

      “In case you haven’t noticed, Luke, I have enough extra that a missed meal won’t hurt me.”

      With a burst of irritation, he pinned her against the wall and glared down at her. Her eyes behind the silly, endearing glasses framed with shiny gold stars against a dark blue background, widened in surprise. “I’m tired of hearing you put yourself down. Don’t. Do. It. Again. And,” he added as he backed away and took her hand again, “watch those lapses in addressing me by my given name, even when we’re alone like this.” He indicated the empty hall. “If you slip in public, punishment may not be meted out by my hand.” When she blanched at that threat, he knew she got his point.

      “I’m sorry. I know the rules advise against using real names, but this is all so… overwhelming and new, I can’t remember all the small details. Besides,” she shrugged as they went down the stairs, “your name slips out naturally, whereas a stranger’s name I don’t know, wouldn’t.”

      “Just remember my warning.” Changing the subject, he said, “I’m glad you’re hungry. It’s the only way to do justice to the buffet spread. Tonight’s specialty dishes are seafood, and yes, there will be plenty of shrimp.” Carlie loved shrimp, ordering it whenever he treated her to a dinner out.

      “Well, why are we walking so slow?” The cheeky grin she flipped him caused his chest to constrict, and he shoved that reaction aside as well.

      He watched the delight over the array of selections on the buffet cross her face and then scowled when she only scooped a small serving of shrimp salad and an even smaller portion of shrimp scampi onto her plate. Her fists tightened around the tray as they passed several other entrees he knew she would enjoy and his irritation with her rose once again. “Unless you want me to bend you over and bare your ass right here in this line, I suggest you do better than that.” He nodded toward the sparse servings on her plate. “I know you have to be as hungry as I am.”

      A frown appeared between her brows, but when he cocked a brow at her in silence, she smoothed it out and nodded. “Okay, I’ll admit I’m starving, but if I gain ten pounds this weekend, it just might be you who gets punished.”

      The massively built man in front of her chuckled and turned dark eyes filled with mirth on them. “You have a feisty one on your hands, Master M. Why don’t the two of you join us?”

      “Stubborn is what she is.” Luke introduced her to the man who ensured everyone adhered to Castle protocol to the letter, at all times. “Cinderella, meet the Chief of Castle Security, Master Jackson.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, sir.” Carlie’s gaze shifted to the petite woman next to Jackson and, much to her credit, she didn’t blink when she noticed the burn scars on the sub’s left arm and neck.

      Master Jackson introduced her to the attractive blonde. “This is my wife, Sara. I suggest you add a few things to your plate before joining us. Master M isn’t known for making idle threats.”

      The couple moved ahead, and Luke was both pleased and a touch disappointed when she added several more entrees to her plate. He wouldn’t have minded following up on his threat. “Sara was burned in a fire-cupping accident several years ago. Jackson nurtured her through the painful healing process.”

      Compassion shone in those expressive, whiskey eyes, but all Carlie asked was, “What is fire-cupping?”

      “Another spin on the ancient Chinese form of alternative medicine in which a cup or bowl is used to create suction on the skin in a localized area, drawing the blood forward, increasing the sensation. Fire can be used to draw the air out, but only if you know what you’re doing. Her Dom didn’t, and she paid a hefty price.”

      A visible, delicate shudder shook her. “I’ll pass.”

      “That’s not my thing, either, but it’s a sought-after technique by a lot of subs.” He looked down at her full plate with approval. “Good girl.”
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      Damn it, why did she have to react with a warm rush every time Luke praised her with those two simple words? Carlie was beginning to think this whole weekend might turn out to be one of her dumbest decisions. It was only Friday evening, and her heart already wanted more than was wise from her reluctant Dom. Looking down at her piled-on plate as she followed him to the table his friends sat at, she mentally shook her head at her stupidity. She may as well indulge in all her hungers for another day and a half since she suspected she would have plenty of time after she returned to reality to work off the repercussions.

      Carlie enjoyed visiting with Sara as much as she did the food. She smiled when Master Jackson pulled a picture of an adorable little girl from his wallet and showed off their daughter. “She’s darling,” she told the proud mother with a smile.

      “Thank you. We think so. It’s also fun watching how my big, bad Dom reacts when I ask him how he’ll feel when his baby girl is on the receiving end of some Master’s punishing control.” They both giggled at Master Jackson’s scowl, and Sara added with an impish grin, “See what I mean?”

      “I’d worry about the consequences of teasing him too much, if I were you.” Before she realized it, her plate was empty, and Luke grasped her hand, ushering her up. “Nice to meet you both,” she stated with a finger-wave to her new friend as he steered her back into the foyer. “Where are we going now?”

      “We both could benefit from a walk.”

      Since she couldn’t deny that, she didn’t argue when he headed down the East Wing and they took their time viewing the scenes taking place in the themed rooms. He laughed when she steered them away from a whip scene where the masochist sub’s face revealed her deep pleasure in each stroke. Carlie wouldn’t put it past him to be taking mental notes of the scenes she showed an interest in, such as the role-play between a couple dressed as Bonnie and Clyde. Only, when Bonnie had apparently gone on a robbery spree without her partner and Carlie heard Clyde announce fifty swats from whoever wanted to help deliver them as her punishment, Carlie doubted she would go along as easily as the pale-faced Bonnie. It took no time for the angry Clyde to strap down his teary-eyed partner-in-crime on a spanking bench and a line of men to form behind her, waiting to help deliver her punishment.

      “I don’t know, Cinderella,” Luke teased when she dragged him out of the room. “I think you’re protesting too much. I remember your response to your first spanking.”

      By only you. Carlie didn’t know if she’d respond with as much enthusiasm with another man, or several, but right now, this weekend, she didn’t think so. It had always been Luke, and she couldn’t see that changing any time soon. “I’d rather not find out. Where to now?”

      “We have time to tour the Art Gallery before I walk you back to your room. Tomorrow morning, I have some things I need to see to, but I made a 9:00 a.m. appointment for you at the Salon, and maybe afterwards you can go for a late breakfast with Jana. I should be free between 11:00 and 11:30.”

      “Okay.” She shied away from thinking about that appointment and didn’t question him on what he needed to do. Some things she might be better off not knowing or thinking about too hard. He mentioned being on a case, but doubted it involved anyone here. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t leave the Castle grounds to work, she told herself, just so she’d feel better.

      After the gallery, Luke guided her into Maybe’s Candies, and her mouth watered the instant the sweet aroma of the gourmet treats in the display case assailed her senses. “Oh, I couldn’t possibly eat another thing,” she bemoaned, but that didn’t prevent her from sailing over to the display counter and ogling the array of decadent goodies.

      Coming up behind her, Luke rested his hands on her shoulders and his warm breath brushed over her cheek when he spoke. “Sure you can. Pick something, I’ll put it on my tab.”

      “Well, if you insist,” she murmured, more distracted by the slow kneading of her shoulders than the drool-worthy sugar fest before her. “Are those s’mores bars?” she asked the strawberry blonde behind the counter.

      Her green eyes lit up with pleasure as she opened the case to slide the tray out. “Yes, and a guest favorite.”

      “I’ll take one.”

      “Don’t you want to look around first?” Luke asked.

      She shook her head. “No, I won’t be able to decide if I do.”

      He purchased two then said, “Thank you, Maybe. Tell Master Parker hello. I haven’t seen him this trip.”

      “Will do, Master M. Enjoy your treats, and the weekend.”

      They headed toward the stairs as Carlie grumbled around a bite of chewy marshmallow and chocolate, “Do you know everyone?”

      “No, but I do know the founding Masters and most of the others who have been here a while. Don’t forget your appointment,” he reminded her when they reached her room. “I’ll be by before noon with your outfit for our own role-play scene tomorrow.” He yanked on one ringlet. “Goodnight, Cinderella.”

      Carlie slipped into her room wondering which decadent treat would end up giving her the most grief: the s’mores bar or Master M.
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        * * *

      

      Carlie opened the door to see Master M dressed as a sheriff from the Old West, complete with a gun holster wrapped around his lean hips, a gold star pinned to the leather vest he wore without a shirt underneath, and a black Stetson tipped low over his forehead. The black braided flogger swinging against his leg added to his sexy as hell appearance, as if she didn’t have enough of a distraction to contend with concerning the myriad of new sensations revealed with the loss of her pubic hair. She couldn’t miss the twinkle in his vivid green eyes when he held up a woman’s dress from the same time period, complete with bloomers and an apron.

      Stepping back, she held the door open. “When you said we were going to role play this afternoon, you weren’t kidding. I have to tell you, Master M, I’m not a very good actress.” It was difficult not to drool over the view of his wide, thick chest, black, curly hair tapering down in a thin line to tease her imagination where it disappeared inside his pants and those muscled, bronzed arms she ached to feel wrapped around her again.

      “Relax, we’re not aiming for an Oscar, just some fun.” He set the outfit on the bed then didn’t give her time to balk or question him before stripping her of the pretty, medieval period dress she’d worn all morning and tugging the plain, cotton paisley print over her head. He followed by holding out the white bloomers for her to step in. Balancing with her hands on his wide shoulders, she tried to ignore the brush of his knuckles over her bare, sensitive flesh, but the electric jolt his touch whipped through her shook her voice when she said, “The other dress is prettier.”

      “You don’t need pretty clothes to make yourself attractive, Carlie.” Luke adjusted the knee-length undergarment at her waist, rose and nudged his hat back to gaze down at her. Her stomach fluttered at his intent gaze, a response she’d been experiencing for some time now but never seemed to get used to. “In case you haven’t noticed, you’ve gotten plenty of admiring looks and drawn several Doms’ attention.”

      She fantasized his frown stemmed from jealousy, but the rational part of her brain knew that couldn’t be the case. “I know, and for someone like me, that’s a heady experience.”

      His frown turned to a scowl. “Knock it off before you force me to take you in hand sooner than I planned.”

      A thrill shot through Carlie, sent her blood pumping in a hot torrent through her veins to pool between her legs. He’d been considerate last night, letting her rest and adjust to everything he’d subjected her to that day, but she was more than ready for his attention today, even if the idea of role playing turned her palms clammy with nervousness. Taking the ankle-high, pointed boots from his outstretched hand, she sat on the end of the bed and slipped them on.

      “Are you going to give me a script to follow?” she asked when he took her hand and led her out of the room.

      “No script. You’ve just been caught stealing a loaf of bread from the mercantile, and while the proprietor is coming to get me, your local sheriff, you’ll have ten minutes to hide.”

      A blast of warm air greeted them as Luke escorted her out the front doors and down the steps into the courtyard. Surrounded by a high stone wall to further ensure privacy, the cobbled courtyard teemed with activity, just like every other space in the Castle. Pointing toward the east end, Luke nodded toward the stables.

      “You can hide in there, or anywhere else out here, including the gardens.” Lifting the authentic pocket watch hooked to his waist, he checked the time then lowered his hat with a wicked grin. “Ten minutes, little one, starting now.” Without waiting for her to reply, he trotted back up the stairs and went inside, leaving her to ponder her options.

      With a burst of light-hearted adrenaline, Carlie sprinted toward the stables, glad to see the structure was as large as she recalled from the tour yesterday when she stepped inside. The sweet scent of hay mingled with the earthier aroma of manure, tickling her nose as she cast a look around for a good hiding spot. Master M would check here first, she was almost positive of that, so she needed to get creative. She also needed to be quick, before the stable master or any other Dom spotted her and ratted her out. Spying a narrow, steep ladder leading up to the hayloft, she inched her way along the stalls toward it. She wasn’t surprised to see ponies of the two-legged variety along with the four-legged. From the thorough tour they’d taken of the entire estate before going to Wardrobe, she already knew any and every kink could be indulged in on Castle grounds.

      Shimmying up the ladder, Carlie wondered if Luke remembered how easily she used to climb trees. If so, she’d be in trouble right away. Low male voices echoed up to the loft and urged her to dive behind a bale of hay. Her breathing grew labored when they neared the ladder, but neither voice belonged to her Master, so she relaxed her tense shoulders. Her Master. She liked the sound of that, perhaps too much, but that was something she could worry about later. Moving with as much stealth and quietness as possible in a crouched position wearing a long dress, she inched toward the far corner where the bales were stacked higher.

      The stable doors creaked open, followed by the deep, baritone of Luke’s voice that never failed to draw a shiver of awareness down her spine and warm her where she’d always remained tepid with other men. “I’m chasing a thief from the mercantile, gentlemen. Have either of you seen a short brunette wearing a weird pair of glasses?”

      Weird? Her glasses weren’t weird. Carlie ran her finger over the bright flower in the corner of the right lens. The stifling heat drew beads of perspiration down her back and left her hair to curl and cling in damp tendrils against her neck, but she held her breath, straining to hear the other men’s answers.

      “I haven’t seen anyone, but I did hear movement up in the loft,” one of the men commented with a definite smirk in his tone.

      “The wench risked her fool neck climbing up there, if she did,” the other man said.

      “Oh, I think this wench wouldn’t find that ladder a challenge,” Master M drawled, and she knew he did remember her tree-climbing youth.

      Carlie heard footsteps nearing the loft and a giddy well of excitement bubbled up inside her, tickling her abdomen. Wench, huh? She’d show them wench. Getting into the spirit of the game, having more fun than she’d imagined she would, she checked out every corner, almost jumping for joy when she spotted another ladder in the back corner, just feet from where she hid. Peeking over the edge, she saw a back door a foot from the ladder and made a snap decision on where she would head next. Getting wrapped up in her character, and his, proved easier than she’d thought. Her heart pounded with anticipation as she slithered down the back ladder the same time she heard Luke’s boots climbing the one at the front of the loft.

      “Where are you, wench? I know you’re up here. Come out now and accept your punishment for your thievery.”

      She jumped the last three rungs and landed in a squat as his amused voice resonated in the loft above. Fingers crossed the back door wasn’t kept locked, thus ruining her perfect escape. Carlie pushed hard until it gave with a creak and she almost fell to the ground with its sudden give.

      “There she is, Sheriff! Escaping out the back!” The glee behind the other Dom’s voice didn’t bode well for her and spurred her on.

      “I’ll get her, lads. She won’t evade the strong arm of the law for long.”

      A laugh of pure enjoyment burst from her throat as Carlie took off running toward a smaller building a few yards away. Master M certainly took his role seriously, except she detected the thread of humor in his voice that gave away how much he liked the chase. She’d been privy to this playful side of him before, years ago when he would tease her in a friendly, brotherly manner, and found this adult, light-hearted mood even more appealing.

      Reaching the small building, she decided it was too obvious and veered toward the woods right behind it. Let him search in there, she thought with smug satisfaction. Finding a deep ditch behind one of the largest trees, she scooted down and plastered herself against the ground, holding her breath when she heard those distinctive boot steps clomping all around the shed. What is he doing? Why isn’t he going inside?

      “There you are.” Luke’s pompous voice came from right above her.

      Carlie squealed, looking up as he reached down and hauled her to her feet, his green eyes alight with pleasure and smug satisfaction when he drew her up next to him. Too late, she realized one of the stable masters must have also been wearing boots, distracting her from Master M’s sneaky appearance.

      “It’s time to face the consequences for your crime, wench. You’ll soon learn I don’t tolerate thieves in my town.”

      Getting into the act, she stomped her foot and tried jerking out of his hold. “I was hungry. Don’t you have any compassion for those less fortunate than you?”

      The corners of his mouth tilted, the small smile warming all her girly parts even as a frisson of alarm took hold when he hauled her out of the woods and two men stood waiting with cocky grins. She recognized Master Brody as the Stable Master, but not the other man.

      “Of course I do, but that doesn’t negate your crime,” Luke returned.

      “All I did was take a loaf of bread!” she exclaimed with nervous trepidation that wasn’t all feigned.

      “A loaf of bread or ten dollars, it’s still stealing,” he replied with implacable insistence.

      Ten dollars? Oh, yeah, back in the 1800’s, that was considered a lot of money. Master M shifted her to his side, the gleam in his eyes turning her throat dry. “Um, Sheriff, what…” She flicked a quick, worried glance toward the other two men who now stood with their arms crossed over their chests.

      “Masters Brody and Davis will bear witness to the first part of your punishment.”

      Without giving Carlie a chance to digest that statement, Master M bent her forward, the thick muscles of his arm bunching as he held her snug against his side. She screeched in indignation when he flipped up her long dress and yanked down her bloomers, her face heating when she realized her bare butt now faced toward the other men. This was much more humiliating than the spanking he’d subjected her to in the corner of the large foyer yesterday. “Let me go! This isn’t right! This is un—ow!” Very little of her outrage stemmed from her character in this charade. Mortification spread through her body with as much heat as his hand connecting with her wiggling backside.

      “Unfair?” Three rapid smacks landed before he asked, “Was it fair of you to steal from another man, taking his hard-earned profit he needed to feed his kids?” Swat! Swat! Swat!

      “Okay, no, it wasn’t, and I’m sorry,” she beseeched. Apparently, her traitorous body didn’t care how humiliating this scene was; the pain from his spanking still bolstered the same effect on her libido. Her sheath warmed along with her buttocks, swelling and going damp as he belabored her cheeks over and over with blistering, hard smacks that covered her entire butt before he delivered the last few on her thighs.

      “I think she’s been properly chastised,” one of the other Doms drawled with a hint of humor.

      Luke caressed her sore buttocks, his palm running over the flesh he’d just abused with soothing strokes that calmed Carlie’s rioting senses. God, she loved the feel of his hands on her, regardless of her ignoble position or the throbbing discomfort he’d heaped upon her butt. “For now,” he stated with a tight squeeze of one globe that elicited a low moan. “Thanks for your help, gentlemen.”

      She should’ve known he wasn’t done with her. With a quick lift and toss, he flipped her over his shoulder, her reddened butt left bare as he clamped one arm around her flailing legs. He caressed her cheeks again then slid his hand down and traced over her damp seam with one finger. “Uh, Master M? Where are we going?” Hope laced her trembling voice when he strolled away from the stable area. Maybe he was taking her inside, and to a room where he could continue tormenting her in the delectable way she already craved more than was wise.

      “Just taking a walk while I decide what the rest of your penalty will be for your crime.”

      He turned his head and nipped the side of her cheek and she yelped. Then, to her utter consternation, he left his finger where it was while he ambled around the bustling courtyard, stopping to talk with people he knew and not only treating them to an up-close view of her reddened backside, but the continued teasing probes into her sheath. Between the mortification and her escalating arousal, she didn’t know which bothered her the most, or accounted for the slow build-up of heat pumping through her veins. How could he converse in such a casual manner while circling her clit, dipping inside her pussy? Couldn’t he feel how wet she was, how she contracted around him each time he entered her?

      Carlie didn’t even try to listen to his conversations. The ground below her dangling face shifted and her need soared as he strolled away from that person and her pelvis shifted under his hard shoulder, putting even more pressure against her core. “Sir, Master M, please,” she pleaded, unable to hold back any longer. She would never understand how he could reduce her to a simpering mass of mindless, female neediness with just a few light touches. Maybe it stemmed from wanting him for so long, of dreaming of submitting to his control and demands night after night. That might explain her quick, off the charts responses.

      “Not yet, young lady. I have to make sure you learn your lesson and aren’t tempted to break the law again.” He pinched one buttock when she swore in frustration. “That’s no way for a woman to talk,” he reprimanded before pausing to greet yet another person she refused to sneak a peek at. “Master Jones, it’s good to see you again.”

      Carlie recognized that name and sucked in a deep breath, picturing the blue-eyed Dom she’d first been paired with, someone she’d thought was nice. His next words disabused her of that notion.

      “Your sub looks like she’s hot and bothered from her punishment. This afternoon heat doesn’t help.”

      A pregnant moment of silence ensued, leaving her to imagine the two sharing a silent communication that sent her nerves skittering under her skin with Master M’s answer. “You’re right, I do believe a cooling off is just what she needs.”

      “What? Don’t you—” Her startled cry pierced the air, drawing even more attention when he bent and dumped her without warning into a horse trough. Cold water sloshed around her flailing body up to her neck, drenching the long, cumbersome dress tangling around her legs due to her indignant thrashing around. “You, you… I can’t believe you did this!” she sputtered, glaring up at him with a shiver.

      Hands fisted on his hips, Master M looked down at her with a smirk. “Believe it, little one.” Turning to Master Jones, he said, “Thanks for the suggestion. It was a good one.”

      “My pleasure. Enjoy the afternoon.”

      Carlie’s narrow-eyed gaze went from Master Jones’s retreating swagger to Master M’s outstretched hand. “Come with me and I’ll warm you up.”

      Cold shock gave way to a flutter of excitement. She clasped his hand and there went that somersault in her abdomen again, that slow roll whenever he looked at her like that, as if she was already naked and his for the taking. If only he would.

      “You can’t traipse water all over the Castle’s marbled floors,” he told her with a reprimanding tsk and quirk of his lips then spun her around and proceeded to undo the row of buttons. “We’ll have to stay outside a little longer while you dry off.”

      Carlie avoided looking at the people milling around by keeping her eyes on Master M as he shifted in front of her and stripped her of the dress, bloomers and shoes. The garden hedge he’d bared her behind yesterday offered the illusion of privacy even though she’d been aware anyone nearby could easily see over the top. They were out in the wide open now, but the warm breeze wafting over her damp, exposed skin drew small goosebumps of awareness and pleasure, helping to make this public exposure bearable. She couldn’t help tightening her legs when he gazed upon her naked folds, nor loosening them with the brush of one finger over the damp, plump flesh. The banked heat in Master M’s green eyes when he reached up and tweaked her nipples brought on a surge of instant heat, another aid in diverting her attention away from the other guests.

      “Where are we going?” she asked when he took her hand and started walking.

      “Just over here.”

      He stopped by two wooden poles situated a few feet apart, cuffs dangling from the tops and looped around the bottoms. When he positioned her between them, she didn’t have to ask what he had planned as he made short work of binding her arms above her then her ankles, leaving her stretched in a wide X and once again on display. It only took having his hands on her again, filling them with her breasts, to make her forget about the discomfiture of baring her ‘too round’ body.

      “You have the most gorgeous tits,” he complimented her with a small smile while kneading the abundant, soft flesh. “Tell me something. Did you enjoy our little game?”

      Carlie nodded, sucking in a breath when he rolled her nipples before admitting, “Yes, well, at first, but that spanking was a lot more embarrassing than the one yesterday.”

      With his eyes on hers, he slid one hand down her quivering abdomen and palmed the smooth flesh of her labia. “And yet, you responded with as much wet enthusiasm. Admit it.” He pushed up against her mound, bringing her to her toes with a gasp.

      Carlie could no more ignore his demand for the truth than she could the searing, sweeping pleasure his touch ignited. She’d never been able to control her senses—including her common sense—when around him, regardless of which persona he wore. “It’d be hard not to.”

      “True. I like you bare.” His fingers played across the newly bared, sensitive nerve endings like the bow of a violin, and Carlie never imagined the added pleasure a touch on that naked skin could deliver. “So soft here,” he dipped one finger between her folds, “and so fucking wet here.” Pulling back, he unhooked the flogger at his waist. “I’ve seen you eying this, and after your response to the spanker yesterday, I think you can handle it. Nod your head if you remember the safeword.”

      She nodded, her throat tightening as he trailed the braided leather strands over her breasts.

      “Good. Remember, if you use it, security will be called, putting an end to everything.”

      And that was still the last thing she wanted. She closed her eyes as Master M stepped behind her, sucked in a deep breath then blew it out on a relieved whoosh when the first strike across her damp buttocks tingled more than it stung. She had no time to wonder about the stab of disappointment that light stroke caused as the next one delivered a slight sting that didn’t last nearly long enough. Clenching her hands, she ached for the sharper pain he’d introduced her to yesterday. Two more snaps of his wrist covered her buttocks, leaving behind warm lines of tiny pinpricks. Her frustration grew along with her need when he moved to her thighs, administering the same tempered swats. Shifting her hips, she arched her lower back, pushing her buttocks toward him, biting her lower lip to stifle the plea hovering on her tongue. Did she want to give him that kind of leverage, that much power over her by revealing just how needy and desperate he’d made her in just one day?

      Luke’s warm breath blew in her ear as he leaned against her back, his low-voiced demand raising more goosebumps. Her breath hitched, every cell in her body clamoring in awareness of the hard press of his body. “Tell me what you want.”

      Regardless of the risk to her heart, she found herself powerless to resist that command. “More, please, Master.”

      He bit her earlobe, the sharp pain ricocheting straight down to her vagina. “Good girl.”

      Carlie didn’t know what warmed her more, his praise or the much harder swat that stung with sharp pleasure. Throwing back her head, she wasn’t even aware of her exalted, whispered, “Yes,” only of the blessed pain blossoming across her butt and thighs. She whimpered as he shifted to her front, snapped the flogger with a lighter flick of his wrist over her abdomen then slightly harder when he struck the underside of her breast. Her buttocks now throbbed with that familiar, hot burn, the one that never failed to draw her pussy on board, blurring the lines between pleasure and pain.

      The next strike ensured one knotted end snapped on her nipple with an unexpected, blistering sting. “Oh!” Her eyes flew open with her surprised exclamation, and caught him watching her with a close, taut expression.

      “Always be careful what you ask for, little one.” He landed a few more blows on her breasts then struck once between her spread legs, the snap of leather against such tender flesh leaving her teetering on the razor-sharp edge of a climax.

      It seemed, when it came to Luke Montgomery, Carlie possessed no boundaries, would respond to anything he did, regardless of the embarrassment, pain or his reluctance to be with her this weekend in the first place. He’d been more relaxed today, more like the man who’d always looked at her with fondness rather than the reluctant, dominant Master who’d taken control of her yesterday. But she knew better than to read too much into this thawing of his irritation. There’d been no hint from him he wanted this to go beyond the weekend, beyond a brief sojourn into his lifestyle, and was only giving her that boon because of his over-protective tendencies and promise to Evan to look out for her.

      Returning the flogger to his waist, he removed the Stetson and hooked it over the top of the left post, right above her cuffed wrist, then dipped his dark head to her red-striped breasts. Closing his mouth over one tortured, puckered nipple, he drew on it with a deep suction, the instant pleasure zinging straight to her needy pussy. Leaning her head back, she basked in the warmth of the sun beating down on her face and the heat generated from his stroking tongue, nibbling teeth and suckling lips. She pushed her chest forward, urging him for more, her breathing growing labored when he gave her what she silently begged for. Filling his hand with her breast while sliding his mouth over to her other nipple, he kneaded the malleable flesh as he bit down on her tip, adding to the ache it already pulsed with. She couldn’t stifle her soft cry, and by the time he’d finished with both nipples, they throbbed right along with her still empty vagina.

      Then Master M went to his knees before her and Carlie forgot about the people milling about, forgot about how much it was going to pain her to move away and forgot about his reluctance to have her here. Gazing down, she watched him dip his head between her legs, use his thumbs to spread her glistening labia and expose her red, engorged clit before lashing the tender piece of flesh with his tongue. Like setting flame to a dry timber, she exploded in a burst of fiery heat only to be cooled by the quick withdrawal of his mouth when he looked up at her.

      “Not yet…” Master M paused, a small smile kicking up the corners of his mouth as he finished with, “wench,” before returning that taunting mouth to her saturated, throbbing flesh.

      Carlie gasped in frustration then moaned in pleasure when he traced over her folds with his tongue and lips, nipped at the soft skin then delved back inside her with a quick tongue-thrust. She arched her hips against his marauding mouth, desperate now for release. “Please, please, please…” she chanted over and over while he licked along her inner walls and found that special spot sure to send her flying. Instead of answering her plea, he added a finger to pummel her contracting depths as he latched onto her clit and reached behind her to clasp one buttock in his free hand.

      Raising his head, his mouth shining with her juices, he growled in that low, commanding voice she was powerless to resist, “Now, little one,” before returning his attention to her drenched pussy.

      Two fingers dove deep, pressing hard while he lashed at her clit with his tongue, over and over, stopping only to deliver a sharp nip on the throbbing bud that toppled her over the edge. Multiple orgasms rolled through her, over and over, unraveling so fast it robbed her of breath and left her body steeped in pleasure, her mind numb with it. Her only cognizant awareness during those minutes of euphoric pleasure was of that diabolical mouth between her legs, devouring her flesh. The earth continued to spin when he rose and released her, and it wasn’t until he drew the still damp apron over her shoulders and tied it behind her that she returned to reality.
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      Luke picked up the rest of Carlie’s clothes before taking her hand, smiling in appreciation of the way the damp apron molded to her breasts and left her pink ass bare. The sated glaze in her whiskey eyes cleared as soon as he tugged her toward the Castle’s entry. After checking the time and noting they’d taken longer outside than he had planned, he would have to move her along. With less than thirty minutes to spare before he was to meet up with Dane at the bar, he wouldn’t be able to watch Carlie’s whole massage, but he could enjoy a few minutes of it.

      “Now where are we going?” she hissed, tripping along next to him. “And, what’s your hurry?”

      Pulling open the door, he ushered her inside with his reply. “You have a spa appointment and I have an appointment I need to keep as well. I figured, after all I’ve put you through, you could use a relaxing massage this afternoon.”

      Luke wasn’t sure when he’d decided to include a little pampering in his crusade to get Carlie to return home by tossing her right into one intense scene after another. Her presence at the Castle had him wound so tight, he couldn’t make sense of his actions, and holding himself back from fucking her as he knew she wanted was getting more difficult each time he touched that soft body and heard her throaty responses. He could’ve found a willing sub last night, after Carlie returned to her room, and eased the raging lust she’d inspired since he first clapped eyes on her in the ballroom. His lack of enthusiasm to go that route was as frustrating as her obstinance in staying.

      Carlie yanked on his hand, drawing him to a halt inside the foyer. “I need to shower.” Waving her hand at her tangled hair, she said, “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m a mess.” A pink tinge of embarrassment stained her face, but she didn’t look away from him.

      “You can shower after the spa. You’ll want to clean the oil off, anyway.” Although, he wouldn’t mind sliding his hands all over her oil-slick skin.

      The best way to deal with Carlie was to keep her off balance. Luke didn’t give her time to question him further, and neither did the two spa employees who whisked her into a treatment room. Settling into a plush chair in the corner, he watched with pleasure as the young girls divested her of the apron and instructed her to lie face-down on the padded table.

      “I’ll toss your clothes in the dryer,” the dark-haired girl stated before slipping out of the room with the bundle of damp clothes.

      Carlie turned her head, saw him lounging in the chair, and her face turned as pink as her butt. “You’re staying?”

      “For a few minutes. Problem, little one?” he drawled.

      Instead of answering, she flipped her head back around with a huff that drew a chuckle from the short blonde pulling out an array of bottles. “I don’t know of a Dom in this place who doesn’t enjoy watching girls touching girls, even innocent touching as with a massage. Relax, sweetie, we’ll take good care of you.”

      “I’ll try,” she grumbled, but Luke could see her shoulders loosen when the other attendant returned and the two began to knead her muscles with their oil-slick hands.

      Ten minutes later, he wondered what had made him think this was a good idea. As if the role playing fun he’d had with Carlie outside hadn’t been difficult enough to get through, watching the girls’ hands move over her shiny, lush body turned out to be sheer torture. She tensed when they reached her buttocks and dug their fingers into her pliant flesh. He ached to climb on top of her, sink into the hot furnace of her pussy and feel those warm globes lifting to embrace each stroke. The lingering pink stripes reminded him how fast she’d embraced the lash of his flogger, just as she had everything else he’d subjected her to.

      Sometime between the end of last night’s scene in the garden and this morning, Luke realized he’d resigned himself to the fact she wouldn’t be deterred from finishing the weekend at the Castle. That shouldn’t surprise him. When had Carlie ever made his life easy? A few minutes later, the spa attendants helped her roll to her back, and she lifted her eyelids to reveal a soft, slumberous look in the whiskey depths that stirred more than his cock. He rarely saw her without glasses, and after seeing her wearing nothing but a pair of her silly frames, he now preferred that look.

      Luke rose as the front massage started with her breasts, needing to get his head on straight, and his priorities in order. Falling for Evan’s little sister wouldn’t do, no matter how much he wanted her. If his best friend were still alive, he would strive to get his consent and blessing to debauch Carlie. But the numerous promises he’d given Evan to protect her meant something, and guilt over his betrayal wouldn’t release its stranglehold on his conscience. She’d left him with no choice but to take her as his sub this weekend, but when he put her on the bus back to Granger tomorrow, that’s where this had to end. He needed to remember that.

      “I have to go. Meet me downstairs in a few hours and we’ll go to dinner.”

      He left without looking back, ordering his brain to switch gears and concentrate on looking for a sign of Carmen instead of dwelling on a pair of expressive whiskey eyes and a lush, responsive body. Needing a drink in the worst way, Luke bemoaned the Castle’s strict policy of limiting alcohol to one drink per day, per guest. Of course, he understood the wisdom behind the rule, but there were times, such as finding yourself between a rock and a hard place with one stubborn sub, that the distraction of a slight buzz would come in handy.

      He spotted Dane already seated at the bar, his swept back, dark hair and permanent five o’clock shadow giving him a rugged look he knew the women went for. Sliding onto the stool next to his partner, he ordered a whiskey sour before saying, “Sorry I’m late. Time got away from me.”

      “I haven’t been here long myself. So, who’s this guy you mentioned seeing?”

      “I don’t know. Thanks,” he told the bartender then paused when he picked up the glass, the amber liquor reminding him of Carlie’s eyes. Swearing under his breath, he took a much-needed swallow, ignoring Dane’s amused expression.

      “Is it the case that has you so tense, or girl trouble? I saw you leave the meet and greet with a curvy brunette.”

      Luke and Dane were close, but he’d never shared his relationship with Carlie, or his growing desire for her, with anyone. He’d never thought it could go anywhere, so why bother? But his partner was a good listener and what could it hurt to discuss his guilt and frustrations with a neutral party?

      “I swear, Dane, that woman will be the death of me.”

      “If she’s not working out, why don’t you ask Marshall for someone else?”

      Luke sighed. “Because I insisted on taking her from the Dom assigned to her, and she’s my best friend’s baby sister.”

      Dane released a low whistle and gave him a look of compassion. “Shit, I wouldn’t want to go there either.”

      Luke huffed and shook his head. “That’s just it. I’ve wanted to go there for a while now.” He related a short version of his and Evan’s close friendship and the promise he’d given him before he died. “I never dreamed she’d be receptive to kink, let alone downright responsive.”

      “Seems to me you have only two choices, keep seeing her after tomorrow, or let her go. I understand loyalty, so if you need to vent when we return home, let me know. I’ll be there for you.”

      “Thanks,” he replied with gratitude. Sometimes the simplest words could mean the most. “Now, about this guy, I have to admit he didn’t resemble Carmen at all, but we both know that means nothing.” He described the man in detail, as well as his gut reaction, something he knew a fellow agent would understand.

      Dane shook his head. “I haven’t seen anyone with that description, but I’ll keep an eye out. “Something you should know. I ran into another undercover this morning, confirmed. We were in a class together a ways back, but I recognized him. His name’s Turner, although he’s here as Master Miguel. Dark hair, and he’s the only guy I’ve seen sporting a soul patch. I didn’t have a chance to talk to him, but I assume he’s here for Carmen too.”

      “I don’t care who catches the bastard as long as someone does,” Luke grumbled.

      “Damn straight,” Dane replied. “Right now, I have my own sub I need to get back to. You’re not the only one who has his hands full in that department.”

      Curious, he asked, “Anything you want to share?”

      Grimacing, Dane threw back the rest of his drink. “I… no. At least not yet. It’s complicated. I’ll keep in touch.”

      Slapping him on the back, Dane took off before Luke could say anything, leaving him with the impression his partner was hiding something from him. Something bigger than his feelings for the sub he’d been assigned to top. Luke would have to remember to grill him more later, when he didn’t have so much on his mind and his own problems to wrestle with, not to mention concentrating on their case. Turning back to his drink, he swirled the glass, thinking noon tomorrow couldn’t come soon enough and pondering on how he could keep from fucking Carlie until then.
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        * * *

      

      Carlie returned to her room in a state of mellow contentment. She’d been given a short robe to wear upon leaving the spa so she wouldn’t get oil all over her freshly laundered clothes. Since Luke’s instructions were to meet him downstairs this time, dressed in the same outfit minus the bloomers, she assumed he’d still be wearing that sexy as sin sheriff’s outfit. It was going to be a long, frustrating evening if she had to parade around wearing nothing under her clothes, a constant reminder of her bare folds and the added sensations the newly exposed skin offered. Having an eyeful of his thick chest and muscled arms, imagining what it would be like to have all those bulging muscles pinning her down as he drove into her over and over, would add to her torment. If only she could look forward to a night in his bed, it would be worth it. But when it came to Luke, and now Master M, she’d learned quickly not to hope for more.

      Laying the clothes on the bed, she slipped the robe off and padded into the bathroom, praying she could remain upright as she showered.

      Standing under the hot, pelting spray, Carlie wondered how she’d ever be able to return to her boring, vanilla life after this. She wasn’t an idiot, except when it came to Luke. He would attempt to revert to surrogate big brother status when they parted tomorrow, leaving her to either seek another ‘normal’ relationship, or to return some day to the Castle for a weekend with another Dom. Despite the billowing steam filling the bathroom, her body went cold at that thought, and she couldn’t picture herself letting go with a stranger like she had with Luke, Master M. Maybe someday that would be an option, when the memories of this weekend faded, and she became desperate enough to let Jana persuade her again to make the trip.

      The peal of her cellphone greeted her when she opened the bathroom door. Snatching it up off the bedside table, she answered Jana’s call with a smile. “How’d you know I was in my room?”

      “I didn’t, and I only have a sec, but wanted to see how it was going. Are you having as good a time as I am?”

      Carlie thought of everything Master M had introduced her to and couldn’t deny she’d enjoyed every minute of his attention, even the embarrassing trek from her room to the gardens, since she knew it would end with his hands on her again. “Yes, he’s been very… thorough with proving I’m submissive.”

      “See,” Jana teased, “you should’ve listened to me a long time ago.”

      She didn’t tell Jana it was only Luke she could imagine bending over for. Jana would do her best to get Carlie to test herself with someone else. “Yeah, yeah. You were right, as always. You better get going before you end up in trouble.”

      “But getting in trouble can be so much fun. I’ll catch you later.”

      Shaking her head, Carlie tossed the phone down and donned the cotton dress and apron again. With time to kill before she was to meet Luke again, she opted to explore the shops in the lobby instead of hanging out in her room. Maybe she could find an interesting new toy in the Castle Store to keep her company when she moved, and Luke was no longer a regular fixture in her life. Her stomach cramped thinking about a future where she no longer shared a special bond with her brother’s best friend. Since she knew him well, she didn’t doubt he thought they could go back to being friends after tomorrow. She only doubted her ability to accept that.
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        * * *

      

      Luke rounded the corner and came to an abrupt halt. Across the large foyer, Carlie sat on a bench by the spa, and seated next to her was the same man who had snared his attention and set off his radar yesterday. Nothing looked suspicious between the two, but his gut clenched as he moved forward, frustrated with the evening crowd mingling around and slowing him down. For the first time, he cursed the massive size of the Castle as unexplainable fear threatened his composure and tightened his throat. It made little sense, but just the limited possibility the man showing such interest in Carlie might be Carmen, sent a wave of uncontrollable rage and terror through him.

      When Luke was halfway across the foyer, the man looked up and their eyes locked for a split second. Once again, no recognition flitted across his face, no sign he knew Luke or was worried about his fast approach. But he rose, squeezed Carlie’s shoulder and hiked down the West hall at a fast enough pace to add to Luke’s suspicions.

      The pleasure on Carlie’s face when she saw him turned to surprise when he clasped her arms and hauled her up, his voice cracking like a whip as he demanded, “Who was that?”

      Rearing back, her alarm at his behavior gave way to annoyance. “What’s wrong with you? He just stopped to talk for a minute.”

      “Don’t turn stubborn on me. I need to know why you were talking to him and what he said, every word,” he snapped, desperate for a reason to chase after the guy. “Do you know where he’s headed now?”

      She shook her head. “No, why—”

      “Everything okay here?”

      Luke whipped around at the deep, concerned voice, irritation at the unwanted interference rippling under his skin. His sixth sense went on immediate alert, not because he knew him, or the red-haired, Little Maid sub standing at his side with her head down, but because of the fierce glint reflected in his brown eyes and the soul patch on his chin. The pink diamond stud winking in his right ear went along with the man’s portrayal of an Italian bad boy, a good undercover persona, and if Luke’s instincts weren’t mistaken, he was likely the undercover agent Dane mentioned earlier. Either that or Carmen had someone other than law enforcement on his ass. He didn’t much care who took the bastard out as long as someone did. “We’re fine. We—”

      He cut Luke off with a fast slice of his hand through the space between them. “I saw the man talking with your sub and have an interest in him as well.” Turning to Carlie, the tall intruder questioned her next. “What do you know about him?”

      Suspicion took hold of Luke, and he urged Carlie onto the bench before drilling the man with a glare as cold as his voice. He did not need this new complication. “Who are you?”

      He hesitated but held Luke’s stare, increasing the tug on his sixth sense.

      “Just a concerned guest. I’d hate to think someone was harassing subs,” he replied evasively, but his eyes kept straying down the West hall, his clenched fists a sign he was as eager as Luke to go looking for the other man.

      Luke cast a quick look around, ensuring there was no one within earshot before he took a calculated risk and asked in a quiet undertone, “Undercover?”

      After subjecting Luke to an intense scrutiny, he replied with an imperceptible nod, “Name’s Miguel. Time’s wasting.”

      So, he’d been right. He returned Miguel’s nod, a silent communication of acknowledgement before pointing a finger at Carlie, hardening his tone and ordering, “Stay put. Do. Not. Move.”

      “Sit down, Holly, and do the same. Don’t budge until we return.”

      The girl nodded but didn’t look up as she sat next to Carlie. Luke could feel Carlie’s eyes shooting daggers at his back as he nodded at Miguel, and the two of them dashed down the hall. He prayed he wasn’t putting his trust in the wrong place in his desperation to keep Carlie safe when he asked point blank, “How deep under are you?”

      Miguel sighed, glanced back at his girl then said, “Deep enough you’d need a bulldozer to dig me out. I can’t go out of sight of my sub.”

      “Agreed. Keep an eye on them while I make quick checks into the theme rooms, then we’ll head back.”

      “Make it fast.”

      Luke felt the same fear-induced urgency reflected in Miguel’s tone and hard-eyed look and didn’t waste time arguing.
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        * * *

      

      Carlie watched the two men stalk off, wondering what the heck was going on. She’d never seen Luke so agitated, and while she would like to think his overbearing attitude stemmed from jealousy, deep down, she knew better. Over-protective he might be, especially when keeping his promise to her brother, but possessive he was not. That would have meant he cared beyond friendship, that he thought of her as more than Evan’s little sister. Wishful thinking, that’s all she’d ever had before this weekend, and she’d be a fool to let herself hope for more, to think submitting to him would change the way he felt.

      While keeping her eyes on the men as they moved down the hall, she murmured to the quiet woman next to her, “I’m going by Cinderella this weekend. Do you know what their problem is?”

      “I’m Holly.” She shook her head, her long hair brushing her back, but didn’t make direct eye-contact with Carlie. “And, no, I… don’t know what’s got Master Miguel riled up.”

      “Well, here they come. Good luck in getting answers.” The dissatisfaction etched on both men’s faces told her they hadn’t found the man who’d stopped by to chat with her. She didn’t know what the big deal was. He’d just asked how she was enjoying her stay. They hadn’t even exchanged their fake names. When they stopped in front of her and Holly, she didn’t like the disadvantage of having to crane her neck back to look up at them, and she really didn’t enjoy feeling as if she’d done something wrong when she hadn’t.

      “Why are you glowering at me? All I did was talk with another guest for a few minutes,” she stated in defense of the innocent conversation.

      Luke blew out a frustrated breath and raked his fingers through his hair, something she’d love to do if he ever gave her the opportunity to touch him. “I can’t go into detail, little one, but I need to know what he said, as close to word for word as you can get.”

      She shrugged, trying to remember. “He stopped, said he’d seen me around and asked if I was enjoying the weekend. I assured him I was.”

      “That’s it?” Miguel questioned with a frown.

      “Pretty much. He only sat down for a minute. Oh, and he asked if I was happy with my Dom, and if not, to look him up, said he’d take care of me.” Luke’s face paled before his green eyes turned to chips of ice, the look sending a frisson of unease through her. He and Miguel exchanged a look she couldn’t read then the other man nodded and walked away with Holly, leaving her even more unsettled. “What’s going on, Lu—Master M?”

      Drawing her to her feet, he held her close for a rare hug, his voice a rough growl in her ear when he whispered, “You don’t leave my side until I put you on the bus for Granger tomorrow, got it?”

      No, she didn’t, but at that moment Carlie didn’t care about Luke’s strange reaction to an innocent, short conversation. Shoving aside her concerns, she basked in knowing she would have him all to herself for the next twenty hours, including overnight, and that outweighed every other concern for now.
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        * * *

      

      The primitive need that consumed Luke the minute he spotted Carlie talking with the man who, for some unfathomable reason, raised his radar, didn’t abate as the evening wore on. Clasping her hand, he held tight, wishing there was at least a slim chance he could talk her into leaving. The questions in her eyes were joined by a flare of excitement with his statement, igniting an answering fuse inside him, but what choice did he have? He knew his behavior confused her, but his hands were tied over how much he could reveal about the real reason for this weekend visit at the Castle. As far as anyone except a select few knew, he and Dane were guests, just like everyone else, including Carlie. When he’d mentioned he was on a case, he’d seen the doubt on her face, but there’d been nothing he could say to relieve it, just as there didn’t seem to be any way he could control the growing urge to toss her down and pound himself inside her until she begged for mercy.

      “Jana told me there’s only one bed in the guest rooms,” she tossed out as he led her to the small café for dinner. He didn’t want to be distracted by the larger crowd enjoying the evening’s buffet tonight. It’d be too difficult to divide his attention between keeping one eye out for trouble and maintaining a low profile among so many friends. It was more important now than ever to sustain a diligent scrutiny of anyone he didn’t know or recognize from previous visits.

      “That’s right.” He left it at that, both of them realizing the significance. Without a doubt, when Luke took her to his room, there would be no stopping him from crossing the line he’d been straddling this weekend. But which would be the worst betrayal; taking Carlie to his bed or putting her life at risk by leaving her alone, without his protection, for even a short time? As long as she stayed with him, she’d stay safe. He’d never allow anything or anyone to get by him to cause her harm.

      He couldn’t shake the other man’s parting comment to Carlie, the one that set off alarm bells and shook him to the core. If that man was Carmen ‘The Butcher,’ telling her he’d take care of her, regardless of the context, was as good as a death threat. Images of another, innocent young woman who’d fallen prey to The Butcher kept flitting through his head. Susan Mills would never see her twenty-fifth birthday and had suffered a painful, horrendous death all because she’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Just like Grace, and now Carlie. If Carmen had managed to infiltrate the Castle’s security, and if the man who’d caught Luke’s attention and set off his radar for no particular reason was Carmen, how many other innocent guests might he have added to his hit list?

      Cold chills swept through Luke when Carlie’s face and body replaced Susan’s in his mind, when he imagined her blood draining from multiple wounds inflicted to cause the maximum amount of pain while drawing out her inevitable death. He’d have to find a way to come to terms with his guilt after this case ended because, come hell or high water, that wasn’t happening.

      “Not that I’m complaining, mind you, but are you going to tell me what that was all about?” she asked after they’d taken a seat at a corner table for two.

      “I told you I was on a case. The only other thing I can say is we’re trying to circumvent a potential threat.” Handing her the menu, he switched topics. “You don’t get the options like on the buffet in here, but the food is just as good.”

      Luke spent the next two hours trying to keep his mind off the possible threat to Carlie and the night ahead. As they ate, he cursed making her go without the bloomers tonight because all he could think about was her bare flesh under the cotton dress, the feel of her denuded labia and her face when he brought her to climax with his mouth. Her hand shook as she reached for the salt; her dilated pupils and the way she squirmed in the seat were all sure, telltale signs of what was going through her mind.

      Had his actions corrupted the innocent kid next door, or had he been that blind these past few years to her desires? Carlie wore one of the most expressive faces he’d ever seen, and numerous times since the week of Evan’s funeral he’d caught a look of longing on her face, a hint of lust in her amber eyes. He’d put her infatuation down to grief and loneliness and never taken it as serious. Little did he know just how deep her desire went, and how far her fantasies delved. More than once, he’d caught himself picturing her in place of the sub he was in the middle of a scene with, imagined her strapped to an apparatus, her butt red, her body pink-striped, his cock buried deep inside her convulsing sheath. There were nights he’d been plagued with dreams of Carlie wearing nothing but a pair of her silly glasses, her lush body jerking under his forceful thrusts. But never, not once in all his imaginings or when seeing something reflected on her face that went beyond friendship, did he consider acting on either one. She’d been Evan’s baby sister first, the cute, pesky kid next door second and the grieving friend he’d sworn to look out for third. In his mind, those three relationships resulted from his close bond with Evan, which automatically erased the possibility of a fourth, intimate one, notably one that included his kinks.

      Fearing for her safety, frustrated, guilt-ridden and edgy with the overwhelming need to lay claim to her in the most raw and primitive way known to man, by the time he hauled her upstairs, he doubted he could hold back longer than two seconds once they were in his room.

      Opening his door, frustration came to the surface first as he backed her against the wall and caged her in with his arms. Her breathing increased, her gaze molten as those eyes raked over his chest and she raised her hands to touch him. Knowing as soon as she did, there’d be no turning back, he leaned down and ground out, “Why did you have to be so stubborn?”
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      With Master M pinning her against the wall and all those hard, glorious muscles rippling against her softness, Carlie ceased questioning what had gotten into him, too eager to accept what he was offering to ponder the change in his attitude right now. Her heart tripped into a rapid beat when those emerald eyes lit with a flame of lust and he thrust his hips between her thighs, grinding his erection up and down against her mound. Their clothes offered little protection against the stimulating friction, the hard press of his lower body forcing her legs apart so she couldn’t squeeze them together to contain the cream seeping from her needy vagina. He didn’t give her time to answer his question before he swooped down to cover her lips. She greeted the forceful possession of his mouth with a low moan, opening with willing eagerness for his invading tongue.

      The carnal intensity of his kiss would have driven her to her knees if he weren’t holding her up. Liquid heat pooled between her legs with his tongue strokes over her teeth, gums and tongue; her folds and inner muscles swelled with the sharp nip at the soft fullness of her lower lip before he drew her tongue into his mouth with a strong pull. The flavor of him washed over her as she wedged her hands between them and slipped inside his vest. Warm, smooth skin stretched over taut muscles tingled her fingertips, the accelerated beat of his heart matching the pounding rhythm of hers. She sifted through springy, chest curls then sought one, small, pebbled nipple while she clamped her right leg around his hip and tightened in a lame attempt to get closer, to latch on and never let go.

      Master M cursed against her mouth when she tweaked his nipple then shifted his hips just enough to fumble between them and release his cock. With a few deft moves, he had himself sheathed then caught her off guard by yanking the long dress up. When he released her mouth, she could barely make out the hard glint in his eyes in the dim light as he grasped her buttocks and lifted.

      “Wrap your legs around me and hold tight because I don’t think I can stop this now, not even if you uttered the safeword and Castle security came storming in here.” He plunged into her, his tense shoulders relaxing under her hands when she greeted his entry with a warm, liquid gush, the automatic grip of her slick channel giving permission to stay and do his worst.

      Carlie basked in his intensity, loved each deep stroke, and savored the long-awaited possession of his body. His thick arm muscles bunched as he lifted her until just his cock head remained snuggled inside her, his glittering, fierce gaze never leaving her face. “Don’t worry,” she gasped with the next, deep plunge. “I have no intention of saying anything right now except… more, Master, please.”

      As if those few words busted a damn inside him, he let loose and gifted her with several, womb-bouncing thrusts before carrying her over to the bed and falling on top of her without breaking his hold. “Fuck, but you know how to get to me, God help us both.”

      She didn’t care about his obvious struggle with his conscience; that was something she couldn’t help him with. All that mattered right now was keeping him right where he was and taking everything he cared to dish out. His heavy grunts, her softer moans and the slap of their hips pounding together reverberated around the otherwise quiet room. As big as she’d imagined, his cock filled her deeper and stretched her wider than anyone who’d come before him, and she loved the burn of discomfort as much as the way each stroke of his ridged hardness woke up every sensitive nerve ending in its path. He squeezed her buttocks, holding her pelvis still and tight so all she could do was take his pummeling invasion. Just as her sheath started rippling around his girth, heralding the onslaught of her orgasm, he pulled back and flipped her over, her glasses landing on the bed next to her, her face pressed to the mattress.

      “Not yet.” Yanking her hips up, he drove back inside her, then paused to reach up and pull her hands to her lower back. Shackling her wrists in his grip, he leaned over her and said, “Now we can continue.”

      Between his jackhammer thrusts and tight hold, Carlie had no choice but to go with the spiral of sensations ripping through her body. Meeting each deep plunge with eagerness, she found the animalistic sounds of their coupling worked more like an aphrodisiac than a turnoff. She’d never been taken with such ruthless intensity, with such single-minded purpose, and she relished the body-jarring assault.

      Shudders still racked her body when he pulled out of her, her mind still foggy with pleasure. Their clothes rustled, drawing attention to the fact they’d only taken enough time to expose the necessary body parts to indulge in sex. Cool air chilled her backside with his withdrawal, but the warm flush from their frantic coupling remained while exhaustion seeped into her well-used body. It had been a heck of a day and she now just wanted to sleep and savor every moment.
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        * * *

      

      “I need to get my nightshirt from my room,” Carlie mumbled when Luke stripped the dress off her and rolled her under the covers.

      “If you’re sleeping with me, you’ll wear nothing.”

      “Oh, okay.” Her easy compliance amused him, but his smile slipped when he turned from the temptation to take her again and padded into the bathroom, removing his pants on the way.

      Ridding himself of the well-used condom, he swore he could still feel the tight contractions of her muscles squeezing and massaging his thick girth, the incredible, hot friction as she bathed him with the slickness of her release. Fucking Carlie had been akin to enfolding himself in warm silk, her pussy a cocoon of pleasure he never wanted to emerge from. He had a lot of soul-searching to do, and not a lot of time to do it in. Where they went from here, how he could reconcile himself with the sense he was betraying his best friend and the promise he’d given him with the need he couldn’t seem to suppress or get over for Carlie, he didn’t have a clue. Shaking his head at the dilemma, he washed and returned to the bed, and the first temptation to test his control.

      Women had been coming and going in his life with such ease, he never gave them much thought after the sex. But, as he pulled Carlie’s soft, lush body against him, all he could think about were the things he wanted to do to and with her. That stubborn streak had always amused him. Until this weekend. Dreams of all the ways he could torment her round body while watching those expressive eyes shine with the pleasure he could heap upon her had been easily shoved aside during the light of day. Until yesterday. His promise to Evan, backed by believing her brother would never approve of a Dom/sub relationship for his baby sister, had always been his first priority in his relationship with her. Until he’d seen her on another Dom’s lap and jealousy gripped his chest. Her refusal to leave had shredded his control, her quick, eager responses to her introduction into bondage and domination, as harsh and painful as they were, hammered the last nail in his coffin, and fucking her sealed his fate.

      Her arm came around his waist, her nipples searing his chest as she lay draped over him, those full curves a soft cushion for his hard, weary body. He fell asleep thinking of the little girl whose antics and blind devotion used to tickle him and wondering why he ever thought he could keep her on a pedestal, up high and out of his reach.

      A soft, moist mouth covering his semi-erection roused Luke a few hours later. He blinked open his eyes to the dark room and Carlie’s face buried between his legs under the covers. Reaching down, he grabbed a handful of her thick hair just as she sucked him into full hardness. Swearing, he tugged hard on her scalp, her low groan vibrating straight up his shaft. His plan to take this morning to do some serious soul-searching and deep thinking just got shoved down her throat.

      Cursing his inability to pull back, he growled, “I didn’t give you permission to touch me, little one.”

      She released him long enough to whisper a reply, the warm caress of her breath wafting over his damp cock head drawing a shudder down his body. “You can punish me later.”

      Her lips returned to his aching flesh, this time to suckle just the smooth, mushroom cap, her tongue driving him to the very edge with damp swirls around the rim before dipping underneath to stroke and press right where he was the most sensitive. The slow drip of pre-cum didn’t turn her off; instead, she flattened her tongue and laved his crown before sliding down his length, stopping only when she came to her hand wrapped around the root.

      Luke tensed with the pleasure sweeping his body. Her tight grip followed the slow, strong suction as she pulled back up, the constant lap of her tongue abetted by sharp little nips along the pulsating veins. “Christ, you know what you’re doing, don’t you?” Luke yanked on her hair again; some perverted part of his psyche begging to experience the pleasure of another groan erupting from her throat against his flesh before he tossed the covers off and switched both hands to her hips. Turning them towards him, he pushed her thighs apart and delivered a stinging slap to one buttock, the meager glow from a bathroom nightlight offering enough illumination to detect the red imprint he left behind.

      The press of her pebbled nipples against his side gave him an idea, and with another hard slap, he ordered, “Rub your nipples on my cock, Carlie, your hardness against mine.”
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        * * *

      

      Carlie thrilled to the new instructions. She’d never done anything like that, then again, she’d done none of the things he’d introduced her to these past two days. The burn on her cheeks felt so damn good, she didn’t mind letting go of the treasure of his cock in her mouth for a few seconds to do his bidding. Lifting her chest, she cupped her right breast and brushed her nipple over the smooth cap first before tickling them both by rubbing down the thick, steel rod of his erection. It startled her the way she could feel the pulse of his blood flow through her nipple, the steady, pounding beat matching that of her heart. She switched breasts, giving her left nipple the same erotic pleasure before cushioning his hardness between the full softness of both mounds.

      “I knew there was a reason I always loved your round body. That feels so fucking good.”

      That praise brought about the warm fuzzy in her chest again and the yearning to suckle on all that hardness drew her mouth back to his cock. He landed a swat on her butt as she took him deep, smacked her sit-spots when she squeezed tight on her way up to swipe up more of his precious, seeping fluid. The harder she sucked, the harder he spanked, the heat building between the two of them rapidly reaching the combustible point. Her buttocks swelled and throbbed along with his cock, her sheath dripped in a steady stream the same as his slit. Unable to keep from getting a little payback, she paused when she felt the telltale jerk of his penis that indicated his release was right there, ready to spew. Cupping his large sac, she turned enough to flip him a wicked, teasing grin.

      “Since I didn’t have your permission, I better stop.”

      His eyes narrowed and his jaw tightened with the threat in his reply. “You do, and I’ll let the Dungeon Master introduce you to his whip.”

      Carlie turned to take him back in her mouth so fast he chuckled before administering a volley of swats that were sure to make sitting today difficult. Within seconds, his cock jerked with his spewing release, the stream jetting into her mouth and down her throat while she struggled to take all of it, and him. The pleasure of seeing to his needs accumulated between her legs, and to both of their shock, she splintered apart with the delivery of one last spank right on her swollen labia. The groans from their mutual climaxes ended when she returned to her senses with a burst of giggles and twisted around to sprawl on top of him.

      “That was fun,” she quipped, pleasure from the entire night still running like molten lava through her veins. “And unexpected.” She’d never imagined she could orgasm from just a spanking. How freaking awesome was that?

      “Yes, it was.” He tugged her hair and asked on a feigned, suffering sigh, “What am I going to do with you?”

      Carlie sobered, her gaze turning solemn. “I don’t know, Luke. Only you can decide that.”
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        * * *

      

      Luke woke to the growl of his stomach, surprised to note the mid-morning sun already shining through the window. Damn, when had he ever slept this late when on a case? As much as showering with Carlie appealed to him, he opted to use the bathroom first to give her more time to rest. They had little time left before she would board the bus to return to Granger, and he needed to get his head on straight and figure out where to go from here with their relationship. He indulged in one more drowsy caress down her smooth back and over the plump globes of her ass before easing her warm, soft body off his and sliding out of bed.

      “Where are you going?” she murmured without opening her eyes.

      “To shower. It’s mid-morning, and I’m hungry. You have fifteen more minutes though.”

      She didn’t argue, rolled over and went right back to sleep. Luke padded into the bathroom, stepped into the shower and flipped on all the shower heads. Bracing his arms against the wall, he lowered his head and let the harder jets pelt his neck and back, hoping the heat and massage would ease the tenseness brought on by the decisions he needed to make. He wanted Carlie, that point had never been in question. How much had been proven the past two days, and how much she wanted him also was not in doubt. The big decision left still rested with his conscience. Could he maintain a steady Dom/sub relationship with her and live with the guilt of feeling as if he were betraying his best friend every moment they were together? Over the past two days, there’d been times when Evan hadn’t intruded between them, but only during the most intense, sexual moments. Between the stress of keeping her on that pedestal and out of his sexual reach and under his control this weekend, he was at his wits’ end with trying to decide the right path to take moving forward.

      Luke didn’t make promises lightly, and when he did, he kept them. Part of that was due to his upbringing, and part to FBI training. Your partner and fellow agents needed to know you had their back, that they could count on you keeping to your promise to protect and serve. He wanted Carlie, but before he claimed her as his permanently, he had to find a way to put away the guilt, to live with knowing Evan would not have approved of this lifestyle for his baby sister.

      Until then, he decided while drying off, he had another toy he wanted to introduce his sub to. May as well send her home happy and sated until his conscience allowed him to return to her and make her his once and for all.

      Walking over to the bed naked, he whipped back the covers and swatted her ass. Her startled shriek was followed with a glare from those whiskey eyes as she rolled to her side, reached behind her and rubbed the offending red mark.

      “You could’ve woken me nicely,” she grumbled.

      “Could have but didn’t. I see you’re not a morning person.”

      Luke saw the moment she noticed his nakedness and the interested gleam that replaced the morning grogginess in those eyes. “I could be,” she returned with a small smile.

      “I need food before I take you up on that offer. You have ten minutes in the bathroom. If you’re not ready by then, I’ll haul your ass down wet and naked.”

      Eyeing Carlie’s bouncing, pink butt as she scrambled out of bed and dashed into the bathroom threatened his determination to eat before playing with her again. Shaking his head at the insatiable lust she inspired, he pivoted to the small dresser and extracted the attached bullet vibrators. The small toys produced a powerful punch and would provide ample entertainment during their brunch.

      He waited two minutes after hearing the shower turn off before walking in on her still drying off. “Damn, seeing you wet makes me want to add time in the Roman Baths to our agenda before you leave today.”

      “What are you doing?” The suspicion in her voice when he knelt before her and urged her feet apart didn’t keep her from responding to his face at her crotch with a glistening sheen along her slit.

      “Giving you a present. Trust me; you’ll like these little gadgets.” Inserting the pussy vibrator past her smooth folds, he kept his fingers inside while he looked up into her flushed face. “I love how fast you respond to my touch.” Pulling back, he twirled his damp fingers. “Turn around and bend over a little.” She didn’t hesitate, another thing he loved about her submissive side. He rubbed the excess cream from her vagina over the anal bullet attached by a thin, short cord before pushing it with relative ease past the tight restriction of her sphincter. “You’re loosening up nicely. You’ll be able to take my cock back here in no time.” The small shudder he felt under his hands could’ve been from excitement or uncertainty; either response acceptable at this point.

      Coming to his feet, Luke pulled her back against him and let her feel his erection between her buttocks as he reached around and cupped her breasts. “I do love your body, little one, but to do it justice, I still need sustenance.” Pinching her nipples, he ordered, “Get a move on,” before leaving her with a frustrated glare and aroused body.

      As soon as he’d dressed in the black pants and white pirate’s shirt he’d worn on Friday and set out the black skirt and peasant blouse he’d first seen Carlie in, a light rap fell on the door. Opening it, he smiled with warm welcome at seeing one of his favorite subs he’d enjoyed numerous times here at the Castle.

      “Victoria, what brings you to my room this morning?”

      “Master M, I saw you yesterday but didn’t get a chance to say hello. Are you free this morning?” she asked with an eagerness he’d always found both flattering and exciting. This time, however, his response to her wasn’t even close to what he usually felt when contemplating a scene with the tall, slender blonde.

      Stepping into the hall, he ushered her a few feet from the door, saying, “I’m afraid not, sweetie.”
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        * * *

      

      The first thing Carlie noticed when she came out of the bathroom was the peasant outfit draped on the bed; the second was Luke’s absence. Low voices out in the hall drew her attention to the slightly open door, and she wasted no time getting dressed in case he invited someone into the room. There were no panties with the clothes, but she doubted that was an oversight on his part. It was bad enough the bulbous vibrators nestled inside her orifices stirred against every nerve ending with each move, adding to the simmering arousal begun with that good-morning swat and view of Luke’s naked, six-foot-two body standing right in front of her. The toys were so effective without being turned on; she wondered what the impact of the vibrations would be, and how she’d contain it while they ate.

      Curiosity drew her to the door when he didn’t return right away, but the peek out into the hall doused the pleasant, warm glow inside her with the rapid effectiveness of a bucket of ice water being dumped over her head. She nudged her glasses up, just to make sure she was seeing the way Luke leaned down toward the tall, skinny, attractive blonde and the look of fondness etched on his face correctly. A heavy constrictiveness settled in her chest, her throat tightening with the effort to hold back a sob. He’d never gazed at her quite that way, with open affection backed by sexual awareness.

      Backing up, she closed the door and leaned against it and fought the tears threatening to fall. What had she expected; that he’d come here on previous visits just to socialize with the other Masters? It wasn’t the obvious sexual relationship the two had shared that upset her, but more the proof of his first preference for a playmate that stung like a slap in the face. Tall, skinny and pretty she was not; never had been and never would be.

      Footsteps neared the door, galvanizing her into getting her shit together. She couldn’t allow him to see how vulnerable these past two days had made her. Before he’d touched her body, brought her alive in ways she’d never imagined were possible, she could keep her longing for more from Luke under strict control in order to keep him in her life. Now, that wouldn’t be possible, and the heartache of that loss tore at her until anger replaced despair when he stepped into the room with a bland, unconcerned expression.

      “Good, you’re ready.” Holding out his hand, his smile turned to a frown when she sailed by him without taking it. “Something bothering you, Carlie?” he asked, closing the door behind them and snatching her hand before she got two steps past him.

      “No. Where’d you go?” she returned in a clipped tone she didn’t bother to modify. Let him wonder at her attitude, she groused as they strolled toward the stairs.

      His look chilled along with his tone. “I stepped out for a minute to talk with a friend. Would you rather have come out of the bathroom naked to find another person in the room?”

      Friend, huh? Well, if that didn’t spell it out loud and clear enough for her, nothing would. She wasn’t foolish enough to think he would delegate her to a higher status in his affections than the other woman after today. The cool rebuke underlying his words didn’t faze Carlie; it only worked to increase her growing resentment at the whole mess she’d gotten herself into. She shrugged, faking unconcern even though he’d shattered the rose-colored glasses he often told her she should keep wearing.

      “Wouldn’t be the first time you made sure others saw me naked.”

      “True, but those were during scenes, when your mind was engaged with what I was doing to your body. Keep up the attitude and I’ll show you the difference before you leave today.”

      The threat kept her quiet, but only because she didn’t know how to respond. Apparently, her education in BDSM this weekend hadn’t covered all the bases.

      “I need to detour outside for a minute and check for correspondence from my partner,” he said when they reached the first floor.

      “Okay.” Her appetite seemed to have deserted her anyway, so Carlie didn’t mind the delay. Memories of the first day assailed her when they entered the gardens and he stopped at a statue of a naked woman kneeling with her legs spread. Carlie shoved them aside as he reached between the statue’s legs and retrieved a folded note. “Bad news?” she asked when he frowned.

      “I don’t know yet. Come on, let’s eat.”

      His evasiveness was just another reminder of how far apart they really were.

      The buffet presented a vast array of hunger-inducing aromas at mid-morning the same as in the evening, but as they moved down the line, Carlie couldn’t drum up enough of an appetite to take much. Master M frowned at her meager choices, but he didn’t insist she take more this time. Maybe he was as unconcerned with her lack of appetite as he was with their fractured relationship.

      “Are you going to tell me what’s bothering you?” he questioned after leading her to a corner table, away from the guest-filled tables in the center of the restaurant.

      “Nothing. Can’t I be in a quiet mood without you drilling me?” she snapped, wishing she could just go pack and leave now instead of waiting on the bus.

      “Sure, if I thought that was all there was to it. My job, as your Dom, is to see to all your needs, and if you have a problem we need to discuss, let’s get it out in the open.” He jabbed a thick piece of ham steak and put it in his mouth, those probing green eyes never leaving her face.

      For someone who was so astute, he could sure be dense sometimes. Carlie nibbled on a slice of bacon, refusing to shy away from his gaze as she lied to him. “It’s a personal issue, Master M, and one I don’t wish to discuss with anyone.” Least of all you.
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        * * *

      

      Luke struggled to hold back his temper. He didn’t know what happened between the time he left Carlie humming with low-level arousal in the bathroom and when he re-entered his room to find her dressed and ready for him, but time was short, and he was in no mood to deal with her stubbornness. If he’d done something to offend her, he wanted it out in the open, dealt with and put aside so they could enjoy the time left to them without this tension.

      Dane’s cryptic message, ‘Possible Carmen sighting, trying to confirm. My sub knows something, but she’s not talking yet. Will update soon,’ didn’t give him much to go on, which was just something else to deal with.

      He reached into his pocket and flipped the bullet vibrators on low, hoping a little erotic distraction would re-ignite her arousal and interest in what he might have planned next. Once he focused her mind on her body’s demands, he could wrestle a better response from her. Instead of a flare of surprised pleasure lighting up her eyes behind the neon green and white striped glasses, a flash of anger darkened the amber depths; not the response he’d been aiming for or wanted.

      “Is that your solution to everything?” she hissed with a covert scan of the tables nearest them.

      “Here at the Castle, yes,” he returned in a low, controlled voice. Before he could berate her for the anger in her tone, Master Sam and his sub, Hannah, stopped by their table. As happy as he was to see another friend, Luke hoped the other couple didn’t linger. He greeted the Master with a broad grin and held out his hand. “Master Sam, Hannah, I hear congratulations are in order. You finally made an honest woman out of your sub.”

      Master Sam flicked the slender brunette an indulgent look before saying, “Thank you, although we’re still catching hell for doing so in secret. I won’t keep you. I just wanted to take a moment to say it’s good to see you here again. Who’s your pretty little sub?” he inquired with a look of interest at Carlie.

      Without waiting for Luke to make the introductions, Carlie opened her mouth before turning blazing eyes up to the strict Dom and making a huge mistake. Her voice dripping sarcasm, she said, “You must be as blind as Master M, either that or you’re into fat women.”

      “Fuck,” Luke cursed under his breath when Sam’s jaw went as taut as his own, his eyes reflecting the same glacial censorship Luke knew showed on his face as he slowly came to his feet. She was smart enough to cringe from their combined anger and the pity on Hannah’s face. The other sub knew first-hand what that disrespect would cost Carlie, something he didn’t relish but saw no way around.

      “Master Sam, I apologize for my sub’s disrespect. Cinderella, stand up and bend over your chair.” Carlie’s face paled, adding to the guilt slicing at Luke’s abdomen, but it was the betrayal in her eyes as she stood and obeyed his order that cut him to the quick. Ending their time together with a painful and humiliating public punishment delivered by the Dom whose sadist streak drew the hardcore pain sluts had not been on his agenda nor what he wished, but rules were rules.

      “This is not how I wanted to say hello after all this time,” Master Sam said as he removed the tawse clipped to his waist and Luke draped Carlie’s skirt over her back, baring her ass.

      “She’s a newbie but knows the rules.” Luke dropped the hint about her inexperience in the hopes Sam would keep the swats to a minimum since the tawse silicone whip took little in terms of strike force to deliver a painful spanking. The two broad tongues, each measuring an inch and a half wide and ten inches in length, allowed for long broad strokes, covering a lot of flesh at once. A few strikes would leave an impact.

      Master Sam’s dark eyes conveyed understanding, as did his quick nod. “Five swats.”
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      Carlie managed to hold in her cry and maintain her stoic acceptance through the first two stinging blows. Had she looked up at the man speaking behind her before uttering the flippant remark, she never would have said a word. Built like a brick wall, dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, there was an air about the Dom that instantly put a person, especially a sub, on alert. Pain blossomed across her backside, the third strike eliciting a low whimper from her compressed lips. She curled her fingers into the chair, trying to decide which punishment hurt worse, the painful blows delivered by a stranger in front of a roomful of diners, or Luke turning her over to the man. She accepted the first as her due for disrespecting a Master, but the second she didn’t understand. Why couldn’t Luke have disciplined her himself? Why add to her humiliation by allowing this hard man, a complete stranger, to administer the spanking?

      The fourth blow almost drove her to her elbows, but she locked her arms and held tight against the tears gathering in her eyes. She refused to add to her mortification by collapsing under the weight of her chastisement. The wide strap covered every inch of her buttocks by the time Master Sam delivered the final, most painful swat, which wrenched a cry from her throat. Even though Master M left the vibrators pulsing inside her pussy and rectum, she derived no pleasure from the fiery burn encompassing her backside. Just when she thought the worst was over, Luke took her arm and helped her upright, turning her to face the other man with a tear-streaked face.

      Shock stiffened her body when he instructed, “Kneel down and apologize to Master Sam, Cinderella.”

      Clenching her hands into fists, she avoided looking at the other woman, not wanting to see the compassion and understanding of her predicament she’d caught before. She sank to her knees, grateful Master M kept hold of her arm. If he hadn’t, she would’ve bolted right then and there. As it was, her entire body still trembled with the urge to do so. “I’m sorry, Master Sam. I spoke without thinking.”

      He surprised her by laying a hand on her head in a light caress. “You’re forgiven. Maybe later, you and Hannah can have a nice visit.” Stepping back, he addressed Luke. “I’ll catch up with you later, Master M.”

      As Luke drew her to her feet, Carlie couldn’t help but notice the heads turned their way, some faces reflecting understanding, others a hint of censure. Anger rose to the surface. She didn’t need this, didn’t want this kind of abasement, and certainly didn’t need the compassion Luke’s face now revealed. Responsibility for her outburst lay solely with her, but the sense of betrayal from being handed over to the other Dom wouldn’t abate. She’d been so thrilled with finally having his attention on her as more than a friend and Evan’s little sister, even with it given grudgingly, she’d succumbed to his dictates and heavy hand without a qualm. She knew she shouldn’t feel betrayed by being turned over to the man she’d insulted to dish out her punishment. From what she’d seen the past two days, others meting out discipline was a common practice. But, when combined with what she’d seen on Luke’s face earlier when he’d leaned toward the tall, attractive blonde in the hall, the one who was everything Carlie wasn’t, the feeling couldn’t be helped.

      Desperate to flee the crowd, her conflicting emotions and the pain of both Master M’s and Luke’s perceived disloyalty, she yanked her arm out of his grasp and spun away.

      “What are you doing?” he demanded, both concern and irritation crossing his face.

      “I’m leaving.”

      Fisting his hands on his hips, he argued, “You can’t just walk out. Wait a minute and we’ll go somewhere we can talk in private.”

      She didn’t care for his dictate any more than she did the riot of emotions clamoring for answers. Needing to get away from him, she didn’t hesitate to go against him. “Oh, yeah?” Bending, she reached under her dress and yanked the vibrators out, wincing at the abrupt removal of the still pulsating toys. Tossing them on the table, she snapped, “Watch me.”
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        * * *

      

      Stunned disbelief kept Luke rooted for the few seconds it took Carlie to dash through the restaurant. Swearing in both annoyance at her stubbornness and worry over whether she believed he’d gone too far in letting the Dom she’d insulted punish her, as was his right, he snatched the bullets off the table and went after her. One way or another, he would get to the bottom of what had gotten into her.

      Luke had no sooner reached the foyer when an explosion erupted from one of the upper floors, the sound sending everyone fleeing for the exits. Carmen. Fear tightened like a vice around his throat as he wrestled through the crowd, his first concern not of Grace’s safety, but Carlie’s. Dread churned in his abdomen when he searched the throng of panicking guests for her brown head but found no sign of her. He turned toward the front doors, praying she’d hightailed it outside in her effort to get away from him, but came up short with annoyance nipping at his heels when Victoria latched onto his arm with a worried expression.

      “Are you looking for the woman in your room earlier?” she asked above the din.

      Surprised, he nodded. “How’d you know?”

      “She saw us, looking out your door.” Pointing to the stairs, he almost strangled on the choking, icy grip of terror constricting his throat with her next words. “I saw her going upstairs just seconds before the explosion. Do you know…”

      “No, I don’t know what happened, but thank you for telling me that. Now, get outside until the all clear has been given.” Giving her a slight push toward the doors, he shoved his way through to the stairs, praying like he’d never done before.

      Not knowing where the explosion occurred, or even which floor, propelled him to move faster. Years of memories played through his mind on the trek upstairs. Carlie as a toddler, always begging for attention from both Evan and Luke; the pesky little kid constantly demanding to hang out with them; the adoring crush in her eyes in her pre-teen years; both her tearful and angry tirades during high school when she was labeled a nerd; the grief they shared when Evan died; the longing for more from him than protective friendship the past few years she thought she’d kept hidden.

      It had all been there, right in front of his face the whole time. Blinded by loyalty, he’d refused to see it, acknowledge or act on it. It had always been Carlie; always would be if he found her safe. How ironic would it be if he’d failed to protect her while determined to keep her at arm’s length?

      Luke reached the second floor and sped down the hall, sliding to a halt in front of her crouched form. Dropping to his knees, he went lightheaded with relief when she looked up at him with fear before releasing a strangled cry and flinging her arms around his neck.

      “God, it was so loud, it shook the walls, and I didn’t know where to go, what to do,” she sobbed, her body shaking as hard as his.

      “I’ve got you, little one. Come on, let’s get you out of here.” See her safe first, then do his job and find out what happened and if Grace escaped unscathed. If this turned out to be Carmen’s doing, he swore the man wouldn’t escape justice this time, even if he had to go vigilante and hunt him down personally.
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        * * *

      

      Granger, seven hours later

      

      Carlie heard the car pull up to the curb and her heart leapt. She recognized his footsteps as he approached up the walk and she clenched her hands into fists. She responded to his deep, commanding voice with a surge of heat and fought to hold on to her resolve. Yanking on a weed, she remained kneeling in the garden, thinking back just two-and-a-half days when he’d sought her out to try to convince her not to return to the Castle. What, she wondered, would he want to try to dissuade her from doing this time?

      As soon as he stopped behind her, she spoke, keeping her back to him. “So, you were telling the truth. You really were there on assignment.”

      “Yes. I’m sorry I couldn’t give you any details.”

      Luke’s deep voice washed over her like a comforting balm and she almost lost the effort to remain detached, unaffected by his nearness and the longing she despaired of ever getting over. “And your witness? She’s okay?”

      Luke tightened his jaw, impatience coloring his tone as he said, “We’ll talk about all that later. Mind if I go inside and get a glass of that iced tea I see you have?”

      Giving in to the inevitable, she stood and faced him, her heart constricting at the weary cast to his dark face, the concern in his green eyes. His ink black hair looked mussed, as if he’d been running his fingers through it again. She sighed and nodded. May as well get this over with. “Come on in.”

      As she knew he would, he stared at the stack of boxes and the disarray in surprise the minute they entered the living room. With a wave of his hand and a perplexed frown, he asked, “What’s all this?”

      “I’m moving,” she stated with a calmness she was far from feeling. Padding into the kitchen, she washed her hands before pouring his tea, trying not to look at him. She wouldn’t be able to stay strong if she stared at him too long. The memories of the weekend were still too fresh to hold her back from begging for more.

      The close brush with real danger made the scene in the restaurant pale in significance considering what could have happened to everyone, to her, to Master M. Why did it always have to take a life-altering incident to get one’s priorities straight? If only she hadn’t let jealousy cloud her thinking, had spent the last morning at the Castle enjoying her time with Master M instead of marring it with her irrational behavior. If only he cared enough to invite her back.

      “When’d you decide this?” he asked, a hint of reproach in his voice. Walking over to the counter, he picked up the glass she’d poured, his eyes never leaving her face as he took a hefty swallow.

      When I realized you’d never look at me as anything more than Evan’s little sister. “Actually, just last week. I thought it was time for a change.” Time to get over you.

      Luke set the glass down with a clink, his face tense while he stood and gazed at her across the counter, the look in his eyes one she couldn’t decipher. Then he inhaled, one deep breath, blew it out and said the most unexpected thing.

      “I loved Evan.”

      Frowning, she nodded. “I know, so did I.”

      “When he died, it tore me up, as much as it did you. The only way I held it together was because Evan needed me to keep my promise. Then,” he raked his fingers through his hair and swallowed hard with a shudder, “when that bomb went off and I didn’t know where you were, if you were hurt, I couldn’t breathe, Carlie. My first thought was I didn’t keep my promise after all; I failed to keep you safe. Seeing you huddled in the hall, scared but alive and unharmed, it dawned on me.” He sidled around the counter and backed her against it, nudging up her glasses with an indulgent smile. “The best way to fulfill my promise to Evan is to keep you chained to my side, with me always. It’s the only way I’ll survive the next fifty years.”

      “What… what are you saying?” she whispered, afraid of misreading what she so desperately wanted to hear and see on his face, what she’d waited so long to hear and see.

      He gripped her hair in his fist, tugged her head back and growled above her mouth, “I’m saying, whatever you thought was going on when I spoke with Victoria out in the hall this morning, you were mistaken. She asked me if I was free to scene with her today, and I told her no. How could I want someone else when I had you waiting for me?” He paused, searching her face, breathing her in. With a low groan, he whispered above her lips, “Thank God you’re so stubborn.”

      Carlie would’ve let loose with a giggle at that disgruntled statement, but his mouth covered hers first. With a moan, she leaned into his hard strength, gripped his bulging biceps and opened for the complete takeover of her senses. By the time he released her and stepped back, her girly parts were fired up on all cylinders and the desire to drop to her knees shook her to the core.

      Instead, she embraced the hope blossoming inside her and admitted with a sheepish grin, “I feel like an idiot.”

      “You should. You’ll like Harper Ferry. It’s a small town, like Granger. Close enough to DC my commute isn’t bad, and only a few hours from here. We’ll return often, rent out the houses and visit the Castle. What better place for you to get ideas and research for your writing?”

      He was moving so fast she almost didn’t catch the significance of that last statement. “How’d you… Jana.” She would be annoyed with her friend if she weren’t walking on cloud nine right now.

      Luke nodded, those direct, piercing eyes going to slits and in the blink of an eye, Luke transformed to Master M. “That’s right. I know all about your success and am damn proud of you. Now, there’s just one thing left to do.”

      “What’s that?” she asked, her heart beating out a rapid tattoo and her palms going damp with the mad rush of heat swelling between her legs.

      “You know what I want, little one.” He pointed to her sofa. “And what to do. Present that ass for me.”

      It took only seconds to realize he’d repeated the very words from her work in progress, the one she’d given to Jana for input. With her heart soaring, Carlie padded on trembling legs over to the sofa, lowering her shorts and panties on the way. Bending over, she turned her head and said, “I love you, Master M,” before settling on her elbows, offering what they both wanted.

      Tears pricked Luke’s eyes as he gazed upon the lush curves of her ass. Removing his belt, he caressed the quivering globes with the leather, replying, “I love you too,” before proving it with fiery strokes intended to build the most exquisite painful pleasure.

      

      
        
        The End
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      “One last job, and then your debt will be paid,” Don Lenzo said. Sitting across his massive desk from her, his presence dominated the room without even trying. Even the bodyguards who were off to the side didn’t impinge on her senses with the same kind of warning as the don himself. He smiled almost delightedly as he broke the good news, but Fawn knew his warm brown eyes were a lie, the cajoling quality of his tone a trick. While he wanted to appear a jolly Santa Claus type, he could turn cold and mean in an instant.

      She’d seen it happen too many times to count, even if his icy anger and calculated violence had never been directed at her. She was careful never to provoke him, which was why she didn’t remind him that it wasn’t really her debt, it was her father’s. Unfortunately, her father was now slowly dying in a nursing home and had no way to pay his debt, so it had fallen on her.

      The mob didn’t make allowances for health problems.

      Her father had gotten in deep with them when she was a young girl and they’d been happy to utilize his skill as a master thief and burglar for their own purposes. Fawn had been raised to the craft as well, something she now resented her father for. All she wanted was a normal life, but that was hard to have when the mob had her on call.

      One last job…

      When Don Lenzo said something, he meant it. While he may be a mobster—head mobster—he was honorable about his agreements. Which meant she would finally be free.

      Wariness gripped her, because by her calculations, it was unlikely she would be able to pay off the last of the money her father owed with just a single haul… unless he wanted her to steal the Hope Diamond or something. In which case she was probably fucked and going to jail so it really would be the last job, but not in a way that would benefit herself or her father.

      “What’s the job?” she asked.

      Don Lenzo smiled, looking almost grandfatherly. His dark brown hair was sprinkled liberally with grey and he had plenty of laugh and smile lines among his wrinkles. Which made his next words all the more disturbing, even though she knew his cheery face hid a completely ruthless personality.

      He pulled a folder off of the top of a stack and set it down on the desk between them, flipping it open to reveal a photograph of an imposing dark-haired man with a soul patch on his chin. While he wasn’t bad looking, there was also something greasy looking about him. Maybe it was his hair. Still, she didn’t quite understand why she was being shown a picture of a man.

      “I need you to kill him.”

      She’d been automatically reaching for the photo, but at his words she snapped her fingers away and pulled back as if burned. Wide-eyed with shock, she stared at him, unable to believe what she’d just heard.

      “You… what?”

      Still smiling—which was so incredibly creepy considering the topic of conversation—Don Lenzo leaned back, his expression almost indulgent. “I will explain. I need to send a message to this man’s boss, as he recently interfered in my business. However, this man—Mario Ricci—is very good at what he does; the men I would normally use for a job such as this haven’t been able to get close to him. I think a woman, one who is obviously not an experienced assassin, will have a better chance.

      “Also, as we reach the end of your debt, I want to ensure you have good reason to keep quiet about the dealings we’ve had over the years. There are many things the feds will forgive, but murder is not one of them. So. I need this man dead and I need to ensure your silence. This way, I kill two birds with one stone.”

      The silent menace beneath his cheerful explanation made Fawn feel sick as she realized what he wasn’t saying.

      It was this man’s life… or hers.

      She should have realized leaving the mob wouldn’t be as easy as completing her jobs and then moving on to live a normal life. Anxiety and fear churned her stomach, a nauseating mix that made sweat break out on her forehead.

      “Now don’t look so scared, little Fawn,” Don Lenzo said, using the nickname he’d given her long ago when her father had brought her to meetings with him. Before she knew what he was. He used to give her candy. The concern he now pretended just made her feel even sicker. “I have every faith in you.”

      Flipping the folder closed, he pushed it towards her. Her hands shaking, knowing she had no choice, Fawn picked it up with nerveless fingers. Either way, this was very likely going to end in her death. Running wasn’t an option—Don Lenzo would just kill her father and she couldn’t live with that on her conscience, not knowing she had a chance to save him.

      “He’s a bad man, Fawn,” Don Lenzo said, his voice soft, almost cajoling. “You’ll be doing the world a favor by getting rid of him. He’s hurt a lot of people.”

      Strangely, that did actually make her feel a little better—at least about the idea of killing someone. It made her feel a lot worse about her chances. But… there was a reason Don Lenzo was asking this of her. She believed him when he said the others he’d sent before hadn’t managed to get close to the man. Mob men were paranoid, but they did tend to have one weakness; they often underestimated women.

      She was a thief, a very good one, not a killer but… to free herself and her father, to start her normal life and know she was safe from both her past and Don Lenzo’s own paranoia about whether or not she’d talk… she would do this. She had to.

      “Where am I supposed to find him?” she asked, trying to treat this like any other job, but her voice sounding odd, as if she was hearing it from a distance. Yeah, she was definitely not okay.

      “Everything’s in that folder there,” Don Lenzo said, nodding at it. “You’re going to a place called the Castle.”
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        * * *

      

      The Castle—where ‘no’ meant yes and ‘onion’ meant no. It was an honest-to-goodness Scottish castle, moved from Scotland to the middle of Ohio, and it was every bit as impressive as it had been described to him. So was the man currently staring impassively at Dane from behind a large, mahogany desk. The Master of the Masters. Rumor had it that a subbie never left this room without being spanked. Dane believed it.

      Having an FBI agent badge to flash impressed a lot of people, but not Marshall Leaf, owner of the exclusive BDSM resort known as the Castle. Dane had heard about it but never visited, although his partner Luke Montgomery actually worked here in between cases. Luke had encouraged him to visit before, but Dane had always been happy at his home club in Washington DC and hadn’t felt the need.

      Now he wished he had, because convincing Master Marshall that he should be allowed on site, undercover as one of the Castle employees no less, when he’d never met the man wasn’t exactly a walk in the park. Actually, it had felt a lot more like an interrogation. At one point he’d even wondered if they might be able to call the man in on some questioning sessions in the future… he’d be damn good at it.

      The Castle was obviously his passion, maybe even his baby, and he was protective of it. Dane didn’t blame him for that at all, but he desperately needed onto the Castle grounds. He and Luke had been hunting the man known as Carmen ‘The Butcher’ Massino for months and they’d seen firsthand exactly how brutal the man could be. The bodies of his victims occasionally haunted Dane’s dreams, especially after he’d seen the aftermath firsthand not long ago. Marshall’s cousin Grace was now in Carmen’s sights and there was no way the man was going to leave a loose end open.

      It was the first loose end Dane and Luke had been able to grab onto almost since they’d started chasing Carmen. Hunting him was basically a fucked up, brutal version of Where in the World is Carmen Sandiego, and the clues were guns, drugs, and bodies. His last victim in particular, Susan Mills… she’d been their witness against Carmen, and finding her mutilated body had impacted both Luke and Dane deeply.

      Marshall was convinced that Carmen would never make it past the Castle’s admittedly impressive security, but he also didn’t know Carmen. The man was more slippery than an eel and a master of disguise and fake identities. This was where Grace was and so this was where Carmen would be. Dane could feel it in his gut and so could Luke. And when both of them felt something, they were rarely wrong. Grace Barnes was in deadly danger and neither of them was willing to let her down. They hadn’t been able to save Susan, but they were damned if they wouldn’t be in position to save Grace.

      So Dane had patiently sat through Marshall’s interrogation, answering all his questions—even the ones he knew Marshall had already thoroughly questioned Patrick Murphy, owner of the BDSM club Dane belonged to back home, about. Marshall obviously wasn’t leaving anything to chance and Dane respected that.

      “All right,” Marshall said, practically growling the words. “You’ll do. Which program in the Castle do you want to join?” He looked Dane up and down with an assessing eye. “You’d make a good pirate.”

      That was part of the Castle’s requirements—everyone was in costume and playing a role. Something which would suit Carmen perfectly, and Dane… well, he was probably going to struggle a little. Role play had never been his strong suit, but he was willing to do whatever he needed to in order to catch his bad guy.

      “I was hoping maybe I could familiarize myself with the grounds and the players before I chose,” he said, a little hesitantly.

      To his relief, Marshall nodded. “That’s probably a good idea if we’re going to make sure you blend in.”

      The Castle owner gave Dane a sharp look, his blue eyes like lasers, probably trying to assess just how well he was going to blend in. While he seemed resigned to having him there, he obviously wasn’t entirely comfortable with the situation, no matter what recommendation Dane brought with him or how knowledgeable he proved himself.

      Fortunately for Dane, before Marshall could resume interrogating him—which seemed all too likely—there was a knock on Marshall’s door and it opened immediately. Dane was even more relieved to see Luke entering. Backup at last.

      “Good to see you again, Luke,” Marshall said. “Dane and I have gotten acquainted—” well, that was one way to put it, “—and he’s convinced me he has enough experience he can blend in with the Masters and subs this weekend. I still don’t like it though.”

      “That goes without saying,” Luke said, before glancing at Dane. He sent his partner a rueful grin to let him know he’d survived. “Welcome to the Castle, partner.”

      “Thanks, I think,” Dane drawled.

      “This guy would have to be Houdini to get past my security. Grace is safe here, I’d bet my reputation on it,” Marshall said, venting his obvious frustration.

      Dane bit back the response on the tip of his tongue—as far as they should all be concerned, Carmen might as well be Houdini. He let Luke answer though; the long history the two had together would make his words far more meaningful than anything Dane could say.

      “Don’t underestimate him,” Luke replied, his voice deepening slightly with emotion. “I did that once and showed you the results. I won’t do so again, even if it puts our friendship, and my membership here, at risk.”

      Marshall’s lips tightened.

      “Luke’s right.” Dane decided to speak up now, seeing the man swaying just a touch after Luke’s testimonial. “Carmen is about as bad as they come, literally no conscience.”

      He could see the resignation in Marshall’s eyes as he sighed. The door opened again and all three men turned to look at the newcomers. A pretty brunette, petite and curvy and looking like she might give birth any minute, came in with the woman he immediately recognized as Grace Barnes. While Luke greeted the brunette—whom Dane quickly realized was Marshall’s pregnant wife, Kaylee—Dane took the opportunity to study Grace in person as she sat down on one of the settees.

      She seemed calm, despite the situation, which was good. Nervous, but not fearful. At least not outwardly. Her head turned slightly, tracking the people talking, and if he hadn’t known she was blind he might not have guessed it immediately.

      “Grace, Agents Montgomery and Morgan are here. They’re just going to introduce themselves, let you hear their voices so you’ll recognize them if need be,” Marshall said, his tone full of a gentleness he definitely hadn’t shown Dane. Marshall’s wife took a seat next to Grace and squeezed her hand reassuringly.

      Luke moved first, striding to the settee and placing his hand on Grace’s shoulder. “I’m Agent Montgomery, or Master M, Grace, whichever you prefer. I’m just one of several people who will be around to ensure you stay safe, even though the odds of Carmen finding you here are slim to none.”

      Dane winced. Neither he nor Luke really believed that, but it was better if Grace remained calm and unafraid. They weren’t really worried she would let her guard down; no matter how many reassurances she was given.

      “Thank you,” she said softly. “I appreciate everyone’s concern.”

      Stepping forward, Dane lightly touched her hand. “And I’m Agent Morgan, or Master D, Grace. It’s nice to meet you, although I wish it were under better circumstances.”

      He really did too. Even though this was their first chance at Carmen in months, he would never have willingly chosen an innocent to be drawn into the man’s web. Catching Carmen was their priority, but Dane would be damned if he allowed the woman in front of him to be hurt while they did so.

      A small smile curved Grace’s lips and she tilted her head up towards him. “Thank you, both of you.”

      A few minutes later they were dismissed from the Master’s office. Without the spanking the subbies got before they were allowed to leave.
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        * * *

      

      Holy mother of cannoli, what had she gotten herself into this time?

      Fawn’s head felt like it was spinning when she finally set down the folder Don Lenzo had given her. It hadn’t just provided information on her target, who was the right hand man to some guy named Carmen and presumably the man Don Lenzo wanted to send the message to, it also had a full information packet on the Castle along with her reservation to the place.

      Yeah. Don Lenzo’s explanation of “it’s a specialized resort” before dismissing her from his office had been more than an understatement, it had been misleading. BDSM? Masters and submissives? Littles? Ponies? Everyone dressed up and playing a part while spending the weekend in an actual fifteenth century Scottish castle complete with a dungeon and gaolers? Oh, she was so in over her head.

      She’d barely had time for a few one-night stands here and there during the past few years between trying to keep her own head above water, her dad in the long-term care he needed, and fulfilling the mob’s demands. Now she was supposed to go find and kill some guy who was going to be at a sex resort getting his freak on?

      Even worse, some of the stuff in the brochure… well, it kind of appealed. A lot. How was she supposed to do the most harrowing job of her life when she was distracted by… all the things? The naughty, dirty, kinky, fascinating things that were already succeeding in distracting her from the fact that she was supposed to kill a man.

      Or maybe there was some part of her that wanted to be distracted. That wouldn’t surprise her either.

      Of course, the fact that she couldn’t even remember the last time she’d masturbated didn’t help. Just reading the brochure had made her nipples tingle and kicked her libido up… all while she was planning an honest-to-goodness assassination.

      Groaning, she put her head down on her kitchen table and gently banged her forehead on the hard wood.

      “I’m so fucked.”

      And not in the good way that the Castle advertised.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Looking down on the courtyard from one level up and watching the new arrivals for the weekend, Dane spotted her. Long black hair waving around her shoulders, tanned skin that looked like her natural coloring, a nicely rounded, spankable bottom, and absolutely gorgeous—but that wasn’t why he noticed her. Well, at least not the entire reason. No, he noticed her because as his eyes scanned through the crowd she was just slightly off.

      He couldn’t define what made him think so, couldn’t explain it, but he could feel it. There was something about her demeanor that was making her stand out from the rest of the crowd.

      Watching with interest, he noted the black bracelet which was handed to her, meaning she was part of the Dungeon program.

      After giving her bracelet a dubious look, her gaze came back up… and landed on a couple with a German Shepard service dog. Dane had noticed them earlier and would be willing to bet money they were some kind of K-9 unit, also undercover. He couldn’t help but wonder exactly how many undercovers were going to be milling around this weekend, but he wasn’t surprised that multiple agencies wanted coverage. The Butcher was a big fish and he’d escaped the net too many times.

      What he found highly suspicious was that Raven-Hair seemed to suspect what they might be too—and she immediately began to move as far away from the couple and dog as possible.

      As everyone was directed to the folding chairs around the podium, she made sure to sit far, far away from the couple. As the Mistress, Mrs. Hardwick, came out to welcome the new arrivals with her speech about the Castle and what to expect, Dane continued to study the whole crowd, but his eyes were constantly drawn back to Raven-Hair. She was listening to the Mistress, but not as intently as everyone else was. Her eyes darted to and fro, like she was looking for something… or someone.

      There was no doubt in his mind now; she was definitely up to something. With multiple agencies sending in their people, it wasn’t a stretch of the imagination to think the other side might be as well. A woman, especially one in the submissive program, would have a decent chance of being overlooked as suspicious.

      Was she a possible contact for Carmen? As good as the man was, there was no way he was masquerading as this particular woman unless he’d shrunk a good half foot in height and dropped a significant amount of weight even for that scrawny bastard, but she might be someone who knew Carmen. Might be someone he was meeting or maybe even someone just looking for him. Possibly even someone who knew what Carmen currently looked like? Dane didn’t doubt the man would be in one of his infamous disguises, probably a new one that hadn’t already been identified.

      Since he didn’t notice anything or anyone else out of place he figured that he would start with Raven-Hair and see if he could figure out what her deal was. If she didn’t have anything to do with his case, then at the very least he’d have some time with a very attractive submissive—and in his undercover role as a Castle employee, he was supposed to be engaging with the guests.

      Feeling strangely upbeat, he made his way to the head Master’s office to tell Marshall that he needed to be in the Dungeon and also to look through the files of the new arrivals. Before he saw Raven-Hair again, he was going to know everything he could about her.
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        * * *

      

      Feeling completely overwhelmed, Fawn shut the door to her room behind her and leaned her back against it. Unfortunately, it didn’t help. The room just continued to remind her exactly how out of her element she was—as if walking through a castle full of some of the most exotic, sexy, and beautiful people she’d ever seen hadn’t already done that. Not to mention the Castle itself. It was full of erotic, exotic art and one stunning room after another. The bedroom she was staying in was the same.

      This was the kind of room she had never once in her life been able to afford. Doing medical coding from home and keeping her expenses down meant she could take a vacation now and then, but definitely nowhere like this and not in a room like this. Was this one of the perks of being sent on what was very possibly a suicide mission by the mob? Don Lenzo, soothing whatever tiny sliver of conscience he might have?

      The entire space was the size of a regular hotel room, but was impeccably decorated. Fawn knew quality furnishings and décor when she looked at them, even if they weren’t worth stealing. The massive bed drew her eye, of course. A sturdy post adorned each corner, all of them sporting a heavy iron ring.

      Fawn had done her research online. She knew exactly what those were for and her entire body tingled at the prospect.

      Focus. You’re here for work, not pleasure.

      Swallowing hard, Fawn made herself straighten up. Work—which had become even more difficult because she was pretty sure she’d spotted some undercover agents in the crowd of people at Orientation. While their dog was marked as a service animal, they’d set off all sorts of alarms in her head. Still, they hadn’t been hard to avoid with the number of people here and they didn’t have any reason to look twice at her unless she gave them one. So she’d just have to make sure she didn’t.

      Her bags had been brought up so she might as well unpack and try to get herself used to her new, opulent surroundings. Better to do it in here alone so when she was out with everyone else she could at least pretend to fit in.

      That should be the easy part, but she’d never had to fit in to a place like this before. How was she supposed to fit in when everyone was so different? Not just from her usual targets, but from each other. Yet all of them had seemed perfectly comfortable in their own skins—excited, happy… yeah, that was probably going to be her biggest challenge.

      Well, that and finding a weapon capable of killing a man, and then actually killing a man, preferably without being caught. If she ended up in jail, Fawn had no doubt the mob’s reach would find her there and she’d be dead. If she didn’t kill Mario, she’d be dead. Basically, if she did anything but succeed one hundred percent, she’d be dead, and honestly, she wasn’t even sure if she completely trusted Don Lenzo to let her live even if she completed this last task.

      But this was her best chance at the normal life she’d always wanted to lead. One where she didn’t have to steal things or risk her freedom for anyone else. A life where she could just work, maybe even date, fall in love, have a family… A girl could hope, right?

      One step at a time.

      First, unpack and explore the room.

      Second, scout the Castle. While she’d memorized the map, there was no substitute for seeing everything in person. Maps weren’t blueprints, after all, and they didn’t include decorations or security camera locations. Supposedly, the entire Castle was wired for security, both visual and audible, and she needed to find out how that worked if she could. Charming a security guard was probably her best bet for that—it was amazing how informative they could become when reassuring a seemingly anxious woman about how safe she was in their care.

      Third—and possibly at the same time as her second step—keep an eye out for Mario. Especially if she could discover what room he was in. Don Lenzo had been sure he would be here this weekend and Fawn trusted that intel. Definitely after seeing this room. There was no way he would have paid for her presence here on a lark.

      She also totally understood why he thought this was probably a good place for an assassination. The security here was high—it had to be to protect the guests’ privacy—and that would make some parts of her mission more difficult, but on the other hand, everyone was relaxed and here to have a good time. Add in that Mario would probably be actively looking for women to spend time with during his stay, and Don Lenzo’s plotting made even more sense. This was somewhere that even a highly trained, deadly criminal would relax his guard.

      Not that she found any of that reasoning comforting, but at least she understood why she was being sent on this mission.

      As she moved over to her bags, the black band on her wrist caught her eye and made her shiver. She wasn’t used to wearing jewelry and exactly what this jewelry meant… Don Lenzo, or someone working for him, had filled out her application and requested the Dungeon program for her. After her research, Fawn now had a decent idea of what that meant and she had very conflicting feelings over it.

      Work, remember? Not pleasure. Start unpacking and let’s get to it.
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        * * *

      

      “So, because she didn’t want to go anywhere near a dog, you want to be paired up with her?” Marshall asked.

      “Yes,” Dane said. He knew it sounded a little ridiculous, but he was sure it meant something. “She was behaving suspiciously and I want to keep an eye on her. Is there any reason I can’t?”

      “Other than messing with the pairings we already put together, no,” Marshall grumbled as he flipped through a stack of paper, separating out several sheets. “Fine, congratulations, you’re her partner for the weekend. It’s done. Here’s her intake form.”

      Dane took it eagerly, wanting to see what they had on her. Fortunately she hadn’t been at all hard to identify, thanks to the photos Marshall had of all their incoming guests.

      Fawn Pike, the first page said, although she’d chosen the alias of Flora. His lips quirked up, wondering if she was making a deliberate flora and fauna reference. Twenty-seven years old and working from home as a medical coder. No criminal record, nothing to make her stand out. Which, conversely, only made him more suspicious. He flipped to her experience and interest survey.

      “Thanks,” he said, almost absentmindedly as he left the room, his mind already working.

      “Don’t mention it,” Marshall called after him.

      Hmmm. Domination, bondage, flogging, anal… yeah, he was definitely down with her interests. This list would also be a good way to test whether or not she was really here for Castle amenities. If his suspicions were wrong, then it would still provide good cover for him.

      Win-win as far as he was concerned.

      He grinned when he saw that she had sex checked off as well. Then his grin faded a little. If she was mixed up with Carmen, he’d better keep his cock in his pants.

      Dane tried to tell himself he wasn’t too disappointed by that.
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        * * *

      

      The knock on Fawn’s door just as she was steeling herself to go back out into the main portion of the Castle made her jump. She was definitely already nervy, which was not a good way to start.

      “It’s fine,” she muttered under her breath. “Everything is fine.”

      Rubbing her sweaty palms on her thighs, she pasted a look of anticipation on her face. Because a regular patron would be excited, right?

      When she opened the door, excitement wasn’t that hard to feign. The man standing on the other side was panty-meltingly hot. Tall enough she had to tilt her head back slightly to meet his gaze, which put him around six feet, he had long, dark hair that waved back from a very handsome face. A square jawline that the ends of his hair would brush against if they weren’t pushed back, dark eyes that promised all sorts of dark pleasures, and lips that curved up in a pleased smile that made her heart pound.

      The leather vest he was wearing did nothing to hide a spectacular body—broad shoulders, chest hair curling over defined pecs and turning into a happy little trail right down to snugly fitting leather pants. Fawn nearly whimpered as every muscle in her lower body spontaneously tightened. Holy sex on a stick, she was in so much trouble.

      “Hello there,” he said, his eyes dropping down her figure in a way that said he liked what he saw. “I’m Master D and you must be Flora.”

      She opened her mouth to correct him before she remembered that it was her pseudonym for the weekend.

      “That’s me,” she said, smiling a little weakly as she nodded.

      He raised his eyebrow at her. Fawn blinked, as he seemed to be waiting for something.

      “What do you call me?” he asked, his voice becoming stern.

      Crap! She knew this and she couldn’t believe she’d already forgotten.

      “Sorry, Sir,” she said, her smile even weaker. Thank goodness she’d spent time looking into BDSM and trying to figure out what would be expected of her beforehand; she’d almost blown her cover on her first minor test. “I’m just excited, it won’t happen again.”

      “Wonderful,” he said, flashing her another panty-dropping smile. Were the sparks of attraction she felt zinging between them real? It was possible she was just so hard up for sex that she was imagining them, which would be hugely embarrassing. “Normally, I’d have found you at the meet and greet, but your room was on my way so I figured I’d knock and find out if you were still in here. Since you’re here, would you like to skip the usual schedule and go on a tour of the Castle?”

      “Oh, right, okay, Sir,” she said, trying not to feel too disappointed that that was all he was there for.

      As if he could hear her thoughts, he winked at her. “I’ll also be taking care of you for the rest of the weekend.”

      “Oh, okay, Sir.” Then she shut her mouth before she could begin to sound any more inane than she already did. She needed to snap out of it and get her head in the game. She’d known she was going to be distracted this weekend—although she hadn’t counted on being quite this distracted—but it was time to buckle down. A tour of the Castle was exactly what she needed, and she bet Master D would be a good starting place for all the questions she had. Fawn smiled brilliantly up at him. “Where do we begin?”

      Wardrobe, was the answer.

      Master D escorted her down several halls and handed her off to a chirpy, pretty woman named Janice to be outfitted. Since everyone in the Castle had to dress in period outfits or, at the very least, some kind of fetish gear, Wardrobe was there to assist. There were outfits for all sizes, all time periods, all kinks.

      Once in Janice’s capable hands, Fawn had the disconcerting experience of being stripped down and dressed like a doll, with very little say in what she was wearing.

      “Leather or satin?” Janice asked her, holding up two corsets.

      “Um, leather?” Fawn said, her voice squeaking a little as she stared at the gorgeous creations.

      Janice beamed at her. “Perfect! You’re going to look amazing in this.”

      To Fawn’s delight, Janice was completely right.

      About an hour later she felt like a whole new person. Her dark hair had been pulled back and put up in a high ponytail that showed off her bare neck while still leaving the mass of her hair free to swing around her shoulders, her make-up had been done to make her look like a movie star, and she’d was wearing an outfit she would have never dared put on in her real life.

      The leather corset was supposed to make her look badass, that’s why she’d chosen it, but she didn’t feel badass. No, she felt like a sex kitten. The corset pushed her breasts up into ample mounds and narrowed her waist so that she had a perfect hourglass figure. The tiny leather skirt she was wearing barely covered her ass and made her legs look impossibly long, and she was far too aware of exactly how little coverage the wisp of a G-string she was now wearing provided. She looked like sin… and she liked it.

      The expression on Master D’s face when she came out sent her confidence soaring even farther. He’d looked approving before, when she was in her regular clothes, now he was staring at her like a wolf ready to pounce on its prey, and in her high heels, Fawn wouldn’t be very hard to catch.

      “You look delicious,” he said finally, standing up from the couch he’d been waiting on.

      Beneath the stiff leather of the corset, her nipples tingled and tightened as his gaze swept over her again. Yeah, he definitely had a hungry look in his eyes when he looked at her.

      Focus. This is not what you’re here for.

      Right.

      “Thank you, Sir,” she said, a little breathlessly. She told herself it was just the corset making it hard for her to get enough air. She needed to get him to continue the tour so she could keep looking for Mario. “So, where else are we going?”

      The smile that spread across his face made goosebumps pop out all across her skin as a little shiver went up her spine. “Let’s make our way through the rest of this floor, and then I’ll show you the Dungeon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      This was either the best or worst assignment he’d ever given himself.

      Fawn had been attractive enough in her regular clothing when she’d practically been vibrating with anxiety—seeing her now in what he would consider club-wear was making his cock strain at the front of his pants. Staying professional wasn’t easy when he had to keep reminding himself that he couldn’t fuck her, in case she was connected to Carmen.

      Considering the stakes, keeping his mind on what he needed to do shouldn’t be so damned difficult. It was definitely not a problem he’d ever had before.

      There was just something about Fawn… just like when she’d roused his suspicion, he couldn’t quite figure out what was different about her. Obviously he was attracted to her, but there was something more than that. She tugged at the same part of him that Grace Barnes did, the protective part of him. While that would be understandable if she was just an innocent he was using for his cover, he couldn’t figure out why he felt that way.

      Especially because it didn’t take him long to realize she was questioning him about the Castle—and not in the same way most guests would.

      She was good, damn good, he’d give her that, but he started to catch on as they made their way down the hall. Whereas most guests would be agog at the erotic statues, the lush surroundings, she had a different focus.

      “So the cameras only randomly monitor the Castle? Is that really safe, Master D?” Clinging to his arm as they walked, her leather-clad breast brushed his bicep, nearly succeeding in distracting him. Her big brown eyes, which were very fawn-like now that he thought about it, were full of innocent worry, yet his gut told him her questions were anything but. “What if something happens while no one’s looking?”

      “Perfectly safe,” he said, covering her hand on his arm with his to emphasize his words. “Didn’t they tell you at Orientation? There’s audio rigged all over the Castle too, and if you ever say the Castle safeword, the cameras where you are will switch on and help will be sent immediately.”

      Her expression flickered before turning into a pleased smile. If he hadn’t been paying attention, he likely wouldn’t have noticed her look of anxiety before she covered it up.

      Yeah, she was definitely up to something. Especially since she seemed determined to confirm everything that he knew Mistress Hardwick had said in her speech before everyone was even allowed to enter the Castle. He supposed there was a very slight chance she was just nervous and wanted extra reassurance, but the whole thing was setting off all sorts of little alarms in his head.

      Dane decided it was definitely time to head down to the Dungeon. There was nothing like a scene to really see who a person was at their core, to learn their expressions, their uninhibited reactions. Right now he was pretty sure she was putting on an act and he wanted to see her at her most raw. He wanted to strip her down to who she really was and—

      And find out that she wasn’t working with or for Carmen.

      Dammit.

      Dane did need to know whether or not she was, but he was definitely holding onto a small hope that she wasn’t. Because he was drawn to her. Attracted to her. Even felt a little protective of her, although that might be by her own design considering the questions she was asking. They were all geared towards Castle security but asked in a manner guaranteed to trigger a man’s protective instincts.

      Which meant he needed to be even more on guard during the scene than he already was.
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        * * *

      

      The Castle was amazing. Fawn wished she could have come here just for fun. She was asking Master D all the questions she needed to know about the building and security, but her mind was only half paying attention to his answers. It seemed the speech they’d been given at Orientation had been pretty thorough, which was kind of surprising. She’d kind of thought they’d been exaggerating. The other half was just enjoying the tour. The people. The artistically inventive eroticism of the wall sconces. Whoever designed this place had a wicked imagination and good sense of fun.

      “Flora? Are you paying attention?” Master D’s voice was amused as he realized what she was looking at, and she felt herself turning bright red.

      “Yes, sorry… um, Sir, what were you saying?” Crap. Now she was falling down on the job too. While she understood her brain wanting to procrastinate, wanting to do anything but the job, she didn’t exactly have a whole lot of options here. She needed to get it together. At least she’d managed to tack on a ‘Sir’ in there instead of forgetting again.

      She wasn’t the only one gawking at the artwork, though, she saw at least one other couple stopping to examine another statue much more closely as she and Master D walked into the Grand Foyer. It wasn’t too crowded and, as with everywhere else, there were plenty of interesting sights to see. Her gaze was immediately drawn to a busty redhead who was completely naked other than a blindfold and walking on the arm of a severe looking Dominatrix who was obviously directing her steps in a low voice.

      Fawn couldn’t help but shiver when she looked at them. The trust that must take…

      She couldn’t imagine, because she didn’t think she’d ever trusted anyone that much. Her life didn’t allow for trust.

      Envy welled.

      “Flora? Flora?”

      Master D squeezed the hand she had on his arm and jolted her out of her thoughts. Crap, she’d done it again. And also forgotten her Castle name. She was going to have to work on that.

      “Sorry, Master D,” she said, giving him a weak smile. “There’s… there’s just so much.” She swept her free arm out, gesturing at everything and everyone around them.

      The smile he gave her in return was sympathetic. “There is,” he agreed. Then the look in his eye glinted, turned to something a little more disconcerting. Exciting. “So let’s go somewhere that you can focus, hmm?”

      “The Dungeon?” she asked, repeating his words from earlier, feeling more than a little breathless and this time it wasn’t just the corset. Excitement tingled through her and she told herself it was fine. If she didn’t play, she’d stand out. Besides, she needed to know all areas of the Castle because who knew where Mario would show up?

      “Exactly,” Master D said. The way he looked at her sent a shiver down her spine and not entirely in a good way. She felt stripped bare by his assessing gaze, which—considering who she was and what she was doing there—was not comfortable at all. Suddenly he reached up and gripped the back of her neck and Fawn gasped as he began to propel her forward. “Let’s go, prisoner.”

      He led her to the back of the foyer and Fawn couldn’t help but gape a little when he opened a half-hidden door beneath one of the staircases. Although her practiced eye had spotted it immediately, she knew surprise and awe would be a more normal reaction for the kind of person she was pretending to be.

      Tingles went up her spine as they descended the staircase, electric torches lighting the way, but the fact that they were electric didn’t detract from the ambiance at all. She found herself huddling a little closer to Master D as anticipation and just a touch of fear shivered through her. The sound of dripping water, the smoky and dank smell of the air, the sputtering and hissing of the torches, all added to the overall creepiness of the place. It felt like she was actually being led into a dungeon, a real one.

      The hall became darker and darker, and Fawn nearly squeaked when they finally reached the end of it and a seriously scary looking dude in a leather mask turned towards them. Bare-chested and wearing leather pants, his muscles bulged even more impressively than Dane’s. The mask covered all of his facial features except his mouth, and his lips were set in a forbidding frown.

      “Another one for the cells?” he asked in a deep, scary voice, his lip curling up in a sneer. “Or just a voyeur?”

      Master D laughed harshly. “This one is definitely going in a cell.”

      Oh good heavens, she was pretty sure her panties had just been flooded with her arousal. She was scared to death of jail, so why was this turning her on? It didn’t make sense, especially because she was as anxious as she was aroused. If she’d thought she was in over her head before, it was nothing compared to how she felt now.

      Stupid vagina, stop enjoying this!

      The masked man opened one of the heavy doors and Master D directed Fawn into the room using his firm but gentle hold on the back of her neck, but when she nearly stumbled he caught her immediately. She felt completely off balance, a little scared, and completely shocked at how much she was enjoying herself. This wasn’t what she was here for, but it was an unavoidable part of being here.

      Don Lenzo had chosen the Dungeon program because it would give her the most freedom to wander the Castle without anyone keeping an eye on her, but Fawn had realized the program appealed to her when she’d been reading through the brochure. Reading was nothing compared to reality though, and ‘appealed’ was a vast understatement now that she was here and completely under the control of Master D.

      Everything about the Castle was designed to make the guests forget about the world outside and seduce them with erotic, exotic pleasures, and Fawn found herself tempted beyond belief. Tempted, anxious, excited—she was a mess of emotions.

      “Oh no,” she said, her voice higher than normal as she got a good look at the room. There was a large wooden frame erected in the center of it, like a doorframe but taller and wider, and it was covered with bolts and chains. The far wall was lined with instruments of torture, some of them leather, some of them gleaming metal even in the dim light. Despite her research, she didn’t even recognize what some of them were and her mind went blank trying to imagine how they could be used. The ones she did recognize were not reassuring.

      There was a small cage in the corner—which actually did frighten her and not in the sexy way—and another corner had a pile of cushions which was the only softness the cell offered. There was an actual rack to her left and stocks on her right, and what looked something like the spanking benches she’d seen online next to the stocks, but so much more advanced than the ones she’d looked at. Exactly what Don Lenzo had signed her up for this weekend was finally sinking in.

      “Right here,” Master D said roughly, moving her to the center of the room to stand beneath the large frame. Taking her left wrist in his hand, he lifted it above her head and pulled down a leather cuff which was attached to one of the chains and secured her wrist in it. It took him less than a minute, and then he pulled on the chain to shorten it, dragging her arm up into the air.

      Fawn’s pussy fluttered as she stared at the black leather around her limb, holding her in place.

      Bad vagina. Bad, bad, bad vagina.

      The other hand went up and was secured in a similar manner. Then she found her skirt being yanked off and she squeaked as he pulled her leg to the side… ankle restraints. She wasn’t going to be able to move an inch. Would a regular submissive protest being so completely restrained so quickly? Fawn had no way of knowing. Part of her wanted to, but another part of her was loving everything that was happening to her. She was completely torn.

      When Master D stepped back, his gaze slid up and down her body, checking her responses. Fawn was trembling, completely unsure of herself. All she had to do was say ‘red’ or even the Castle safeword, ‘onion,’ and everything would stop. But… even though this wasn’t going to help her finish her mission, it was necessary.

      There was no way an experienced submissive, which she was supposed to be, would go to the extreme of saying a safeword just for a little bondage. She couldn’t blow her cover or get kicked out of the Castle, which meant she had to show she belonged here. Master D and everyone else had to think she was here to enjoy the Castle’s programs. They all needed to be convinced that she wanted this.

      That last part actually wouldn’t be all that difficult.

      The G-string Janice had given her was soaked. Even if her brain thought she was totally in over her head, her body was completely on board. She didn’t think she’d ever been so aroused in her life.

      And since she was all tied up with no way out, and this was needed for her cover, she might as well just give in and enjoy herself, right? Fawn could almost feel all the tension in her body unwinding as she gave herself over to whatever the hell Master D wanted to do with her.
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        * * *

      

      The almost glazed look in Fawn’s wide eyes was killing Dane. She looked like she was right on the verge of going into subspace just from being restrained to the frame. Her entire body had relaxed and he could tell that she was completely in the moment.

      Which confused the fuck out of him.

      He’d thought she might try to act submissive or maybe even be a little submissive but this… This was an almost extreme reaction. They hadn’t even really started the scene yet, but she looked almost blissful. She definitely wasn’t trying to fool him into thinking she was into this—she was.

      The suspicion that she might be connected to Carmen now seemed almost ludicrous in this moment—but he couldn’t let go of everything else he’d observed either. Which was the true Fawn?

      When he stepped in front of her, she looked up at him with big doe-eyes, eager and aroused, lips parted, her breasts heaving slightly above the top of her corset. His cock pulsed. Maybe he was crazy and she really was just a subbie. In which case he needed to make sure she had a good time, because that was his cover.

      “Okay, pretty girl,” he said, his voice deepening as he got more fully into his Dom headspace and away from his professionalism as an agent. He cupped her chin in his hand, tilting it up to look at him and her pupils dilated with excitement, her breathing coming a little faster. The reaction wasn’t just submissive, it was needy. And the part of him that loved fulfilling a submissive’s needs responded instantly. “Let’s see how you take a flogging.”

      Fear. Eagerness. Worry. Anticipation. Right now the expressions flitting across her face were completely open and easy to read.

      She sucked in a breath when his hands moved to her corset and undid the front, quick-release buckles. One quick movement and the whole thing slid off her body, leaving her breasts hanging in the open air, brown nipples tightly puckered. Her shoulders hunched, as if she tried to pull her arms in to cover herself, only to realize she couldn’t.

      “Relax,” Dane murmured, tossing the corset to the side. Although she was eager, she was also nervous, almost shy. It was entirely possible she wasn’t used to playing with someone she’d just met. He walked around behind her, enjoying the view of her splayed out, wearing nothing but a tiny G-string. The little wisp of fabric couldn’t hide the small mound of curls on her pussy or her arousal, and it definitely did nothing to hide the twin globes of her spankable ass.

      When he placed his hands on her shoulders, she jerked slightly.

      “Red for stop, yellow to slow down,” he whispered in her ear. “And if you forget either of those, you say the Castle safeword.” His fingers caressed her shoulders, slowly moving down her back and getting her used to his touch, and he could feel her shiver and then slowly relax.

      Of course, when his hands moved closer to her ass she started to tense up again, but he was already pulling away and moving over to retrieve one of the floggers from the wall. One that would be more thuddy than stingy.
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        * * *

      

      Fawn had to clench her jaw to keep from begging Master D to come back and keep touching her. Granted, she’d gotten kind of tense when he’d first taken her corset off, but only for a few minutes. Casual sex was the only kind of sex she’d ever had but it had still been a bit of a shock to be totally vulnerable, spread out, and naked in front of a man she’d just met an hour ago. Then she’d gotten over it once he’d started to touch her, his hands caressing down her back…

      Watching him move over to the wall with all the naughty torture implements, she’d realized that, of course, he’d want to do more than just touch her with his hands. That’s what the Dungeon program was about. That’s what she was supposed to want.

      Hopefully he didn’t choose anything too awful, because this was definitely entirely new territory for her.

      When he picked up a leather flogger with a lot of long, thick strands, she realized she had no reference for knowing what was too awful. But surely he wouldn’t go right in with something severe, right?

      Turning, he saw her expression and smirked. Looking like a leather god, he walked forward, circling around her again.

      “What are your slow and stop words?” he asked as he moved behind her again.

      She felt all of her muscles tensing and then relaxing again, because she couldn’t hold them tensed.

      “Yellow and red, Sir,” she replied, her voice a little hoarse.

      “Good girl.”

      Leather lashed at her skin, striking her between her shoulders, and she cried out, more in surprise than pain. It didn’t hurt exactly, but she didn’t quite know how else to describe the sensation either. The leather strands thudded and they stung a little but the feeling went deeper than that. She also hadn’t expected them to fall on her upper back.

      The next strike hit where she expected—on her exposed ass—and she found herself wriggling at the sensation.

      Then her upper back again… then back down to her ass…

      There was a rhythm to it, one which was almost hypnotic and Fawn found herself falling into it. Her body felt like it was humming, her entire back starting to tingle, and somehow that just made her wetter and hotter than ever.

      “Oh…” A deep shudder went through her as her mind seemed to shut down. For the first time in as long as she could remember, she didn’t have to think, didn’t have to plan, didn’t have to worry… she could just feel. And it felt so good.
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        * * *

      

      The soft moans of pleasure Fawn was making were driving Dane wild. Her body undulated in the restraints, practically reaching for the touch of the flogger. Although her first reactions had been a little unusual, she’d gotten into things quickly and he could only assume she wasn’t used to being flogged. Which was too bad, because she obviously needed more of it.

      Dane turned her backside a nice shade of dark pink, enjoying watching the leather fall across her skin, darkening the blush beneath her natural tan. Her muscles quivered, tensing and relaxing, and when he finally stopped, she barely seemed aware. Walking around to the front of her, he was ready to start on that side when he saw her face.

      She was completely blissed out. Dreamy smile, eyes closed… although her nipples were puckered and her pussy was obviously soaking through the G-string, he couldn’t continue. There was no way she was in a state of mind to say her safeword if she needed to, she likely wouldn’t even know she needed to. Although he wasn’t sure if she’d reached subspace, he was positive he didn’t know her well enough to keep flogging her while she was like this.

      Damn.

      The scene was over a lot sooner than he’d wanted it to be… he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been with a submissive this eager, this responsive. Well, he’d wanted to get to know her and her reactions, and now he knew. Fawn was definitely submissive and likely a bit of a masochist as well.

      Whether or not she was connected to Carmen… he still couldn’t say. But with her completely out of it, at least he had a good reason to take her back to her room and look around to see if anything or anyone else was out of place. Later, when she was more coherent, he could go back to work on her.

      And not just go back to working her over with a flogger or with impact toys, now that he knew how quickly she would go into subspace. That still left a lot of room open for him to play.

      Fawn murmured nonsensical words as he got her down from the frame, practically limp.

      “You did enjoy yourself, didn’t you, kitten?” he asked, chuckling as he hefted her up into his arms. Her back and backside were warm from being flogged but not hot. Sighing happily, she snuggled into him.

      Carrying her out of the cell, he gave the Master Gaoler a shrug when the man cocked his head in question.

      “She blissed out fast,” Dane said. “I’m going to take her back to her room for aftercare.”

      The Master nodded. “We’ll take care of the room, go on.” A grin flashed across his face. “Not that you had time to mess it up much.”

      Too true, Dane thought ruefully as he headed back to the main part of the Castle. Definitely not nearly as much as he’d wanted to and yet, he’d found something incredibly satisfying about seeing her really relax into the flogging so quickly. Next time, though, he’d know to draw the scene out a little longer before getting to the funishment… maybe switch up implements after every few strokes so she couldn’t sink into herself so quickly.

      It wasn’t until he’d gotten her up to her room, had her drink some water and eat a bit of chocolate before settling her in her bed that he realized he’d barely been thinking about the case or Carmen or whether or not her suspicious behavior meant anything. No, he’d been thinking about her like a submissive he wanted to work with and nothing else.

      Fucking hell.

      Gritting his teeth, he pulled the sheet up to cover her basically naked body—which was an act of willpower in and of itself—and did a quick search before making himself leave the room. His search didn’t uncover anything even slightly suspicious. The temptation to stay there and watch over her was strong. Instead, he just left water on the bedside table and a note telling her that he’d come find her later.

      Time to get back to work, no matter how much a pretty, raven-haired, sultry kitten hovered in the back of his mind.
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        * * *

      

      Fawn stretched. Yawned. Opened her eyes.

      She felt so comfortable, so relaxed, and yet also incredibly horny. The combination of those three things was almost a little unnerving.

      Even more so when her memories came rushing back in.

      Holy kinky boots!

      Bolting to an upright position, she looked around wildly.

      Back in her room. Alone. The sun coming in through the window indicated that it was still daylight at least. But how much time had she lost? And where was Master D?

      Crap.

      She pressed her thighs together; her body was thrumming with unfulfilled need that wouldn’t go away no matter how she tried to focus on the truly important things. Biting her lip, she flopped back and hissed slightly as her upper back stung at the impact, still sensitive from earlier. It just turned her on more. Fawn stared up at the canopy of the bed. Well, hell.

      Closing her eyes, Master D immediately popped into her head. The way he’d touched her. The way the leather flogger had licked at her skin. With her upper back now throbbing a little, she didn’t need much imagination to remember that. Her nipples puckered into hard little points on her chest as her hand slipped down between her legs.

      The flimsy fabric of the G-string was no real barrier, but she pushed her fingers beneath its edge anyway. The aching need inside of her was making her feel nearly frantic. Her swollen clit felt like it was pulsing against her fingertips as she began to rub it, her back arching and thrusting her hips upwards to meet them. Fawn whimpered, wondering what Master D’s fingers would feel like there, how his cock would feel…

      She cried out as she came, hard and fast, shuddering with the pleasure coursing through her. Panting, she gripped the pillow, her fingers slowing as the last spasms of ecstasy shuddered through her.

      Holy crap…

      It had been way too long.

      She felt a lot better now and allowed herself a few moments to let her heart and breathing slow again before making herself get up.

      With Master D gone, this was a good chance for her to go exploring on her own. She was pretty sure she’d spotted a few of the cameras while they were out walking earlier but she hadn’t been able to get a good enough look to confirm; she needed to figure out where they all were and if there were any blind spots. Plus, there was no way she was going to be able to find Mario by staying in her room.
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      Walking through the Castle was an exercise in patience and futility. The garden statue he and Luke had selected to hide notes to each other had nothing in it and Dane didn’t have anything to add, so he hadn’t spent much time out there before going back into the Castle.

      He doubted Carmen would go far afield, because his target definitely wouldn’t.

      The problem was there was no way of knowing when or where the man might turn up, which meant he needed to be everywhere at once. Even watching the security cameras wouldn’t be particularly helpful right now since Carmen’s disguises meant it was unlikely they’d be able to initially identify him on the screens. Being on the ground made it more likely.

      He had to admit, he was also just enjoying the walk through the Castle with all the guests on the premises, obviously already enjoying their day. Dane took advantage of the time to check in with Master Malcolm in the servants’ quarters, just to see if anything had happened that he should know about.

      Nothing had.

      Prowling back into the Castle’s corridors, Dane turned the corner to see Fawn at the other end of the hall, peering around the corner and into the main foyer. She’d obviously been back to Wardrobe as she was now wearing a slinky, black negligee that barely covered her pert ass. The long fall of her hair was curled around her mid-back, nearly blending in with the dark silk.

      Dane found his steps slowing as he observed her. She was looking to and fro, almost as though she was looking for something—or someone—specifically. But who? That was the real question.

      When she suddenly started moving again, Dane picked up his pace behind her, wondering exactly what had caught her attention. Even from behind, without being able to see her expression, he had been able to tell that something had. She’d gone from looking around to being completely focused.

      Hurrying into the main foyer, he could see how crowded it had become—much more so than it had been earlier—but he still located Fawn easily enough. That gorgeous dark hair was hard to miss, even with so many other people milling about; especially since she was the only one he could see with her hair down at the moment.

      She came to a halt in the middle of the room, looking around again, and Dane made himself stop as well. Both of them were scanning the others in the room, but he kept one eye on her while he looked, so he saw her turn towards him and knew the moment she spotted him. For just a moment she seemed to hesitate, and then she smiled and started towards him, dodging a Daddy Dom and babygirl who were cooing at each other and not paying attention to the others around them.

      “There you are, Sir,” she said when she reached him, smiling. The negligee was cut low, showing off a substantial amount of her breasts, and the thin, silky material made it clear her nipples were hard. Dane couldn’t help but wonder if she was wearing anything at all underneath it, even as his suspicion welled. “I was just looking for you.”

      “Were you?” he asked, keeping his voice mild. “It looked like you were following someone else.”

      He said it just to see her reaction.

      Unfortunately, she covered her initial expression too quickly for him to interpret as she tilted her head innocently. “I thought I saw you, Sir. You weren’t ahead of me coming in here?”

      Dane wanted to believe her. He really did. He just wasn’t sure if he could. But he didn’t want her to suspect anything, either, so regardless of whether or not he actually did, he still had to pretend to. “No, I came in behind you.”

      “Oh,” she said, and then flashed him a bright smile. “Well, Master D, I was hoping maybe we could get some dinner together. I’ve heard it’s Italian tonight. And then… maybe we could finish our scene?”

      Dane felt his lips curving upwards. “All right, kitten. Let’s go get dinner. Just remember who’s in charge.”

      “Yes, Sir,” she said with a giggle.
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        * * *

      

      The heavy flirting distracted Fawn from the despair welling up inside her. She was pretty sure she’d spotted Mario Ricci in Wardrobe, being fitted with a kilt, but she’d lost him by the time she’d gotten to the Grand Foyer. Seeing him had made the whole situation suddenly very, very real, and she was almost desperate to focus on anything else.

      She felt like two completely different people—the Fawn she had to be, doing her job and trying to plan an assassination, and the Fawn she wanted to be, flirting with Master D and enjoying her time at the Castle. Of course, she never would have come to the Castle if Don Lenzo hadn’t sent her to assassinate Mario.

      This whole situation was all sorts of fucked up.

      The eggplant parmesan she had for dinner was good, although halfway through, she spotted the man she was now ninety-nine percent sure was Mario, walking into the dining room with a redhead who kept her gaze cast down as she followed him. Unfortunately they were too far away for her to be completely sure, but from a distance he definitely looked like the guy in the picture Don Lenzo had provided. When she realized Master D was watching her and had turned to follow her gaze, she’d immediately drawn his attention back to her, coyly teasing him about what he might do to her this evening.

      It was a topic she had genuine interest in, after all. Plus, he was observant enough to think she was behaving a little oddly. From some of the questions he asked her it seemed like he suspected that she wasn’t as experienced a submissive as her survey had indicated—which was definitely true. Fawn just hoped that was all.

      Obviously it was doubtful he’d guess at her real reason for being at the Castle—it was so ludicrous it made the perfect cover—but she didn’t want him becoming too interested in who she really was or what she was doing there. That meant keeping him focused on what she was supposedly there for.

      So she kept up the flirting all through the meal and didn’t ask any questions about Castle security, didn’t look across the room where she was pretty sure her target was sitting, didn’t do anything that would make her stand out from anyone else.

      By the time Master D escorted her back to her room, she was more than ready to just focus on him and forget everything else. There was nothing else she could do tonight anyway, not with Master D watching her every move. Maybe if she could wear him out she could sneak back out later if it wasn’t too late.

      When they reached her room, Master D was looking at her with something like bemusement, but also interest. Fawn couldn’t help but wonder if she’d been the only one affected by their scene in the Dungeon earlier.

      “Are you sure you want to play here?” he asked, closing the door behind him. “The Dungeon always has room.”

      “I’m sure,” she said, giving him a flirtatious look over her shoulder. There was no denying that she was seriously attracted to Master D—and as amazing as their scene in the Dungeon had been this morning, she didn’t want it to end the same way. If she died this weekend or ended up in jail after it, she might as well have mind-blowing sex while she could. After all, this might literally be her very last opportunity. But she didn’t want to have sex in the Dungeon, not really… maybe later this weekend if the chance came up.

      For tonight, though, she wanted a bed.

      Master D raised his eyebrow at her, stepping forward and following her towards the large piece of furniture which dominated the room. “You’re sure… what?”

      Fawn giggled. It felt almost like she was having an out-of-body experience because this so wasn’t her, and yet it was. “I’m sure… that I want to be in here.”

      She knew exactly what she was doing—she was poking at him to see what he would do.

      His face hardened into stern lines and he moved so fast she would have stumbled as she retreated if he hadn’t snaked his arm out to catch her. All the breath seemed knocked from her lungs as she found herself pressed up against the hard, muscled planes of his body. Her arousal shot through the roof as her pussy throbbed in response. They were pressed close enough that his mouth was only a few inches from hers and she could smell a faint woodsy scent—possibly cologne or maybe just soap.

      Staring up at him, she felt like the breathless heroine on a romance cover, her hands pressed to his chest, her body trembling against his. Good grief, the man was potent.

      “All right, kitten,” he said, his voice lowering to a deep rumble. “We’ll play here and I’ll show you exactly what happens to naughty little brats who don’t speak to their Master with the proper address.”

      Eep.
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        * * *

      

      The look of utter anticipation in Fawn’s eyes nearly undid him, her muscles flexing beneath the palm he had spread on her lower back, her fingers curling slightly against his leather vest. The silky bit of nothing she was wearing felt nice, but that was definitely going to have to go immediately.

      She made a little squeaking sound, like the kitten he’d nicknamed her, as he spun her around so she was facing away from him. Two quick movements to tug the straps of her negligee off her shoulders and it fell to the ground. Again she was wearing a barely-there G-string, making him shake his head.

      No, this time she was going to be completely naked and he wasn’t going to let her go so far into her head. Now that he knew how fast she could fly, he would make sure to keep her in the here and now, feeling every last bit of erotic pain and pleasure he could wring from her willing body.

      “Your safewords work as well in here as they do anywhere else in the Castle,” he said, sweeping her hair over her shoulder and exposing her back. All the marks from the flogging earlier were completely gone, but the skin there and on her ass would still be sensitive. A shiver went down her spine as he traced his finger along it. “Now bend over the bed and get this pretty ass high in the air.”

      She squeaked again as he smacked her right cheek to get her moving, and immediately jumped forward the few feet to bend over. Almost as soon as she did so, she peeked over her shoulder at him. Dane gave her a stern look and her head snapped back around.

      The new position made for a fantastic view. The swollen lips of her pussy pressed against the wet fabric of her G-string, outlining them perfectly for his pleasure, while the twin mounds of her ass were tipped up and ready for punishment.

      Moving slightly to her side so he could keep an eye on her, Dane raised his hand and brought it down hard on her delectable ass.

      “Ow!”

      To his utter shock, she stood up, looking at him with a kind of surprise that he couldn’t quite interpret. It was almost like she’d never been spanked before.

      He frowned.
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        * * *

      

      Holy fuck-up, Fawn!

      The reaction had been involuntary, but the expression on Master D’s face told her that she’d just screwed up pretty badly. What would be a good explanation for reacting that way to a simple swat?

      Or, a not so simple swat really, since that patch of her bottom was still stinging, but now that the initial surprise and pain was past it didn’t really hurt that badly. She had just never been spanked before, but the person she was pretending to be definitely would have, which meant she needed a reasonable explanation for her unusual reaction.

      “Sorry, Sir,” she said, bending back down into position—which also allowed her to hide her face from him as her hair fell across it like an ebony curtain. “I just… I wasn’t… I thought there would be more of a lecture first.”

      That sounded plausible, right?

      It must have, because she heard him chuckle as his hand came down to sweep her hair away from her face and over to the other side of her neck, so he could see her. She felt a little more relaxed, though, since he seemed to be buying what she was selling.

      “Lectures are for when you don’t know what you did wrong, kitten,” he said, palming her ass right where he’d spanked it and making her skin tingle. “You know exactly what you did, since this is exactly what you were trying to provoke. Now take your punishment like a good girl.”

      SMACK!

      This time she was more prepared for it and she didn’t bolt upright although part of her wanted to. Was his hand made out of wood or something?

      SMACK!

      Rub.

      The rubbing against her tender cheek felt nice. Then his hand lifted again.

      SMACK!

      She couldn’t hold back a little gasp at that one. It felt like her bottom was starting to do more than sting, it felt like it was starting to burn. While she’d read about what a spanking felt like on the internet, it definitely hadn’t adequately prepared her for the reality.

      But what she’d read had been right in some instances. Her eyes stung with tears. Her fists clenched the sheets as she struggled to stay in position, keeping her ass up for him to punish some more. After all, she really had asked for this. The heat in her cheeks kept growing with each swat as he peppered them all over her bottom.

      And, most shockingly, when his hand moved lower in an exploratory caress, she was still soaking wet. In fact, just the simple touch of his hand made her highly aware that she was even more aroused than before he’d started spanking her. With the flogging, she’d understood her reaction because that had felt pretty good and it hadn’t really hurt. She was having a harder time reconciling the stinging heat in her ass with arousal, but she couldn’t deny the sensation that swept through her or the moan that came tumbling from her lips as Dane rubbed her swollen pussy.

      When he pulled his hand away, that was when her tears finally spilled over onto her cheeks, because she’d wanted his touch so bad.

      SMACK!

      Now her body was all sorts of confused. Had that hurt? Felt good? She wasn’t sure anymore and the sensations became even more muddled when he followed that swat with another caress of her pussy. Then…

      SMACK!
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        * * *

      

      There was no way Fawn was going to go into her head this time. Dane had made sure to spread her spanking out all over her ass, enjoying watching the changing colors as he turned her skin a nice, bright pink and switching up the rhythm constantly. His cock was aching as he caressed her, adding little dollops of pleasure to further confuse her and ensure she wasn’t able to fall into the same state as she had in the Dungeon.

      This time the scene was going to end in an enjoyable way for both of them and with her in full possession of her faculties.

      Dane caressed her ass, enjoying the way the heat from her spanking emanated from her skin. “So, kitten, what do good girls say when they’ve been naughty?”

      “I’m sorry, Sir, and I won’t do it again?” Her voice lifted up at the end, making it a rather hopeful question. So she wasn’t a true brat, she’d just been testing to see what he’d do. Understandable enough.

      “That’s a good start,” he said, pulling her away from the bed and turning her around to face him. The flush of her cheeks and the tears that had slightly smeared her eye make-up just turned him on even more. He wasn’t a hardcore sadist, but he did enjoy seeing a properly punished and penitent subbie. He couldn’t help but wonder why she’d signed up for the Dungeon program though; from his understanding, that program was usually reserved for more extreme players. Maybe she just hadn’t properly understood what she was getting into. Well, he wasn’t going to be as hard on her as one of the actual Dungeon Masters would be, but he wasn’t going to be easy either. Dane pushed her down to a kneeling position. “A very good start, but good girls make their apologies on their knees.”

      Her eyes widened with anticipation, cheeks flushing a brighter pink as he undid the front of his pants. Dane nearly moaned with relief as his cock sprang free, fully erect and more than ready for some satisfaction. Fawn’s little pink tongue flicked out over her lower lip and Dane nearly groaned again.

      Reaching out with one hand, he wreathed his fingers into her hair and pulled her forward. Obligingly, she opened her lips to accept his cock and he pushed in. Hot, wet… and the suction as she immediately started suckling was fucking heaven. Dane did groan now, letting his appreciation show as her mouth slid down the length of his shaft, her tongue fluttering pleasurably along the underside. Gripping her hair, he thrust his hips forward, filling her mouth and enjoying watching her eyes widen as he began to fuck it.
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        * * *

      

      Fawn had given head before, but not like this. This was… sinful. Almost decadent. Master D held her in place and gently thrust in and out of her mouth, keeping control of the pace, control of how deep he went. And he did thrust deeper than she would have gone on her own, yet she found herself coping. She wanted to cope. Wanted to please him.

      On her knees in front of him, her ass still burning from the spanking, her swollen pussy aching to be touched, her breasts bobbing gently with each thrust of his hips and her hair entwined in his fingers, all she could think about was his pleasure. Which she could feel, pulsing against her tongue; which she could taste, as the sweet flavor of pre-cum filed her mouth.

      She found herself sucking harder, more energetically than she ever had in her life. Not only that, she found herself enjoying it. Enjoying the thickness sliding between her lips, enjoying looking up at him and seeing the intense yet tender expression on his face as he watched her swallow his cock, enjoyed the intimacy of his hand in her hair as he directed her movements. It felt like they were the only two people in the world, in a little bubble all their own, and she never wanted it to end.

      So much so that when he pulled away from her mouth, she automatically tried to follow. The grip on her hair tightened as he chuckled. “Yes, I can see you’re very sorry, kitten. Now up on the bed.”

      Oh. Okay. She could do that.

      Feeling very much like a kitten, she crawled up onto the bed, her bottom in the air. The sting and burn had dwindled enough that it now just felt like a pleasant heat emanating through her whole body. That changed slightly when he grabbed her by the ankle and flipped her over onto her back. She hissed as her poor ass got the full weight of her body pressing down on it.

      Master D just grinned at her, obviously realizing the reason for her reaction as he reached up to yank off her panties. Fawn almost glared at him before she realized that was likely to just get her another spanking. Most disturbing was the little voice in the back of her head that wanted her to do it anyway.
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        * * *

      

      The almost indignant look on Fawn’s face was incredibly enjoyable. Dane couldn’t help but be amused—he did like a sassy submissive.

      “On your back,” he ordered. “Arms above your head.” She sucked in a quick breath but immediately did as he said. Eventually he was definitely going to play with bondage, but right now he wanted to see exactly how well she could hold herself in position for no other reason than he’d told her to. “Don’t move.”

      She whimpered as he spread her legs wide, the dark lips of her pussy spreading open to reveal the dark pink interior, shining with the high gloss of her arousal. Dane leaned down to plant a kiss right on those swollen lips, his shoulders pushing her thighs even farther apart and she let out a little cry as she arched up against his mouth.

      “Oh yes!”

      Her cry of appreciation echoed in Dane’s head as the sweet tang of her pussy met his tongue. Sliding his arms under her legs, he lifted them slightly as he moved his hands up to her breasts. The soft mounds fit perfectly into his hands, her hard nipples pressing against his palms and begging for attention. Shifting his grip, Dane obliged, and began pinching and twisting them as he feasted between her legs.

      Fawn moaned and gasped, writhing against his tongue as he teased her… tormented her. Not that she was the only one feeling that way. His cock rubbed against the sheets, achingly hard and ready to be buried inside of her.

      “Oh please… Master D, please…” She started to beg, a sob rising in her voice as he licked around the swollen nub of her clit without actually touching it. The plea was heartfelt and hot as hell, especially since despite her begging she still had her hands firmly in place above her head. Granted, she was now gripping the headboard, but she’d followed his order.

      And Dane firmly believed that good girls should be rewarded.

      He sucked her clit into his mouth.
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        * * *

      

      Hot bliss exploded through Fawn and she choked on a scream of ecstasy as Master D’s sucking mouth sent her soaring higher than any other man had before. It felt like her entire body was on fire—her pussy, her breasts, her ass—and she couldn’t tell which was pain and which was pleasure. Her toes actually curled, which she hadn’t even known was a real thing, and her fingers gripped the headboard so hard that she heard it creak.

      Then, suddenly, his mouth was gone, she heard the rip of a condom packet opening, and a thick, hard cock was sliding inside her. It had been a long time and Master D was big, but she was so aroused, so soft and wet, that the stretch of accommodating him was pure pleasure. With his arms still hooked around her legs, although her knees had now slid down to the crooks of his elbows, he had her in the perfect position to fuck her as hard and fast as he wanted to.

      His cock plunged in, deep, and Fawn writhed as the pleasure running through her just kept going as he began to move. The thrusts were hard, rhythmic, and utterly devastating in the wake of the orgasm she’d already had. The ecstasy was so intense it was painful and yet Fawn couldn’t bring herself to let go of the headboard… she didn’t want him to stop. She wanted him inside her, filling her, completing her, and making her feel like the woman she never got to be.

      “Yes… oh yes… oh yes…” The mantra was coming from her and at another time she might have been embarrassed, but she couldn’t make it stop any more than she could make the pleasure stop.

      Master D thrust harder, faster, making her breasts bounce as he impaled her on his cock, leaning forward so that each time he slammed home, he rubbed against her swollen clit. There were tears sparking in her eyes again now, not from pain, but from the intensity of her second orgasm which was coming in fast. The pleasure had swelled, grown out of the first climax, and become a tsunami.

      She screamed again as it hit her, her pussy clamping down around Master D’s cock. Very dimly, from very far away, she heard him groan her name as her pussy flooded with warmth.
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        * * *

      

      Once again, Fawn was practically insensate, but this time Dane didn’t mind at all. Granted, both times had been proof of a job well done.

      This time he was a little grateful, because he’d accidentally said her real name aloud at the end there. Hopefully, if she even remembered it tomorrow, she would think she’d imagined it.

      After gently cleaning her up with a warm cloth—to which she’d barely reacted other than a sleepy mumble—Dane knew he should leave… but he ended up crawling into bed beside her. It was late enough the chances of finding Carmen were low. Those denizens of the Castle who weren’t in their beds were likely indulging around the Castle. It was unlikely Grace would be, therefore it was unlikely Carmen would be.

      At least, that’s what Dane told himself as he tucked Fawn against his front, throwing a protective arm around her body.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      As always, Dane’s internal alarm clock woke him up not long after the sun had risen, but he felt so warm and satisfied that it was a struggle. Which confused him until he remembered that he wasn’t in his own bed—he was in Fawn’s. And she was still snuggled up to him, although at some time during the night she’d turned around in his arms and now her nose was pressed against his chest.

      She felt good there.

      Right.

      Which was definitely a problem. Dane was fairly convinced she had nothing to do with Carmen, but he couldn’t shake the feeling she was hiding something. The question was what—and was it important enough for him to even try to discover the answer when he was working on bringing down The Butcher?

      Probably not, but that didn’t stop him from wanting to.

      Since he had to maintain his cover and keep playing with her, he could always do both. For now, though, he needed to sneak away while she was fast asleep. Check to see if Luke had left him any messages and maybe stop by security to see if anyone had done anything suspicious during the night. It was unlikely he’d get a good chance once she was awake, unless she also wanted to visit the gardens. He also wanted to grab a few things to use on his kitten at some point… yesterday he’d gone pretty easy on her.

      Today he wanted to do a lot more.

      But first—work. So he reluctantly disentangled himself from her arms, his heart thumping a little unevenly in his chest as she sighed and turned over. It had been a while since he’d actually slept with a woman. Of course, it had also been a while since he’d last enjoyed playing with a submissive quite as much as he’d enjoyed playing with her.

      Leaving her room was harder than he’d expected, but she wasn’t the woman he needed to protect. Unlike Grace, she would be perfectly safe during her stay at the Castle.

      This early in the morning the Castle was fairly deserted, except for a few people stumbling back to their rooms. He couldn’t tell if they’d stayed in one of the play rooms that late or if they’d been in someone else’s room, but since none of them set off any of his internal alarms, he didn’t pay much attention to them after his initial scan.

      The gardens were completely deserted, giving them an almost ethereal feel in the early morning light. They were both beautiful and peaceful, and Dane almost wished he’d brought Fawn down with him for a little bit of outdoor fun. Maybe later, although it wouldn’t be quite as private.

      There was nothing between the knees of the statue again, which meant Luke was striking out too.

      He popped into the security room, but they reassured him that nothing had happened out of the norm during the night. Dane was left feeling a bit frustrated. He didn’t even have a possible Carmen sighting. He swung by his room to grab a change of clothes that would be more comfortable for the morning—a new pair of leather pants and what was basically a white pirate’s shirt complete with lacy cuffs. Marshall’s sense of humor rearing its head, he supposed; those were the only shirts he’d been provided.

      Returning to Fawn’s room, he found her exactly where he’d left her, still curled up snugly in bed. Sliding in back behind her, he couldn’t help but smile when she wiggled her butt right into his groin while she adjusted to him being curved around her again. He definitely had plans for that ass today, but for now he’d let her keep sleeping.
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        * * *

      

      Waking up with a man in bed with her had been a new and different experience, and one which Fawn had enjoyed a little too much. Having to tell herself not to get attached was also new and different to her. Normally she didn’t have a problem with that, but then she’d never spent a lot of time with the men she’d hooked up with. Master D, however, was constantly by her side… because that was his job, and she needed to make sure she remembered that was why.

      They’d gone down to get breakfast at the buffet and Fawn had been relieved to discover Master D wasn’t any more of a morning person than she was. Neither of them seemed inclined to do much talking, although she did ask him about their plans for the day.

      “After this? I’m going to let you shower and then send you to Wardrobe,” he said, a wicked smile lighting up his face. It wasn’t as bright as yesterday, but whatever he was thinking definitely woke him up a little. “I have a particular outfit in mind for you today, kitten.”

      A little shiver of delight had gone down her spine, even though she shouldn’t have been so happy that he obviously had their morning all plotted out.

      They were just finishing up their breakfast when he walked in.

      Mario Ricci.

      Her target.

      Not maybe him, not possibly him, definitely him. Sick anxiety swirled in her stomach as the weight of her mission came crashing back down on her… something she’d almost managed to forget when she was with Master D.

      Since she was facing the door, she saw the man clearly and knew for sure that it was the man she’d seen yesterday too, because he had the same redhead at his side. There was no mistaking the woman’s flamboyant hair. Fawn’s breath caught in her chest as she froze like a deer in headlights, her mind stuttering to a stop.

      Obviously, Master D couldn’t help but notice and his head jerked upwards, looking in the same direction she was.

      Crap!

      “Is that who you were looking for yesterday?” he asked, sounding more than a little suspicious as Mario and the redhead moved towards a table across the room.

      Crap!

      “No, Sir,” she said, shaking her head and immediately averting her gaze. Looking up at the hard lines of Master D’s face, she knew she hadn’t convinced him. Not surprising; she felt incredibly shaken just seeing her target in the flesh and she couldn’t hide it. Thankfully, she could still think on her feet. “He just looks like someone I used to know, but it’s not him. The resemblance just startled me for a moment.”

      She was getting good at coming up with fast, plausible explanations, but unfortunately Master D didn’t seem to buy this one so quickly. Rather than nodding his head or asking her about the person he’d supposedly reminded her of, Master D was still frowning at Mario. Dammit. She needed to distract him.

      “Master D?” she asked, drawing his attention to her with a plaintive little voice. “More coffee?”

      She would have put Oliver to shame with that little performance and, like most dominants, Master D couldn’t resist a direct plea when it was delivered so pathetically. “Sure, kitten. Stay here.”

      Part of her wanted to bristle when he actually patted her on the head as he stood and headed for the drink station. Fawn nearly groaned when she saw the suspicious gaze he continued to direct towards Mario. Apparently she hadn’t distracted him as well as she’d hoped.

      “Excuse me.” The feminine voice broke through her thoughts and Fawn turned away from watching Master D. A pretty brunette, dressed up like a Roman slave girl, was standing and smiling at her from across the table. “Is that your Master or does he work for the Castle?”

      “He works for the Castle,” Fawn replied, a little confused why the woman was asking her instead of going and asking Master D.

      “What’s his name?”

      “Master D.”

      “Great. He’s delicious; I’m definitely going to have to ask for him next time. Thanks!”

      “You’re welcome,” Fawn said, muttering the words as the brunette walked away. It wasn’t like the woman was paying attention to her anyway. Ugh. That whole encounter just had her feeling all sorts of things she didn’t want to feel—and jealously possessive was at the top of the list. She really needed to get a hold of herself because between Mario and Master D she was becoming a hot mess.

      When she turned to look over at Master D again the redhead who had been with Mario was standing next to Master D; he had his arms awkwardly held out in front of him and there was a rapidly spreading stain on his shirt. What had happened? Fawn started to stand up and then hesitated, because Master D had told her to stay put. Her eyes cut over to Mario, who was also watching the two with a scowl on his face. Shuddering, Fawn looked away and watched as Master D set down the coffee cups on a nearby table and spoke to the redhead before patting the wet splotch on his shirt with a napkin.

      Fawn bit her lip as Master D turned the redhead to face the buffet and gave her bottom a swat, unable to ignore the little surge of jealousy. Apparently it didn’t matter that she was full of anxiety and misery after seeing Mario, Master D still managed to mess with her emotions.

      She couldn’t ignore the warmth that filled her as he picked up one of the cups of coffee, still mopping at his shirt with his other hand, and headed towards her with it slightly outstretched.

      “Are you okay, Sir?” she asked when he approached. “You didn’t get burned, did you?”

      “No harm done,” he answered, smiling down at her. “Don’t worry, kitten, I’m definitely still in good enough condition to play with you.”

      Her cheeks heated. “That wasn’t… I didn’t…”

      Chuckling, he handed her the coffee. “Let’s go, kitten. I’ll walk you back to your room and then we’ll have to part ways so I can change and get a shower.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      Following him out of the cafeteria, Fawn couldn’t help but glance back. Mario wasn’t paying any attention to her and Master D, thankfully, he was too busy glaring at the redhead. When Fawn looked over, hers and the other woman’s eyes met. The thought that she should try to be friendly with the other woman, since she might be a way to get to Mario, flitted through Fawn’s mind.

      She winked at the redhead. The redhead grinned at her.

      As hard as she tried to feel satisfied with the interaction, Fawn felt more like she was going to throw up than anything else. That was the man she had to kill. Bile rose in the back of her throat.

      “Kitten?”

      “Sorry, Sir!” She hurried to catch up to Master D and, as soon as she did, pressed herself against his side. The warmth of his body helped her push away the emotions that had engulfed her in the restaurant. She didn’t want to think about what she had to do; she just wanted to keep pretending she was a normal guest here to do all the perverse and exciting things that people did at the Castle.

      Too bad she couldn’t say ‘onion’ and get out of her assignment from Don Lenzo. The mob didn’t come with safewords.

      Frowning down at her, Master D wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “Are you sure you don’t know that man, sweetheart? I can have a word with him if you like.”

      “No, Sir, I just… I had some bad memories. It’s nothing to worry about; I doubt I’ll even see him again.” She forced a smile onto her face.

      Master D didn’t seem entirely convinced, but he didn’t push the issue either. Fawn luxuriated in the illusion of being under someone’s protection as he ushered her down the hall toward her room, away from the mission she had to fulfill.
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        * * *

      

      After walking Fawn back to her room, Dane ordered her to go to Wardrobe once she was done getting ready for the day. It was the best way he could think of to keep her busy while he made contact with the agent who was scaring the heck out of her for some reason.

      A lot of his suspicions had come roaring back when she’d suddenly looked terrified and sick at just the sight of the man—especially once he’d recognized him from a Cybercrime class they’d had together way back when. Turner, Dane was pretty sure he remembered the man being called. He looked a little different, but Dane had always been good with faces and it was definitely him.

      Swinging by Wardrobe, Dane gave them some very specific instructions about how to dress and pamper his kitten. He hoped she enjoyed it. He knew he would. Plus it would give him plenty of time to shower off, change, and see if he could track down Turner and the clumsy redhead. While Fawn had been wary of the couple Dane was pretty sure were a K-9 team, her reaction to Turner had been much more severe, so Dane wanted to touch base. Just to make sure.

      Freshly showered and changed, he made his way to Security for the second time that morning and didn’t have any trouble using the screens to track down the redhead heading upstairs to the 101 spanking demonstration. That hair color really was bright.

      He got there just in time to hear the pretty subbie volunteering as tribute to work off some demerits and immediately grabbed his chance to make contact with Turner. Fortunately, he managed to speak up before anyone else did and after giving little Miss Holly, as he’d heard her being called, a very thorough if clinical spanking, leaned over to speak to her Master.

      “Dane Morgan. We met in Cybercrime with Agent Carter, 2007. Can we agree not to shoot each other?”

      Turner nodded. Good, now they both knew who the other was, and if there was something more between Fawn and Turner than she was letting on, Turner would come to him first. He figured the other man was probably also there for Carmen, he couldn’t imagine why the man might frighten Fawn so much.

      Maybe if she’d met him while he was undercover doing something else?

      Or maybe if she recognized him as an agent and was afraid she was going to be caught out?

      It was time to get back to his little subbie and find out what she was hiding.
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        * * *

      

      Fawn stared at herself in the mirror, absolutely fascinated.

      “You look adorable,” Janice said gleefully as she put the finishing touches on Fawn’s curls. The front half of her hair had been pulled back from her face and tied in a ponytail, but the rest was left to hang down her back in a cascade of frothy curls that looked almost too formal for the very little bit of clothing she was wearing.

      When she’d shown up at Wardrobe, she’d thought she’d be ready for whatever Master D wanted of her.

      But she hadn’t imagined this.

      Furry black cat ears with a pink interior adorned her head, and her outfit was basically a black furry bikini top and two flaps of furry fabric which hung from a chain around her waist over her pussy and ass. The collar around her neck with a little heart dangling from it and kitten heels on her feet finished off the outfit. Master D had a wicked sense of humor.

      Even her makeup was cat-themed, although they at least didn’t draw a nose and whiskers on her. But her eyes were given heavy liner that made them look smoky and the dark wings gave her a very cat-eye look. The only real color was the bright red lipstick.

      “I thought I signed up for the Dungeon, not pet play,” she said a little grumpily.

      “The Dungeon encompasses pretty much anything I want it to.” Master D’s deep voice made both her and Janice jump in surprise. Since he’d come up from a side that wasn’t visible in the mirror, neither of them had seen him. His dark eyes glinted with appreciation as he looked her over. He had changed into a clean pirate shirt, so he was sans coffee stain now, and his hair still looked a little damp from having showered. “Or didn’t you see the cages down there?”

      Fawn shuddered as she desperately tried to remember whether or not cages had been on her hard limits list. There were just so many things that she hadn’t even known existed…

      “Well she makes a very pretty kitty, and I think it would be a shame to cage her up rather than play with her,” Janice said, tipping Fawn a wink. Then she smiled at Master D before skipping off, leaving the two of them alone.

      “I’m inclined to agree with her,” Master D said, as Fawn stood up from the chair she’d been sitting in while Janice did her hair. “As long as you’re a good kitten.”

      “I’ll be very good, Sir,” she said fervently. The last thing she needed was to end up in a cage all day! The idea didn’t arouse her at all and that would definitely keep her from doing her job. Not that she particularly wanted to do her job, but ‘want’ didn’t come into the equation.

      “I’m glad to hear that,” Master D said, as he swiftly took her place in the chair and Fawn found herself being hauled over his lap. The back of the barely-there loincloth was flipped up, exposing her bottom, and she squeaked and wriggled as she felt him parting her cheeks, exposing a hole no one except she had ever touched.

      Oh holy perversions… you dumbass, why did you check ‘interested’ in anal!

      She blamed the stupid sites she’d been reading which made it sound hot… sexy… just like with the spanking, now that she was facing the reality she was feeling really unsure.

      “Please… Sir…”

      “Hush kitty,” he said, and Fawn grabbed at his ankles to keep from falling as his finger touched the crinkled rosebud of her anus and her body lurched. “I’m just putting in your tail.”

      My tail?

      She probably should feel indignant but right now she didn’t feel anything except slightly panicked. It had sounded interesting, but more importantly it had looked like a lot of BDSM involved anal and so she hadn’t really felt like she could leave it off of her survey. Besides, new experiences, right?

      Yeah, she was really regretting that optimistic, open-minded attitude now.

      Although… it didn’t actually feel that bad as his finger circled her opening, stimulating tiny nerves she hadn’t even known existed. In fact, it felt kind of good, and Fawn relaxed a little.

      Of course, that was when he pulled his finger away and she heard some odd sounds which were followed just a moment later by something cool and slick nudging at the entrance his finger had been touching. Eep! She clenched.

      SMACK!

      “Relax, kitten,” Master D said, and she could practically hear his frown. “When was the last time you were plugged?”

      Uh, never…

      “It’s been a while, Sir,” Fawn lied.

      “Well, just relax and bear down, sweetheart, I’ll take it slow.”

      Oh Lordy, did he ever. Fawn wasn’t sure that was a good thing as the nose of the plug dipped inside her, making her pussy cream from the oddly sensual sensation of having her rear entrance stretched. At least it was sensual, at first, and then it started to burn.

      She gasped as he worked the plug back and forth, pushing a little deeper each time, stretching out the tight muscle of her sphincter. Fawn almost wished he would just push it in to get it over with. The sensation of something moving there was as disturbing as it was arousing.

      The burn was unlike anything she’d ever felt; not in a painful way, but just so utterly alien to her that she was struggling to process it mentally. Her body on the other hand… well, physically her pussy was responding like Master D was touching her there instead.

      “Oh!” The stretch intensified, making Fawn’s breath catch in her throat. “Oh, Sir!” Her fingers dug into his ankle as the thickest part of the plug pushed in—and then her ass squeezed tight around the indent between the bulb and the base. The toy seemed to throb inside of her as her muscles clenched around it, trying to adjust to the intruder.

      It couldn’t possibly be that large, but it felt like it had pushed all the space for air out of her lungs. The full feeling was unnerving, especially as her pussy pulsed emptily, aching for its own fulfillment.

      “Good girl,” Master D said, and Fawn felt a rush of warmth go through her at the praise. Everything moved as he stood her up, and something long and furry brushed against the back of her legs, the fur tickling the crease of her buttocks… yup, he’d given her an actual tail. Fawn felt her cheeks turning red, but the expression on his face as he looked her over made her feel a lot better. He looked at her like she was the most desirable woman on the planet, like she was precious. Fawn could get addicted to being looked at like that. “All right, kitten. Let’s go see what trouble we can get into downstairs.”

      Her bottom clenched around the plug again as a shiver went up her spine.
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      Fawn made a fucking adorable kitten. Dane wouldn’t say pet play was a kink of his, but he did like to see a pretty subbie all dressed up, and he got a kick out of seeing his little kitten as a kitten. While he’d chosen the nickname for her because of her personality, not her looks, the style definitely suited her. He particularly liked the tail hanging down between her legs, swishing back and forth as she took little mincing steps.

      He was ninety-nine percent sure Fawn had never had a plug in her ass in her life. Why she had lied about it, he had no idea. But that’s why they were going to the Dungeon now, to find out. And if she kept lying, she might just find herself with his cock up her ass instead of the plug. Dane didn’t want her to say her safeword, but he was definitely going to push her.

      The outfit was meant to make her feel off balance and hopefully vulnerable—and now that he knew she had no experience with anal, it was likely that would assist in that feeling. He’d heard a lot of subbies say they felt even more submissive when it came to anything involving anal. Fawn didn’t look like she was going to prove an exception to the rule. Her eyes had been practically glazed over with arousal when he’d stood her back on her feet and she seemed almost meek as he led her down the stairs to the Dungeon.

      The Dungeon Master was there, of course, and he chuckled when he got a good look at Fawn’s outfit. “What a pretty pet, Master D.”

      “Thank you,” Dane said. He patted the soft fur that barely covered Fawn’s bottom. “I’m a fan of it myself.”

      Although Fawn gave him a sidelong look, she didn’t saying anything, just bit her lip. He got the feeling she wasn’t quite as much a fan as he was. Well, it would be coming off soon enough anyway.

      This time, Dane had her start off standing in the middle of the room rather than immediately restraining her to any of the equipment. He definitely had plans for the spanking bench, but not just yet.

      “Put your hands behind your head and lace your fingers together,” he ordered. The position thrust her breasts out and she naturally widened her stance slightly to keep her balance. Dane couldn’t help but smile as he stroked his finger down the furry bikini. “I want to make you purr, kitten, but first… I get the feeling you’ve been hiding things from me.”

      Her dark eyes widened in alarm. Although she covered the expression quickly, this close to her when he was looking down at her, he couldn’t miss it. The confusion that wrinkled her brow a moment later was feigned and he knew it.

      “Hiding things, Sir?” she asked. Then a saucy smile tipped up her lips. She was good, very, very good. “If that’s the game you want to play.”

      “I think you’ll discover it’s not a game, kitten.” His voice remained a stern, low growl as he began circling around her. Her spine stiffened, but she didn’t move out of position. It was that obedience which had him so confused. She was definitely a submissive; she definitely belonged here at the Castle. But she was oddly inexperienced in things where she claimed she had some and with her reaction to Turner this morning… Dane needed to know what was going on.

      Especially if it was something that might distract him from the hunt for Carmen or put her in some kind of danger.

      The Dungeon was the perfect place for an interrogation.

      Dane pulled on the ends of the ties hanging down from her bikini. They slithered free and the whole thing dropped to the floor in front of her as she sucked in a breath. He circled back around to the front of her, examining her expression as he cupped her breasts and squeezed the soft mounds.

      She moaned slightly, her eyes getting that glassy look again as she leaned into his touch like she craved it. Dane swept his thumbs across her hard nipples, teasing the little buds into swelling further before he began pinching them. His fingers massaged her soft flesh, and then closed around her swollen nipples. A shudder went through her body and his cock surged in response as she bit back a moan.

      Fucking gorgeous.
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        * * *

      

      The pain radiating out from her nipples was delicious. Master D wasn’t pinching her so tightly that they felt crushed, but the sharp bite still hurt in the best way. Her nipples throbbed in his firm grip, the sensation spiraling straight down to her aching pussy. As his fingers moved, rubbing the twin peaks, her ass clenched around the plug inside it and she shuddered.

      The assault of sensations was nearly overwhelming, but—like last night—there was no chance of her falling into the almost hypnotic state the flogging had put her into. While she’d become almost used to the plug, it still felt foreign inside of her and the addition of the throbbing sting in her nipples made it impossible for her to drift. Master D was consciously, deliberately, keeping her from it. Fawn didn’t mind. Right now, she didn’t want to lose track of time or what was happening to her—she wanted to experience and remember every single moment for as long as she lived… however much longer that was.

      “Oh!” She nearly went up on her toes as his fingers twisted her sensitive buds and then released, leaving her panting and needy. The dark pink nubs stood out on her chest as Master D turned and walked over to one of the displays on the wall. Fawn watched him pick up a crop—which made her heart start racing—and something too small for her to see.

      Standing there with her breasts bared and thrust out, she felt small and exposed. Two things that she would have sworn she hated feeling, but which right now heated her blood and made her want to beg for Master D’s cock. Even knowing he suspected something about her didn’t hinder her arousal. She still wasn’t sure how much he’d guessed or if he just had suspicions but no actual theories.

      Tucking the crop beneath his arm, he came back to his previous place in front of her, hefting one breast with his left hand as he held up a wicked looking rubber-tipped clamp in his right. Fear, anxiety, and excitement clogged Fawn’s throat as she stared at the little thing.

      This was one of the things she had been able to test on herself before coming here, after swinging by an adult store, and she knew it hurt. She’d adjusted the ones she’d tried to not pinch all the way shut, but it didn’t look like Master D had any intention of doing so. A whimper rose in the back of her throat.

      Master D raised his eyebrow at her. “Not a fan of clamps, hmm? Well, you have your safewords. Yellow for slow, red for stop.”

      “Yes, Sir,” she said. But would a submissive, one used to playing, actually say a safeword for something as small as rubber-tipped nipple clamps? Fawn had seen much more vicious ones, both online and in the store. She didn’t have a choice, she would have to take them; and why did that thought just turn her on even more?

      He watched her expression as the clamp closed around her nipple. Now, Fawn couldn’t stop herself from going up on her toes, a high-pitched whine rising in the back of her throat as the tiny device pinched the swollen bud much more tightly and firmly than his fingers had. Tears sprang to the back of her eyes as she tried to breathe through the pain, her fingers tightening on the back of her head. The look in his eyes, the hot passion that flared as he watched her struggle to adjust, watched her take the pain for him, definitely helped.

      Her nipple throbbed as he dropped her breast and moved to the other one. Fawn almost wanted to beg him not to, but at the same time her body wanted the balance and wanted the pinch so she wouldn’t just be hurting and stinging on one side.

      Master D clamped her other nipple, igniting a new wave of stinging pain just as the other side had finally subsided to a dull throbbing. Fawn gasped, a single tear sliding down her cheek as her head fell back slightly. The pain was terrible and erotic at the same time, and when Master D unclipped the loincloth from around her hips and thrust his fingers between her thighs, her pussy was dripping wet.

      His finger swirled, her ass spasmed around the plug, and Fawn nearly melted. This was utterly wicked, totally depraved, and everything she’d never known she wanted—maybe even needed. Even as the plug filled a space inside of her physical body that she’d never touched, this whole scenario filled a metaphysical space in her soul that she’d never dreamed existed.

      “Good kitten,” Master D said, drawing his hand up and licking her cream from his fingers. Fawn watched, utterly fascinated as his tongue flicked over those long digits like she was the best dessert he’d ever tasted. “Delicious.”

      If she could have pressed her thighs together without falling over, she would have. As it was, her arms felt like they were aching from being held in place, rather than being able to touch herself the way she wanted.

      “Now, kitten, let’s talk.”

      “Talk?” How was she supposed to talk like this? Her body swayed, and her furry tail brushed against the back of her legs, her breasts jiggled slightly and the weight of the clamps pulled at her nipples, reigniting the sting.

      “Yes, talk,” he said, stepping back and taking the crop in hand. It lashed out, the little leather flap smacking against her outer thigh.

      Ouch!

      Since she’d seen it coming, she managed not to jump—she could only imagine what doing so would feel like for her poor nipples if just swaying had affected them—but it definitely hurt in the tiny spot where it had impacted.

      “Let’s start with your experience. Is this the first time you’ve worn a butt plug?”

      “No,” she lied immediately, instinctively. And then shrieked when the crop snaked out and smacked against the inside of one of her thighs. The skin was a lot more sensitive there and she couldn’t help but jump.

      She gritted her teeth as her breasts wobbled and the clamps really tugged, stinging and burning, and sending all sorts of confusing messages to her poor, empty pussy.

      “Let’s try that again. Kitten, is this the first time you’ve worn a plug?”

      This time Fawn wasn’t even quite sure why she lied. “No.”

      THWACK!

      The leather smacked against nearly the exact same spot on her inner thigh—but on the opposite thigh to the one he’d hit the first time. It stung. Burned. Her nipples throbbed. Her inner muscles clenched rhythmically around the plug, making it feel like it was moving inside her. Why she was being so stubborn she had no idea, but in this moment she’d rather wear the nipple clamps for the rest of the day than admit the truth.

      Master D’s eyes narrowed after the fourth smack.

      “Let’s try a different question—is this the first time you’ve worn clamps?”

      “No,” she said, feeling a rush of pleasure at being able to tell the truth.

      A small smile tipped up the corners of his lips. “Now that’s a ‘no’ that I believe. Good girl for telling the truth.”

      The crop flicked up between her legs before she could brace herself, but it didn’t hurt… at least, not much. The leather flicked against her swollen clit and then pressed, and Fawn moaned in utter pleasure as her hips canted forward, trying to rub the needy bud against the leather. Her entire lower body throbbed.

      “Isn’t it more fun to be a good kitten?” Master D asked. Fawn whimpered as the leather moved, rubbed, stimulated her. “The club on your application, what was it called again?”

      Oh glory… she couldn’t think. Couldn’t remember. Crap, crap, crap. Master D’s smile disappeared and so did the crop, dropping back to his side and leaving her even more aroused and needy than before.

      “Did you lie about that, too?”

      She wanted to answer him, she did, but… the Dungeon program required experience. Newbies weren’t allowed into it. Would they kick her out?

      “I don’t want to answer,” she whispered, looking at him pleadingly. His gaze softened slightly. Seeing an opening she decided to take a small risk. “I want to stay in the Dungeon.”

      His gaze softened even further. “Is that why you lied about your level of experience?”

      Fawn dropped her gaze, nodding. “Please don’t tell.”
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        * * *

      

      Well, that explained one thing. He supposed it probably wasn’t unusual for some applicants to the Castle to exaggerate on their applications. In fact, he was pretty sure he remembered Master Marshall and Kaylee saying something about how she’d flat-out lied on hers. At least it seemed like Fawn had told some truths—her expression when she’d seen the clamps had been very open; she’d known exactly what they were and that she didn’t like them.

      But she hadn’t protested, either, and it had become clear pretty quickly that while part of her might not like them, another part of her liked them a lot.

      Dane liked seeing them on her. Had enjoyed watching her pant through the pain for his pleasure. Liked seeing the swollen buds slowly turning darker. He wouldn’t keep them on her for too long, since he doubted she wore them often given her initial reaction, but they looked damn good.

      Keeping his mind on the interrogation wasn’t easy, but having real questions for her did add an extra little fillip to the scene. Real stakes. And he was determined to find out just how high those stakes went.

      “Anything you tell me down here is just between you and me, kitten,” he said, stepping forward to cup her chin and lift her gaze up to his so she could see the seriousness in his eyes. “But I need to know how experienced you actually are, because I don’t want to inadvertently hurt or scare you. Okay?”

      She nodded, looking contrite. Well, they’d see how long that lasted. This was hardly the only secret she was keeping and he had a feeling this was the easier one.

      “Now, let’s try this again,” he said, letting go of her chin. “Is this the first time you’ve had an anal plug used on you?”

      A blush heated her cheeks and she nodded.

      “Good girl,” he said, sliding his fingers between her thighs. If she’d been wet before, that was nothing compared to the slickness of her soft folds now. Fawn moaned, rocking forward as her body shuddered. He could tell standing in position was becoming harder and harder for her, but she needed to stay here just a little longer, because he needed to see her face while he asked his final questions. After that she’d get plenty of rest… draped over the spanking bench.

      “Please!” she cried out, her eyes flying open, large and pleading in her flushed face when he pulled his fingers away again. “Master D, please, I need… I need…”

      Unfortunately for his pretty kitty, dancing right on the edge of orgasm was exactly where he wanted her right now.

      “I have a few more questions first, sweetheart,” he said firmly, smiling inwardly at her unhappy groan. Her eagerness would only help—hopefully. “I need to know about the man in the restaurant.”

      Despite her current state, Fawn immediately tensed. Dane smacked the side of her breast with the crop, making her cry out as the soft flesh jiggled and the clamp danced.

      “His name is Master Miguel, I believe I heard him being called… and I know you recognized him. What I don’t know is how or why he scares you.”

      Thwack!

      The crop bit into the side of her other breast and she made a little gasping noise. The expression on her face was torn. She wanted to tell him but she was afraid to, just like she had been about admitting her lack of experience.

      “Everything stays between us,” he said, letting her hear the utter sincerity in his voice. Dane had gotten attached and he knew it. If he could find her after this weekend was over, he would. If he was a very lucky man, she’d be interested in seeing him. But for right now, every instinct in his body was screaming out that he needed to protect her. He needed her to trust him and to confide in him so that he could. “Tell me why you’re scared of him, kitten.”

      To his surprise, her expression turned to one of shame, tears sparking in her eyes before she turned her face slightly away from him and downward, her shoulders hunching as much as her position allowed. “I… I was a thief.”

      “A what?” Dane was flummoxed.

      “A thief,” she said, almost defiantly, her chin coming back up. “A cat burglar.” Now her voice had turned almost sneering. There was a certain irony in his nickname for her, apparently. “I… know him because of that. He’s a bad man.”

      That last sentence was uttered with complete certainty, giving Dane a whole new set of suspicions about what Turner was doing here at the Castle. Undercover, looking for Carmen or… It was not entirely out of the realm of possibility that an agency might have been able to get a man into Carmen’s organization. But the things such a man would have to do in order to make it there…

      Fuck.

      “So you’re afraid he’ll recognize you?” Dane asked. Until he talked to Turner again and found out what the hell was going on, he didn’t dare reassure Fawn that the man would never hurt her—hell, if the man was actually undercover with Carmen, then Dane still wouldn’t be able to guarantee that. Some agencies were a lot more ruthless than others, and anyone willing to send an agent to infiltrate Carmen’s organization would have to be utterly ruthless.

      Fawn nodded, eyeing him nervously, her body tilted slightly away from him, expecting rejection.

      “You said you were a thief?” he asked, just wanting to be sure. “You don’t do that anymore.”

      Immediately she shook her head, her expression almost fierce. Her eyes pleaded with him to understand. “My dad brought me up in the business, but all I want is a normal life, one that doesn’t involve ever breaking the law again.”

      There was no doubting the utter sincerity in her voice and tone. She was completely open, completely genuine in her earnest assertion.

      That was good enough for Dane. While he might uphold the law, he wasn’t going to hold her past against her—especially not when it sounded like she might not have really had a choice and definitely regretted it. Besides, it would be like kicking a puppy to deny her now, and it would definitely break the trust she’d just put in him. In fact, she’d put so much trust in him that it took his breath away—not just telling him why she was afraid of Turner, but also admitting past criminal activity.

      It was a good thing she didn’t know he was an FBI agent. There was no way she would have confessed then. And that was something he was going to have to admit to her eventually, but not right now. Later, if they found each other after this weekend and she was interested in seeing him outside of the Castle, he’d tell her then.

      For now, he stepped forward and pulled her into his arms. She squeaked a protest as her clamped nipples pressed against his chest, and his mouth crashed down on hers in a searing, claiming kiss. Because he was claiming her, at least mentally. In this moment for a certainty and, hopefully, if she agreed, in the future. Dane wanted her to be his.
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      This was the last reaction she’d ever expected Master D to have and it sent a surge of guilt through her, because she’d told him what she wished was true and not what was actually true. At least she hadn’t been lying when she said she wasn’t a thief anymore. No, now she was an assassin. Not a great one, going by the way she was avoiding completing her mission, but that was still what she was here for this weekend, no matter how much she wanted to forget it.

      Her nipples were burning so painfully in the confines of the clamps that it felt like they were going to burst against his chest, but she didn’t even care. Instead, she kissed him back as fiercely as she could, choosing to focus her attention completely on the here and now. Because even if she lived through this weekend, she’d never see him again. Fawn seized the moment that was given to her and she was going to wring it out for all it was worth.

      The pain surging through her breasts made it impossible for her to keep her hands in place behind her head and they ended up against Dane’s chest, curling into the soft fabric of his shirt. His tongue dueled with hers, his arms tight around her body and holding her closely. It was a kiss full of passion, of heat, maybe even need… definitely need on her part, but it felt almost like on his part too.

      When the kiss ended he didn’t pull away, instead he bent her back slightly so that their upper bodies parted and relieved the pressure on her nipples. Now that the kiss was over, they throbbed worse than ever, as if demanding attention after she’d been able to ignore them for a few moments.

      “It will only hurt for a minute, kitten,” he said. Fawn didn’t have time to ask exactly what would hurt before he opened the clamp and removed it from her nipple. Then she didn’t understand, because it didn’t hurt as he closed his mouth over the turgid bud.

      At least, it didn’t hurt until it very suddenly did. She whimpered and then cried out as blood rushed back into the sensitive nubbin. The suckling heat of Master D’s mouth soothed it somewhat, transmuting it to a kind of erotic pain, but she still writhed in reaction and shock at how much more it hurt with the clamp removed. It felt like stinging needles pricking into the small bud, even with Master D’s tongue sweeping over it.

      When he lifted his head and went to remove the other one, she had to stop herself from begging him to keep it on. If that was how much it was going to hurt now, she didn’t want to think about how much it would hurt if he didn’t take it off now.

      He didn’t seem to mind her grabbing at his hair as he sucked on her breast. The twin points on her chest were awash with conflicting sensations, and if it wasn’t for his strong hands holding her up, she was sure she would have collapsed. She’d already been feeling a little wobbly while he was questioning her, now she felt as though all the strength had gone out of her legs completely.

      “Now what? Sir?” she asked breathlessly when he finally lifted his head.

      The smile that spread across his face was far from reassuring, but it made her whole body tingle.

      “Now I get to play with you, kitten.”
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        * * *

      

      His kitten wriggled as he secured her to the spanking bench.

      “Are you uncomfortable?” he asked, drawing his finger down her spine after he’d finished strapping her wrist down to the handhold.

      “No, Sir… just…”

      “Just what?” he asked, frowning. “Have you been on one of these before?”

      “No,” she admitted. “I’m sorry, Master D. All of my sexual experience has been confined to a bedroom.”

      “That’s okay, kitten,” he said, although he gave her bottom a little swat as he moved around to her other side. He was using the ankle, wrist and thigh restraints so she would barely be able to move other than arching her back and lifting her head. Perfect. “We’re changing that this weekend, aren’t we?”

      “Yes, Sir,” she said, and he could hear the breathless excitement in her voice as he buckled the leather restraints around her ankle and leg, sliding his finger between the strap and her skin to make sure it wasn’t too tight.

      “Let me know if anything pinches or pulls, or you start to lose feeling, or if you have a cramp,” he said sternly, realizing she might not know. “You can use yellow or red for that, and we’ll fix it and then keep going if that’s what you want.”

      “Yes, Sir,” she said agreeably. She currently didn’t sound at all in distress, just nervous and excited, which was perfect as far as Dane was concerned.

      Once she was all set in place, she was an absolute vision. The spanking bench pushed her bottom up high, the leather straps a few inches below her cheeks emphasizing her vulnerability, and giving him a gorgeous target. Her breasts hung down on either side of the padded body support, her nipples still dark and swollen from the clamps and making tempting targets themselves.

      Grinning, Dane went to grab the crop again, as well as a paddle. When he turned around he could see Fawn craning her neck, trying to get in a position where she could see what he was doing. Watching her wriggle in the restraints, becoming more frustrated when she realized her limitations, was highly enjoyable. Looking at the lovely target her ass made was even more so.

      He was getting really used to constantly being hard around her. Of course, the Castle itself was designed to encourage that.

      “What are you going to do, Sir?” she asked, her voice a little higher than usual as he moved back to her.

      Dane patted her bottom, stroking his hand over her skin. It was warm, but soon it was going to be nice and hot. “Don’t worry, kitten. I’m only going to hurt you as much as you like it.”

      “That’s not reassuring,” she muttered, but the room was quiet enough that he heard her anyway.

      Chuckling, Dane lifted the paddle. “It wasn’t meant to be, sweetheart. And you forgot to call me ‘Sir.’”

      THWACK!
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        * * *

      

      Ow! Ow Ow Ow Ow Ow!

      When Fawn had thought his hand was as hard as a paddle, she’d been wrong. A paddle was so, so much worse! It was harder, wider, and the ache it caused went so much deeper into the muscle, as if having a stinging bottom wasn’t bad enough. She rocked on the bench, but it was designed to keep her body in place and there was nowhere for her to go.

      THWACK!

      “Ow!” This time she vocalized her reaction, and if she could have kicked Master D she would have when she heard him chuckle. The paddle was large enough that it smacked against both of her cheeks at the same time, which meant neither got a reprieve while the other was being attended to, they just both burned. “That hurt!”

      “It’s supposed to, kitten.”

      THWACK!

      Fawn shrieked wordlessly in pain and outrage, because the paddle had managed to also hit the base of the plug inside of her, making it jolt. Then she moaned as she felt his fingers press against her swollen pussy, rubbing over the slick, sensitive lips. Immediately, the pain in her bottom felt different. Not better, exactly, but far more arousing, turning into something that almost felt good even though it still hurt. The mix of sensations was only amplified as he dipped two fingers inside her, making her clench even as her bottom throbbed.

      Then Master D’s fingers pulled away, leaving her as empty as ever, but the arousal lingered.

      THWACK!

      THWACK!

      THWACK!

      Crying out every time the paddle smacked against her bottom, making the twin mounds of flesh wobble and the plug jostle inside of her, Fawn found tears dripping down her cheeks as she cried out, yet at the same time she could feel herself becoming hotter and wetter as her arousal grew.

      She and her vagina really needed to have a talk about appropriate responses.

      Although, it wasn’t entirely her vagina’s fault. Every few swats, Master D paused to pet her pussy, making her moan and writhe, confusing her body with whether she was feeling pleasure or pain. The heat of her spanking had started to engulf her entire lower body, making her throb, burn and ache.

      Any room for thoughts was driven from her head as her focus became entirely on what he was making her feel, but unlike during her flogging, she didn’t escape into her head entirely. Master D wouldn’t allow it. He played her body like it was an instrument, building up to a crescendo and then pulling back, increasing her pleasure and then adding just enough pain to keep her from climaxing.

      “Please,” Fawn begged as he stepped away from her for the umpteenth time. By now she recognized the sound of him getting into position to paddle her again. “Please, Master D, fuck me.”

      “When I’m ready to, kitten, and not before,” he said sternly, and she wept even harder because she was so damn needy for him but there was nothing she could do. The restraints holding her in place didn’t allow her to do anything but take whatever he wanted to give her. In the back of her mind, Fawn knew she could end it all with a single word—the problem was that she didn’t want to. She didn’t want it to ever end.

      THWACK!

      A sob rose in her throat as she felt her body tighten, and for one wild moment she wondered if she might actually orgasm just from being spanked, but, as if he could sense her impending climax, Master D paused just long enough to ensure she couldn’t quite reach that peak. Damn him.

      THWACK!

      THWACK!

      She was a pleading mess as he began to rub her pussy again, her body jerking against the restraints, and Fawn nearly sobbed with relief as she heard the telltale sound of a zipper being undone. Something furry tickled her back and she realized he’d flipped her tail up and completely out of the way.

      YES! Her brain screamed in eagerness.

      His cock thrust into her. Hard. Fast. It felt bigger, or maybe she felt smaller because of the plug, but she was so slick that he had no trouble working himself into her with just a few thrusts.

      Oh yes!

      If she could have spoken the words, she would have, but she was so far beyond being able to speak at this point. She felt so full with both of her holes stretched open, she could barely believe she could take both him and the plug at the same time. All she could concentrate on was the heavenly feeling of him stretching her open, his thick girth rubbing against the sensitive inner walls of her body and—ow!

      The sudden, stinging pain radiating from her right breast, which somehow only stung for a moment and then it felt oddly good.

      Another blow smacked into her breast, the left this time. The initial sting hurt and then smoothed away, joining the other sensations rioting through her and befuddling her senses. He moved inside her, settling into a rhythm, and every few thrusts a new pain flared in her breast. The harder thrusts smacked his body against her bottom and Fawn clenched around both him and the plug every time.

      She was drowning in pain and pleasure, and it was bliss.
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        * * *

      

      The slick softness of Fawn’s body gripped him with every thrust home, the heat of her red hot bottom searing his groin as he bottomed out inside of her. Dane groaned, doing his best to focus as he expertly wielded the crop, switching it back and forth between his hands before swinging it up to smack against one hanging breast.

      Her muscles clamped down around him every time the crop met its target, her ambiguous cries of pain and pleasure slowly becoming wilder as he drove her to orgasm. With every thrust he could feel his own pleasure rising, the hot, silky grasp of her pussy caressing every inch of his cock.

      Dane could feel his balls tightening and he knew he wouldn’t last much longer. Fawn hadn’t been the only one suffering while he’d been spanking her bottom red. Just watching the paddle impacting against her ass, hearing her moans and cries as she’d become more aroused even through the pain, had tortured him. Now that he was inside of her, all he wanted to do was race to the finish line but not without her.

      Deliberately aiming for her poor, tortured nipple, Dane swung the crop up again and Fawn’s scream and the tight clench of her pussy took his breath away. She was so close to orgasm, her pussy rippling around him as the first tremors of ecstasy began. He switched hands on the crop. Aimed for her other nipple. This time her ragged scream went on and on and on.

      Dropping the crop, Dane grabbed her hips and leaned forward, fucking her for all he was worth. The heat of her pussy easily matched the hot cheeks of her ass as they pressed against his stomach. In this position, each thrust pushed against the base of the plug, so it would feel like she was being fucked in both holes. He could hear the sob in her cries as her orgasm moved from rapturous to being too intense to bear and he could feel her beginning to struggle and writhe beneath his thrusts.

      It just made him fuck her harder.

      His balls tingled, tightening as he felt his own orgasm beginning, her body sucking at his cock as she spasmed in a second climax that followed the first one so closely it was likely she couldn’t even tell them apart. Dane’s fingers dug into her hips, his body moving powerfully behind hers, over hers, filling her completely as his thrusts became wilder.

      He groaned, long and loud as the intense rush washed over him, ecstasy shuddering through his frame as his orgasm pulsed through him. The thrusts eased, slowed, and he could feel the muscles of her pussy milking each jet of fluid from his body. She moaned softly as he shuddered, holding himself tightly against her until every last drop had been spilled inside of her.

      When he finally pulled away, she whimpered and Dane looked down at a job well done. Her bottom was hot and red, her pussy swollen and dark pink, and her lax muscles said she was fully sated. Gently undoing the restraints, he massaged her limbs as he did so, admiring his handiwork on her breasts. The little red marks from the crop wouldn’t last very long, but they looked quite nice while they were there.

      “Come here, kitten,” he murmured, helping lift her up from the bench. She nearly stumbled. Holding her tightly, he moved them over to the pile of cushions in the corner. Not as good as a bed, but they would do for aftercare until he could get them back up to her room.

      She snuggled right into his chest, practically purring, and the warmth and affection that filled him was shocking in its depth. But as much as he wanted to stay here forever with her, he knew he couldn’t. He needed to find Carmen and take him down.

      To protect Grace.

      To protect the Castle.

      And to protect Fawn. Who, over the course of just twenty-four hours, had already become precious to him.

      They couldn’t stay here forever, but, as he buried his nose in her dark hair, he knew he wasn’t going to rush her either. There was enough time. There had to be.
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      Leaving Fawn in her room to nap after the ordeals of the scene, a glass of water and a chocolate bar by her bed for when she woke up, Dane did another cursory round of the Castle. He also stopped by the garden to check on the statue again.

      There was a piece of paper waiting for him, tucked between the knees of the statue he and Luke had picked. The terse message in Luke’s strong handwriting had Dane both excited and worried.

      Meet me at the bar—Saturday 14:00. Possible Carmen sighting.

      Even though Luke said ‘possible,’ Dane knew his partner wouldn’t have left the message there unless he was almost completely sure. They needed confirmation, but Dane already knew he was going to be on high alert.

      His first instinct, though, was to run back to Fawn’s room, just to make sure she was okay. The image of Susan Mills’ corpse flashed through his mind, only instead of Susan, the mutilated body wore Fawn’s face.

      No. There was no reason to start imagining crazy things. While anyone and everyone at the Castle was in some danger with The Butcher on the premises, it was so well-guarded that it was unlikely Carmen would risk being caught just to lash out at innocents. Granted, his MO said he wouldn’t care about collateral damage as long as he could get to Grace, but his highest priority was not getting caught. Therefore, as long as Grace was safe, they all were probably safe.

      Not being able to meet until tomorrow was unfortunate, but they both needed to continue acting like everything was normal until they could prove Carmen was definitely on site—and stop him. Luke was probably tied up in his undercover role, made even more difficult by the fact that he did actually work here on occasion. Dane wouldn’t have to come back here for work, or even to play if he chose not to. Luke had a double set of duties to fulfill.

      As he wandered the Castle, Dane found himself staring off into space.

      How was Fawn getting under his skin so quickly? He really couldn’t figure it out. Dane didn’t believe in love at first sight or love in twenty-four hours. And he definitely didn’t think he was in love now, but for the first time in his life he could see the possibility that he might fall in love.

      That they were at the Castle and he was undercover only complicated matters. For one, he had no idea if she lived anywhere near him. It was all well and good to think that he’d find her once this assignment was over, but what if she lived in California? Or even farther?

      What if she wanted nothing to do with him after he admitted he’d forced her to tell him everything but he’d been lying to her the whole time?

      What if, like many women, she didn’t want anything to do with a government agent? It wasn’t exactly an easy life.

      Dane had always assumed that when he found the woman he wanted to settle down with, he’d be in a position where he was ready for desk duty. But he was only in his early thirties and he hadn’t pictured that happening for another five years at least.

      And why was he thinking about this right now, in the middle of a job, with lives on the line and no way of knowing if anything beyond this weekend would even be possible for them?

      At least he knew she wasn’t mixed up with Carmen. He couldn’t help but wonder a little bit about her life as a thief. Maybe one day if she trusted him enough she’d tell him.

      Dammit, stop thinking like that.

      When he found nothing of note around the Castle, he found his feet taking him back to Fawn’s room—much faster than he’d walked away from it.
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        * * *

      

      Sitting down on a sore bottom for dinner hadn’t been much fun, despite the cushion Master D had provided for her. Although, at least he’d removed the tail before they’d gone to the buffet.

      Fawn had been starving. Not surprising since they’d missed lunch while they were down in the Dungeon. She hadn’t been hungry when the scene first ended, but a few hours and one rather enjoyable shower later, even if they hadn’t had sex in it, she’d had fun helping Master D wash, and Fawn was more than ready for food.

      She was also sore in places she’d never known could be sore. Who knew that being tied up and fucked could be more strenuous than all the skills she’d ever needed for thieving?

      “What do you think?” Master D asked, and Fawn blinked as she realized she hadn’t heard him.

      “Um, sorry, Sir, what are you asking about?”

      The smug little smile that curved his lips definitely had to do with her distracted state. Because it was his doing that her brain was all fuzzy. Jerk. Sexy jerk.

      “I was wondering if you wanted dessert.”

      “Yes, Sir,” she said, smiling at him. “That chocolate cake looked pretty amazing.” She winced as she started to push up from her seat, and Master D rested a heavy hand on her shoulder.

      “I’ll take care of it, kitten,” he said, pushing to his feet. Fawn watched him walk off, feeling almost dreamy. The man had a good ass.

      As she was watching him, a pretty brunette with long curly hair suddenly stepped up next to her. Fawn jerked her eyes away from Master D’s ass and looked up at the petite woman smiling down at her. Dammit, this had better not be another request to know Master D’s name—and the possessiveness laced through that thought was not reassuring at all. Although, she was obviously very pregnant so that probably meant she was attached… hopefully.

      “Hi there! I’m Kaylee, Master Marshall’s submissive. I just wanted to check in and make sure you’re enjoying your stay at the Castle so far.” Her grey eyes were friendly and interested, and for some reason she almost seemed a little worried about what Fawn would say.

      Thank goodness, she wasn’t interested in acquiring Master D’s services, just interested in how well he was doing fulfilling them with Fawn. Relief filled her. “He’s amazing,” she said honestly. “The best Dom I’ve ever worked with.”

      Both were true, and Kaylee wouldn’t have any way of knowing that Master D was the only Dom she’d ever worked with. Even Master D had assumed that her bedroom experience had still included some BDSM, although not as much as she’d claimed on her intake form.

      “Wonderful, I’m so glad to hear that,” Kaylee said, glancing between where Master D was now standing in line and back to Fawn. “I’ll let you get back to your evening then.”

      It occurred to Fawn that this might be exactly the opportunity she needed, especially since Master D was away.

      “Excuse me,” she said, catching Kaylee’s attention before she turned to go. “You work here, right? Do you happen to know Master Miguel?”

      “Ah, well, he’s not a Castle employee but yes, I know who you’re talking about,” Kaylee said, cocking her head down at Fawn.

      Fawn smiled, at her most innocent, her mind working furiously. She didn’t want to be connected to Mario in any way, especially in case he turned up dead, but she’d always been good at getting the information she needed. “I was interested in talking to the submissive he was with this morning, but I don’t know her name. Very pretty, dyed red hair?”

      “Oh, that’s Holly,” Kaylee said. “She does work here, although I’m not sure where she is right now.”

      “That’s okay, I’m sure just knowing her name will help me catch up with her eventually,” Fawn said, as if she was interested but didn’t care overly much.

      “She’s usually up in the Rainbow Room when she’s on duty,” Kaylee said. “Although I haven’t seen much of her since Master Miguel got here, so it’s possible they’re cooped up in his room.”

      “Thank you,” Fawn said, smiling warmly up at the other woman.

      “Of course, and you can always feel free to come talk to me about anything, too,” Kaylee said, patting Fawn’s shoulder before moving on. Fawn sighed as soon as Kaylee was out of earshot.

      Master Miguel and Holly. If she could circumspectly question enough people, she should be able to get a good idea of where to find Mario, hopefully without standing out in anyone’s memory as having any connection to him.

      How to actually get to him though? Maybe she could tell him and Holly she was interested in a threesome? Could she stomach that? And what would she do with Holly then?

      Maybe she could send Holly on a fake errand to leave her and Mario alone. But then the other woman would know her face and that she was the last person to be seen with Mario.

      Really, the ideal situation would be if she could get his room number and find him sleeping alone and she could just… well, do what she needed to do then.

      Hmmm. She had brought sleeping pills with her. Maybe she could sneak those into their food once she found out where they were getting it, and then she could sneak in and kill him. Would that make Holly a suspect? Fawn could tie her up; make it clear she had nothing to do with it.

      Crap, Master D was headed back towards her.

      Fawn pasted a smile on her face. She still had all day tomorrow and now she had two names to help her find her target. She’d figure it out.
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        * * *

      

      When Fawn yawned for the umpteenth time, Dane made the executive decision that they were going to bed. To his surprise, it did actually turn out to be they. He hadn’t meant to fall asleep, but when she’d seemed to expect he would come in the room with her, he hadn’t had the heart to tell her no.

      Then he’d told himself that he’d just hold her until she fell asleep.

      That turned out to be a lie, but not intentionally. He really had meant to wait until she fell asleep and then slip out, but it turned out that when he’d exhausted her, he’d managed to exhaust himself as well.

      The fact that the Castle made it hard to stay focused didn’t help. And so far all he and Luke had was their gut feelings. It was also possible that for once their guts had failed him. He knew he was probably also feeling more relaxed about having another confirmed player at the Castle, one on their side. Turner wouldn’t be checking in with him, but it was another set of eyes on the guests.

      So Dane fell asleep in Fawn’s bed with her curled up in his arms. For the second night in a row.

      And woke up feeling incredibly well-rested with her still curled up in his arms. For the second morning in a row.

      Dammit, he could get used to this.

      Rather than waking her up, he decided to slip away again and go get them both breakfast. He figured she’d still be sore this morning and breakfast in bed would probably be appealing.

      It was when he was leaving the café, his hands full of coffee and breakfast sandwiches, when a blonde came up to him to see if he was interested in a day trip to Granger. The small town was the closest population center to the Castle, even if their population wasn’t very big, and this was the first he’d heard of visits to the outside.

      “It’s something we started recently and it’s a very popular outing,” she said, smiling up at him. “The bus runs on an hourly schedule, so if you if you want to get away for a couple hours it’s a good opportunity.”

      That made sense. As amazing as the Castle was, it was hard to play all day and night. There were plenty of things to do in the Castle that weren’t necessarily about sex, just exploring the grounds could be interesting, but everything was still going to be tinged with some sexual overtones. That’s what everyone was here for. Being able to take a short break and just relax, in regular clothing, for a few hours might appeal to some people. Likely not very many, since most of the guests were at the Castle for a specific purpose, but if a subbie had gotten a hard workout like he’d given Fawn last night and needed some rest…

      Or if a criminal wanted to get away to make in person contact with someone…

      Hmmm. A look around Granger might not be a bad idea, especially since he could still be back in time for his meeting with Luke. Plus, he kind of liked the idea of getting away from the Castle with Fawn for a little bit. Somewhere less formal. Less blatantly sexual.

      “Yes, please,” he found himself saying. “Master D and, um, Flora.” For a moment there he’d almost forgotten the name Fawn was supposed to be using at the Castle. Considering he’d barely used it, that wasn’t too surprising, but he needed to watch himself. He’d lucked out the first time that she obviously hadn’t remembered him using her real name in the heat of passion; he couldn’t count on being lucky every time.

      “Great!” the blonde said, scribbling his name down. “The first bus leaves at ten and then another one will go every hour after that with the last one at two. Regular clothes are encouraged for the trip, although obviously you’ll need to change back when you return.”

      “Thank you for all your help,” Dane said with a smile.

      “You’re welcome, Sir,” she chirped before turning toward a couple who were up early as well and coming into the foyer.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Fawn hadn’t quite known what to make of Master D’s decision for both of them to take a jaunt out of the Castle, but she wasn’t protesting either. She was still sore, but walking through the streets of Granger and stretching her legs a bit helped. So did wearing normal clothing. Since she hadn’t had a say in it, and protesting would look pretty suspicious when she wasn’t ready for another scene back at the Castle, she was just going with the flow.

      Sure, she had one eye out for Mario, but she doubted she’d get an opportunity to do anything even if she did see him. Master D was sticking close by her side—in fact, he’d started holding her hand about five minutes into walking down the street and Fawn had no interest in losing it.

      This was almost like being able to pretend she was a normal woman out on a normal date. Why not savor the moment? It might be the last chance she got.

      Sometime after lunch she started to notice that Master D was looking for someone or something. At least, that’s how it seemed. Whenever they went into a shop, he’d do a quick scan of everyone in the shop before taking up a position near the front window where he could see out into the street. He definitely didn’t seem to be enjoying himself the way she was.

      Then again, what had she really expected? An actual date?

      It did remind her that she wasn’t here for pleasure, no matter that she’d have fun pretending for another few hours. Time was running out. She had a job to do. And her target definitely wasn’t in Granger.

      They needed to go back to the Castle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      Granger was a bust.

      Spotting visitors from the Castle was easy enough, since they were all still wearing their bracelets, but Carmen had not been among them. Dane supposed it had been a pretty big long shot. He eventually did see a dark-haired man from the Castle, with the same build as Carmen, but he didn’t have any facial hair and he definitely wasn’t the wily assassin. It was possible Dane had confused them this morning and ended up uselessly in Granger.

      Well, useless as it pertained to his mission. When it came to spending time with Fawn and enjoying himself, that definitely hadn’t felt like a waste of time but he couldn’t deny that time was running out.

      Where in the Castle was Carmen?

      That was the question he needed to answer before he could focus on Fawn. The clock was ticking down and Dane absolutely did not believe that Carmen would leave the Castle without making a play for Grace. He supposed it was possible Carmen wasn’t here this weekend and was actually waiting, but he wasn’t known for his patience. Even if Luke hadn’t seen a possible suspect, Dane wouldn’t have trusted just saying ‘maybe he’s not here.’

      Fortunately, Fawn didn’t argue when he suggested heading back. He could send her to the Spa for a massage and Wardrobe to get dressed for the evening, giving him more time to poke around while knowing she was safe. Tonight he decided not to put her into anything too uncomfortable, instead he would just ask them to make sure he had easy access.

      After dropping her off at the Spa, he still had plenty of time left and he went to the Foyer just to watch people coming and going. Still no sign of Carmen. It was making him very on edge. He ended up getting to the bar a little early and ordering a Manhattan. Since he hadn’t had a single drink all weekend yet, he hadn’t hesitated to order something stronger than a beer. It was damned hard to sit still, knowing that Carmen was out there and time was running out.

      When he saw Luke coming into the bar, he felt a sense of relief at seeing his partner. Luke’s black hair looked rumpled and his face was set in unhappy lines, but he didn’t seem alarmed so whatever was troubling him probably wasn’t about Carmen. Something was definitely troubling him though. Luke confirmed Dane’s suspicion when he ordered a whiskey sour before even saying hello.

      “Sorry I’m late. Time got away from me.”

      “I haven’t been here long myself,” Dane reassured him. “So, who’s this guy you mentioned seeing?”

      See, he was totally focused on work, not his cock or Fawn.

      “I don’t know.” As Luke answered, the bartender set his drink down in front of him. For some reason, Luke hesitated to pick it up. Dane had never seen his partner so discombobulated before and he had to admit, he was really curious as to why, especially if it didn’t have to do with Carmen. Maybe he wasn’t the only one who was being distracted by what the Castle had to offer?

      “Is it the case that has you so tense, or girl trouble? I saw you leave the meet and greet with a curvy brunette,” Dane hedged.

      Luke only hesitated for a moment, and then he spilled.

      Hell, and Dane had thought he’d been having issues of the heart. He hadn’t realized Luke had known the woman he’d taken up with; much less that she was his dead best friend’s baby sister. No wonder Luke was looking so strung out. He seemed to feel better once he’d vented a bit, though, and turned the conversation back to the case.

      “Now, about this guy, I have to admit, he didn’t resemble Carmen at all, but we both know that doesn’t mean anything,” Luke said, looking a lot more relaxed than he had when he’d come into the bar. Dane nodded. If Luke said he had a feeling about the guy, then Dane trusted his partner. It didn’t mean either of them would focus on that man to the exclusion of all else, but it definitely gave them a starting point. Since Fawn hadn’t turned out to have anything to do with Carmen, Dane didn’t have anything useful to offer.

      Luke gave him the full rundown on Carmen’s current looks—dark hair, dark eyes, no visible scars and a scraggly beard, muscular build but not too muscular, and dressed up like a Greek warrior, complete with red cape. While Dane had seen several men with dark hair and eyes, he didn’t remember anyone with the facial hair Luke had described or dressed in that particular outfit.

      There were too many people in the damned Castle.

      “I haven’t seen anyone with that description, but I’ll keep an eye out,” he said. “Something you should know, I ran into another undercover yesterday morning, confirmed. We were in a class together a ways back but I recognized him. His name’s Turner although he’s here as Master Miguel. Dark hair, and he’s the only guy I’ve seen sporting a soul patch. I didn’t have a chance to talk to him, but I assume he’s here for Carmen too.”

      “I don’t care who catches the bastard as long as someone does,” Luke grumped darkly.

      “Damn straight,” Dane replied. He sighed. The tug to go check on Fawn was getting stronger, even though he hadn’t been gone long. The last thing he needed was for her to get done at the Spa and go looking for him, especially with Turner in the Castle. If the man did end up recognizing her, it would be a whole new set of troubles he didn’t want to deal with. He felt better by her side, or when he knew she was safely tucked in for the night. “Right. I need to get back to my sub. You’re not the only one who has his hands full in that department.”

      Luke tilted his head at Dane, regarding him with curiosity ablaze in his green eyes. “Anything you want to share?”

      Nope. Dane threw back his drink, finishing it. Considering some of his thoughts… nope. Luke’s situation made more sense. He already knew Carlie, had a relationship with her outside of the Castle, and his only decision was whether or not to continue their new relationship once the weekend was over. Dane didn’t want to admit to his similar thoughts and feelings about Fawn, when they sounded so ludicrous even in his head. “I… no. At least, not yet. It’s complicated. I’ll keep in touch.”

      Dane slapped Luke on the back and booked it before Luke could question him further. Compared to Luke’s situation, he didn’t really feel like he had a right to complain.
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        * * *

      

      After being massaged and primped, Fawn should be a lot more relaxed, but she wasn’t. Now that it was Saturday night, she could practically feel the minutes ticking by. The question was—how to get away from Master D?

      He’d been there waiting when she was finishing up having her hair and make-up done in the salon, giving her no chance to slip away. Fawn had liked seeing the look on his face when he’d caught sight of her pirate outfit. A loose blouse that hung provocatively off of one shoulder, short red and black skirt that was hiked up on one side and tucked into her waistband to show off her leg; it was very covering but Fawn was also very aware of how easily all of the clothing would fall to the floor. Master D’s appreciative once over had made her feel even sexier.

      And she’d made use of her time away from him while she’d had it. She had been able to gossip with everyone who had worked on her, and Leslie, the woman who did her hair, had been happy to tell her that Holly had been cooped up in her Master’s room for the past few days—and thoughtfully provided Master Miguel’s room number so Fawn could find her.

      She just didn’t know how she was going to shake Master D, especially not without making it clear she was purposefully shaking him. After all, she was supposed to be at the Castle to enjoy herself.

      So when they were done eating she suggested they do a scene. “As long as you go easier on me than you did last night,” she added hastily.

      There was no way she could find and kill Mario if Master D was as enthusiastic as he had been the night before.

      “And you think that’s up to you?” he asked, his voice deepening as he escorted her into the hall, and making her stomach twist in delighted anticipation. Her body definitely had different ideas than her brain. And by her body, she meant her vagina.

      You’ve had more fun this weekend than you have in the past year, she scolded herself. Now you’re just being greedy.

      Yet she ached for more. More fun, more time with Master D—more life.

      I’m not going to die.

      If only she could run… but then her father would be killed, probably tortured and killed just to send a message, and even if she somehow thought she could live with that, she knew she’d be on the run for the rest of her life. There was no way Don Lenzo would just let it go. So her and her father’s lives for one bad guy’s, that was the price she had to pay.

      That, and now giving up Master D. There was no way she’d be able to return to the Castle after this.

      But maybe she could find somewhere that did something like this near her. She’d seen something about a club that wasn’t too far away from her when she was doing her research. That’s if she stayed where she was and didn’t move herself and her father farther away from Don Lenzo’s influence. Such a move wouldn’t keep either of them safe if Don Lenzo was really determined to kill them both anyway, but he did have honor—for a criminal. If he said he would let her live once the job was done, she was pretty sure he meant it.

      Not like she had any choice but to believe it anyway.

      “Kitten, I get the feeling you’re not paying attention to me.” Master D’s voice was amused as he caught her chin in his hand, forcing her to focus on him.

      “I’m sorry, Master D,” she said. “I might be more tired than I thought.”

      “Too tired to play?”

      She hesitated. Shook her head.

      Eyes dark, intent as he studied her expression, his lips turned down in a frown. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, I want to play,” she said sincerely. One last time. Then she’d go and do what she needed to and whatever happened, happened.

      “Okay, kitten. I’ll go easy on you.” His lips curved into a smile. “Just not too easy.”
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        * * *

      

      Dane decided the best course of action was to take Fawn back to her room.

      She was obviously tired, so he could wear her out there, tuck her into bed, and head out to look for Carmen again knowing she was safe and sound in her room. That he craved the intimacy of being alone with her, well, he could admit that to himself but he definitely wouldn’t be admitting it out loud.

      The Castle was raucous, filled with happy people enjoying their evening on the premises. The smell of sex was in the air, the sounds of conversation, moans, whimpers, and all sorts of implements smacking against willing flesh was audible everywhere. It was the kind of atmosphere Dane associated with his BDSM club.

      Normally it was the kind of scene he’d revel in, but tonight he just wanted to be alone with Fawn.

      They did both pause a few times to enjoy some of the more public sights on the way back to her room. Dane was relieved he didn’t see anyone resembling Carmen; it was late enough in the weekend that he would have felt compelled to check the suspect out, which he doubted would go over well with Fawn. Fortunately, they made it to her hall without him spotting anything even remotely suspicious.

      Glancing down at her, he decided she looked a little too complacent. She definitely didn’t look like her mind was on him or playing. Again. It irked him and he couldn’t help but wonder where in her head she kept going to.

      Well, time to get her focused on him again.

      Fawn gasped as he suddenly stopped and pulled her around to face him, ducking down as he pulled her towards him and tossed her over his shoulder before straightening back up. “All right, wench, you’re coming with me.”

      “Eek!” she said through the giggles that had erupted. Apparently he wasn’t very threatening. Dane smacked her upturned bottom as he moved towards her door. The skirt she was wearing was made of pretty thin fabric and offered very little protection, and he spanked her hard enough to make her gasp and cut off the giggles. Not that he really minded the giggles, but hey, he was trying to play a part here.

      Of course, she started giggling again a second later. At least he knew he had her attention.

      Opening her door, Dane kicked it shut behind him, headed straight for the bed and tossed her onto it.

      Yeah, he definitely had her attention now. Her cheeks were flushed, her dark eyes bright and trained on him as she lay sprawled out where she’d landed. Legs parted, knees bent, hands up by her head.

      “I hope you’re ready to be boarded,” he said in a gravelly accent, giving her a wink.

      Fawn burst out laughing so hard she had to hold her stomach. “Oh… oh, geez… I hope you don’t think that’s actually sexy.”

      This was why he didn’t role play. He sucked at it. Time for Plan B.
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        * * *

      

      Oops. Apparently she’d irked Master D with her laughter. Well, she wasn’t laughing anymore. After stripping her down completely, he’d restrained her to the bed. She had slightly more mobility than she had when he’d put her on the spanking bench, but not much. She was lying flat on her back, her wrists and ankles had been cuffed and pulled apart so he could attach them to each post of the bed, using the hand bolts that were available, and leaving her in a large X shape.

      She couldn’t turn. She couldn’t move her arms or legs more than an inch. Basically, she could wiggle her butt and that was about it. The glint in Master D’s eye as he stripped off his own clothes, looking down at her from the side of the bed, said that he liked her like this.

      Fawn’s own emotions about being so tightly restrained were conflicting, the same way they had been when she’d been tied to the bench last night. Part of her reveled in the freedom to let go, knowing that there was nothing she could do about her current position, which allowed her to just enjoy the moment. Another part of her was anxious about being so vulnerable to someone else, even though she knew all she had to do was say her safeword and everything would stop immediately, or say ‘yellow’ and everything would slow. She knew she was safe, yet she didn’t feel entirely safe and that was part of what excited her.

      “You said you’re going to go easy on me, right?” she asked a little nervously. Although her bottom was pressed against the bed, and most of the lingering soreness had gone away, she was acutely aware of how exposed her nipples were—and those little bits were still feeling overly sensitive. If he put the clamps on her again, she’d have to safeword because there was no way she could handle that.

      “Oh yes, kitten,” he said, although the devilish smile he flashed at her as he crawled onto the bed and between her spread legs wasn’t exactly reassuring. “Nothing but pleasure, I promise.”

      Then he began to kiss her. Not on her lips or her pussy, but down by her knees. He kissed all the way up each leg and then ignored the lips of her pussy which were now tingling and kissed right on past them. Up and down her sides, where her breasts ached for attention, and then up and down her arms. Each kiss by itself was sweet, almost tender, but add them all up along with the brushes of his hard body against hers, her inability to reach out and touch him, and the way he was deliberately ignoring the parts of her that wanted his touch the most, and by the time he was making his way back down the slope of her right breast, Fawn was whimpering. Each press of his lips, each flick of his tongue, each light scrape of his teeth, made her skin tingle and lower body throb.

      “Please… Master D… you’re going too slowly,” she said, letting her anxious plea enter her voice.

      He just chuckled. “Impatient kitten.” His mouth circled her nipple, his tongue tracing small circles so close but not actually touching the ruched bud. “I thought you wanted me to take it easy on you.”

      Fawn moaned as he abandoned that breast and moved to the other, leaving her nipple swollen, aching and unsatisfied. Was there such a thing as a pussy-tease? Because that’s exactly what he was doing right now. He began to work around her nipple with his mouth in the exact same manner and she thought she would burst. Even the clamps would be better than this.

      At least they would be something instead of nothing.

      “Oh no,” she moaned out the words as he began to work his way down her stomach to her pussy. The bastard just chuckled. “Master D, please!”

      Ignoring her pleas, he kissed all around her pussy. The tops of her thighs. Her mound. His tongue flicked against her outer labia, tickling but not truly touching them the way she needed. Fawn was practically sobbing by the time he reached up to caress her breasts and his fingers finally closed around her nipples just as his tongue slid between the lips of her pussy.

      She practically screamed as he finally gave her what she wanted, needed, craved. It was so sudden, so intense that the pleasure was almost painful. After last night’s torment and tonight’s teasing, her nipples felt exquisitely sensitive as he plucked and gently squeezed them, and her pussy throbbed against his questing tongue. When he sucked her clit into his mouth, tears actually sprang into her eyes and began to run down the sides of her cheeks.

      It felt like she would have levitated if she hadn’t been secured to the bed, her entire body arching in one massive spasm as hot ecstasy burned through her like a firestorm. The restraints held her in place as she jerked against them, trying to close her legs, trying to move her arms down to push Master D’s mouth away because the inexpressible pleasure was becoming excruciating.

      “Please!” she cried out, begging with the one word she could make her lips form.

      For a moment it seemed to have worked as his mouth lifted, allowing her to slump on the bed in shuddering relief… and then his hard cock pressed against her sensitive, swollen tissues and thrust in hard and fast, and Fawn’s relief turned to anguished rapture as another orgasm wrecked her.
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        * * *

      

      As Fawn came apart beneath him, Dane allowed himself to release the reins of his control. He lost all sense of reason and pistoned in and out of her, reveling in the spasms of her pussy around him, her distressed cries of ambiguous pleasure, and the writhing of her body in the restraints. All he wanted was more as the wet sound of their fucking echoed around him between her ecstatic sobs. It was filthy, hot, and shockingly intimate as they both lost themselves in each other.

      His balls tightened as his climax began to surge and he bent his head forward, his mouth latching onto the tender skin between her shoulder and her neck, and he sucked hard as he thrust fully into her. The pulse of his cock throbbed against her grasping pussy as he marked her. He knew he was leaving a deep, red bruise on her neck, knew it was because he wanted to claim her and couldn’t, but he could leave her with a mark that she would see for days afterwards, maybe even weeks.

      The heady rush of doing so combined with the sheer ecstasy of his orgasm, and he shuddered as he emptied himself inside of her, rocking against her and drawing out her own whimpering denouement of erotic bliss. Panting, his muscles quivering slightly, Dane groaned as he rested his head next to hers, feeling his cock slowly softening inside of her.

      When he finally pulled out, she moaned softly, but her eyes were closed, her breathing even and there was a small smile curving her lips. Every line of her body said she was fully sated and limp from pleasure. Dane smiled smugly at the proof of his male prowess.

      Safe, sound, and passed out was exactly how he wanted to leave her. Removing the restraints, he gently cleaned up the mess they’d made and moved her slightly to the side of the bed rather than the exact middle. Fawn murmured in her sleep as he tucked her in, pressing a kiss to her forehead.

      Reluctantly he left her there, wishing with all his heart that he could stay. As he closed her door behind him, he forced himself to focus. What did he need to do now? How to find Carmen?

      The best course of action was probably to start with the public areas, then, if he didn’t spot the man Luke had described or anyone else who might be Carmen, head to Security and see if they could look through some of the private areas. It wasn’t the best solution, but everyone in the Castle knew they could be watched by security at any moment so it wasn’t unethical either.

      Since he didn’t have to get back to Fawn any time soon, he had a huge swath of time that he could devote to actively searching, rather than having to divide his focus between looking for his target and maintaining his cover. As much as his mind wanted to dwell on the intense scene they’d just shared and his growing feelings, he managed to push that aside. That could wait. This couldn’t.

      Dane methodically swept each area that was open to the Castle guests. Granted, he could miss seeing some of the guests in the public areas if they were on the move, but for the most part, everyone was choosing where they wanted to play for the rest of the evening and settling in. The third floor was off limits to guests so he swept through the second floor, then the first floor and the gardens, and finally the Dungeon. He was thorough and the Castle grounds were big, so it took him a couple of hours and he was more than a little frustrated by the end of it.

      Nothing caught his eye—well, other than occasionally a very hot scene—so he moved on to Plan B and headed for Security.

      Fortunately, Master Jackson, head of Castle security, was in the security room when Dane arrived and he was perfectly willing to let Dane look through the private areas. Rather than jumping around though, Dane decided it was better to go room by room, including the public areas, just in case Carmen was on the move. This time they started from the ground up.

      When the cameras were scanning the second floor he saw something that was definitely not where it was supposed to be.

      Motherfucker!
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        * * *

      

      Fawn didn’t know how long she’d been asleep after Master D had left, she was just grateful that her full bladder had woken her up.

      Although, the temptation to just stay in bed and forget about everything was strong. Her entire body was still throbbing and aching from earlier. She’d never done a job with her pussy still feeling incredibly sensitive from a long, hard fuck. This was not an ideal state to be in, but she was almost out of time to complete her mission. Don Lenzo expected the job done by the end of this weekend.

      She was deliberately thinking about killing a man as ‘the job’ or ‘her mission’ instead of what it actually was, because if she really thought about it she didn’t know if she’d be able to go through with it. No matter how bad a guy he was. Maybe if it was in self-defense, but in cold blood?

      Get it together and get moving.

      Back in her wench garb, her hair pulled into a ponytail which she tied into a ribbon, Fawn moved through the Castle’s halls, keeping an eye out for Master D. There was a part of her that was really, really hoping she didn’t see him at all, especially not involved in any of the scenes, and yet another part of her couldn’t help but wonder where he was—and with whom.

      Although she could hear noises from outside and drifting down the halls from the main rooms, the hallways themselves were thankfully mostly empty. She moved along, occasionally stopping to look out a window when she saw someone coming, making sure they didn’t see her face. Just in case.

      Unless and until she got caught, she was going to do her best to stay above suspicion. When the body was found, she didn’t want anyone to remember seeing her in his hallway, just in case. Although, how she was going to accomplish her mission, she still wasn’t sure.

      First, she’d make sure Mario was in his room, then she’d find out if Holly was there too, and then she’d have to figure out what she was going to do.

      With every step she took, her stomach churned a little more with anxiety. The torch-lit halls felt a little more surreal. Fawn didn’t feel like she normally did on a job, she felt like she was having an out of body experience.

      There. There was his door.

      The hall was empty.

      Her breath caught in her throat.

      I can’t do this. Yes, I can. No, I really can’t. I don’t have a choice. I—

      A hard hand closed around her bicep and Fawn jumped, starting to scream just as a palm clapped over her mouth.

      Mario!

      Instinct took over. She pivoted away from the hand over her mouth, her arm snapping out rather than up, breaking her assailant’s hold the way she’d been taught. Even though she’d never been caught, that didn’t mean she’d neglected the skills necessary for if she ever was. Her leg was already moving upwards between the man’s legs as she met Master D’s furious eyes.

      Fawn tried to pull the kick and ended up completely off balance and falling. Quick as a wink, Master D’s hand snapped out to catch her wrist and pulled her upright.

      “Uh… hi,” she said, smiling up at him weakly, her mind racing nearly as fast as her heart. Fuck, fuck, fuck! The suspicion on his face was clear. Which wasn’t surprising. He expected her to be in bed. Which is where she should have been. Think fast, Fawn. “You startled me.”

      The expression on his face didn’t even flicker.

      Yeah… she didn’t think she was going to be able to come up with a plausible explanation for this one.
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      It was well after midnight and Dane’s head throbbed nearly as much as his cock had earlier.

      “What. Are. You. Doing. Here?” He bit off each word, his clenched jaw making it almost difficult for him to talk. Fury, panic, fear for her safety, and the rising suspicion that maybe he’d been wrong about her, that maybe she was connected to something nefarious was now making him question everything.

      “Looking for you,” she said, but the attempted lie was weak at best.

      Fucking hell.

      No sign of Carmen all night and now this.

      “Come on.” Keeping his grip on her arm and one eye on her using his peripheral vision—where the hell had she learned to fight like that? —Dane practically started dragging her down to the hall back in the direction she’d come from.

      “Where are we going?” The tremor in her voice was unfeigned. He was almost sure of it. But could he really be sure about anything with her anymore?

      “Your room.”

      To his astonishment, she relaxed slightly. Then he realized she must have thought he was dragging her… where? Master Marshall’s office perhaps? Security? Out of the Castle entirely? Who the hell even knew?

      When he got her back to her room, he pointed at the bed. “There. Now.”

      Great, he sounded like a Neanderthal. Thankfully, she didn’t argue. Dane pressed his fingers against his temples as he watched her comply. It felt like his head was about to explode. He couldn’t deal with this tonight. He needed sleep.

      Tonight had been a bust, but tomorrow morning he could start bright and early after getting some rest.

      Fawn squeaked as he restrained her to the bed again, her hands together this time so he could easily fit on the bed beside her. He didn’t touch her though. There might as well have been a wall between their bodies.

      “What are you thinking?” she asked quietly in the darkness.

      “I’m thinking I want sleep,” he grated out.

      The silence that followed was heavy, but he was exhausted enough to fall asleep anyway.
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        * * *

      

      “You can’t just leave me here!” Fawn shouted at him, outraged as she jerked at the cuffs on her wrists. This morning, after letting her use the bathroom, he’d put her back on the bed and handcuffed her to it, wrapping the chain around one of the spokes in the headboard. He’d also put leather cuffs on her ankles so her movement was even more inhibited than it had been while they slept.

      Master D gave her a dark look. “Yes, I can. Or you can say the Castle safeword and you can wait for me to have time to deal with you in Security, it’s up to you. I thought you’d be more comfortable here and I would prefer to keep whatever is going on with you private until we talk about it. So those are your two options. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      He shut the door behind him.

      Cocky asshole.

      Fawn waited.

      And waited.

      And waited until fifteen minutes had passed. She wasn’t sure how long Master D would be gone—and he hadn’t said, just that he had ‘something’ that had to be done and he’d be back when he could to ‘deal with her.’

      Yeah, no thanks. Fawn knew there were guests leaving today and Don Lenzo had been clear Mario was only there for the weekend. If he was on that bus, then it would be her very last chance. Maybe she could follow him home or something. A last-minute plane ticket would be expensive, but better than not completing the job.

      Or maybe, if she got out now, she could find him before the bus even left. People would be moving around, no one would be paying attention to what everyone else was doing as they were getting ready to leave.

      Either way, she wasn’t hanging out here, waiting for Master D’s return to question her. She was well aware that he must feel some kind of connection to her still, otherwise he would have hauled her off to Security or the Castle’s owner, Master Marshall, last night or first thing this morning.

      Guilt niggled at her, but she pushed it aside. There had been a connection between them and now she was going to sever it irrevocably.

      It would have been easier if he hadn’t restrained her ankles too, but it wasn’t impossible for her to twist around and get herself into a position where she could jerk on the thumb of her left hand hard enough to dislocate it. She hadn’t practiced the move in a very long time and the pain nearly blinded her as everything went white for a moment.

      Ow, ow, ow, motherfucking ow…

      But she was able to pull her hand through the cuff, which was the point. Master D hadn’t tightened them nearly enough to keep a criminal—hopefully soon to be a former criminal—of her caliber in place, but he couldn’t have known that. Fawn couldn’t help but feel sadness about how much she was revealing to him without even saying a word.

      Another few minutes of ‘ow’ as she got the digit back into place. It would be swollen and painful for a while yet, but there was no help for it. She didn’t have time to tend to it properly now, that would have to wait.

      Cradling her hand against her chest, she got dressed as quickly as she could using only her right hand. Would she have time to go down to the kitchens and steal a knife? It might be worth a try.

      It was just after nine o’clock. Everyone would be gathering in the courtyard to leave at eleven. Since she might need to sneak onto the bus to avoid Master D, Fawn decided not to bother packing. She hadn’t brought anything she couldn’t live without.

      The clock was ticking.
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        * * *

      

      Where the fuck was Carmen? Dane gritted his teeth in frustration as he went through the rooms, not even pretending to be interested in anything going on around him. Most people were lingering, laughing, taking their time with enjoyment. While he was looking for a murderous bastard and not dealing with the little subbie he’d left tied to her bed.

      Maybe the man really wasn’t here.

      Maybe he and Luke had just been completely wrong.

      Which meant they’d be staying on for at least another day.

      Dane was just about ready to throw in the towel, but his conscience wouldn’t quite let him.

      He had to make sure that Grace Barnes didn’t end up like Susan Mills.

      Back to the security room it was. He would use the Castle’s cameras again, and then do one last sweep on foot, and then go deal with Fawn.
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        * * *

      

      Stealing a knife was surprisingly easy. She’d waited until she’d seen the Castle’s kitchen bitches headed outside for their morning yard exercises under Cook Connie—which they did in the short lull between breakfast and lunch—picked the lock and slipped in and out without anyone the wiser. Knowing the cameras might catch her, her heart had been pounding the entire time, but Security didn’t come.

      She felt a little torn, and she couldn’t help but wonder if part of her had wanted to be caught, just so she wouldn’t have to go through with it. Disappointment warred with relief, and she felt no sense of triumph over completing the first part of her self-assigned tasks.

      Now she needed to find Mario.
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        * * *

      

      Groaning as he peered at the security cameras again, which were even more useless than they had been last night since much of the Castle was abuzz and moving with end of the weekend preparations, Dane decided he was better off on the ground, looking for suspicious activity.

      “Before I go, though, there’s one last room I just want to look in,” he said, giving them Fawn’s room number.

      Just to make sure she was okay. He had been gone for over two hours and she must be getting hungry as well as furious. Not that he wasn’t also angry, but he’d managed to calm himself down again. There was some kind of explanation for why she’d left her room last night and been sneaking through the halls, and he was going to find out what it was as soon as he had the time.

      But when the camera in her room came on, the bed was empty.

      “Fuck!” Dane raked an aggrieved hand through his hair.

      “Is everything okay?” Todd, the guard on duty that morning asked, looking concerned.

      “A disobedient sub,” he said, gritting his teeth. Was Fawn a danger to anyone? His gut said no. Even though he didn’t know what she was up to, he also didn’t believe she’d hurt anyone. He didn’t believe she was mixed up with Carmen. But just in case… “Tell whoever is running the bus that Fawn Pike is not allowed to board until I give the all clear.”

      “Yes, Sir,” Todd said with a nod, picking up his walkie-talkie to relay the message as Dane stalked from the room.

      Where was Fawn? Where was Carmen?

      This was like a sick game of hide-and-seek from hell with actual lives at stake.

      Being forced to put Fawn on the back burner rode against his instincts, but finding Carmen was more important. He’d checked in with Marshall this morning before starting his search and been assured that Grace was stashed away somewhere safe, but at this point that just put everyone else in danger if Carmen was here. Dane checked the time. Quarter of noon. People were already moving to the main courtyard where the bus was waiting.

      The Butcher would be getting desperate. And desperate men did desperate things.
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        * * *

      

      Fawn felt rather wild, despair and desperation driving her onward even as hopelessness threatened to overwhelm her.

      There was no sign of Mario. Not in his room, not in the Grand Foyer, not in the restaurant, not in the courtyard where people now gathering for the noon Granger tour. Where the hell was he? Surely it was too early for him to be playing in one of the private rooms?

      She tucked herself away in a corner of the second floor balcony overlooking the Grand Foyer. At some point he would have to leave through there and she would see him when he did. Nibbling on her thumbnail, Fawn pressed her hand against her side where she’d hidden the knife after wrapping it in some leather to keep from accidentally slicing herself open.

      That’s when the entire Castle rocked, the floor quaking beneath her, the sudden roar in her ears making Fawn cry out in shock as she lost her footing. Her cry wasn’t the only one; there were several screams mixed in with the grating sound of rocks moving and tumbling.

      Shit! Shit! That was an explosion! The fire alarms were blaring, urging everyone to get out. Looking through the large windows at the front of the foyer, she could see smoke to her right. A lot of smoke. Running around to the side, she pressed her face against the window and looked down into the courtyard.

      Was the man she was desperately looking for down there?

      She didn’t see him.

      Her heart rose in her throat.

      He hadn’t said where he was going this morning.

      Master D!

      Fawn whirled and ran into the Castle, headed for the side of the building where the smoke was pouring from without a second thought.
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        * * *

      

      He saw her because she was one of the few running towards the smoke. Most people had the sense to get the hell out, but Dane wasn’t going to complain because it allowed him to find her.

      Running, he intersected her path, reaching out and catching her around the waist, swinging her into him, just grateful to be holding her obviously safe and unharmed.

      “Master D!” She grabbed him just as tightly as he was holding her and immediately burst into tears against his chest.

      “Come on, kitten,” he said, still holding her close and moving her with him. “It’s not safe in here, we need to get outside.”

      The courtyard was milling with people, so Dane pulled Fawn off to the side. Tears were still sliding down her face.

      “Hey, hey, kitten, I’m okay, it’s okay,” he said, trying to soothe her. But his words just made her sob.

      “It’s not okay. Nothing is okay.” And she told him. Everything.

      Words spilled from her like an avalanche that couldn’t be held back any longer and Dane’s analytical brain began to put together all the pieces of the puzzle he hadn’t been able to figure out before.

      Her father. The mob. The jobs. The demand to kill Mario—and it took him a moment to realize that she meant Turner. That must be his undercover name. It was obvious she had no idea that ‘Mario’ aka Master Miguel was actually a federal agent. Dane thanked his lucky stars that she’d been by his side all weekend.

      He wasn’t sure his poor kitten would have managed to pull it off anyway. She was desperate, though, so who knew what could have happened.

      Hopefully this Don she was connected to didn’t know that ‘Mario’ was a federal agent either.

      “All right, kitten,” he said when she finally finished, pulling her into his arms as she hiccupped. “It’s all right, I promise. I’ve got you. I promise. Everything’s going to be all right.”

      Turning his head, he looked up at the smoking, ruined section of Castle and wondered if he could really make that promise: he didn’t know where Carmen was, where Grace was, where Turner was, or even where Luke was. But he’d find out. Right now, he focused on the sobbing woman in his arms, letting her cry it out for a few more minutes.

      “Kitten, I need you to look at me.” Her head came up, eyes reddened, cheeks streaked with tears. “I need to go find out what happened, but I want you to come with me, okay?”

      Fawn nodded, sniffling a little, but quickly pulling herself back together.

      “Good girl. Let’s go see if there’s anything we can do to help.”

      And if everyone on his team was okay.
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        * * *

      

      Fawn watched from a slight distance as Master D—Dane as he was actually called—spoke with one of the Castle Masters. He had one eye on Fawn still, as if afraid she might run.

      Probably because he’d been outed as an FBI agent by his partner a few minutes ago. The other man was introduced to her as Luke and he’d been on his way to escort a frightened looking woman named Carlie off of the Castle grounds. The two men had only exchanged a few sentences, but there had been no mistaking their meaning.

      Fawn had decided she was too tired to run.

      Too worn down.

      Which was strange because it would have been the perfect time. The scene was chaos. Emergency personnel had arrived and were searching the rubble; some injuries were being treated on site while others were being taken elsewhere. She’d heard there were some people missing. Everyone was shaken and milling around, people were crying, shouting, and hugging each other.

      Fawn sat by herself on a bench, arms wrapped around herself for comfort.

      She had no idea where Mario was or if he was alive, which meant she had no idea what her future held other than the FBI agent currently watching her, although he’d also said everything would be all right.

      Someone had said there was a body, but no one seemed to know if that was true or not.

      She’d heard that Kaylee, the very pregnant sub she’d met in the cafeteria, had been rushed to the hospital. Fawn hoped she was okay.

      Turning, Dane headed back her way and Fawn looked up at him. She didn’t have even the slightest desire to run, even knowing that he was law enforcement, even after having spilled everything about her past and Don Lenzo to him. Was this what trust felt like?

      She thought it must be.

      “Okay, Fawn,” he said, sounding as tired as she felt, reaching his hand down to help her stand. “I’ve done all I can here. Let’s go. I need to call this in and then find out what my next orders are.”

      Curling her fingers around his, Fawn just nodded as she rose, ready to accept whatever the future held for her.

      Dane didn’t let go of her hand, he just slid his fingers through hers and they both silently walked towards the Castle’s exit.
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      Six months after the explosion

      Fawn smiled as she heard the front door opening, although she didn’t move from the yoga position she was in. She was halfway through the workout she did on her days off. Turned out being a yoga instructor was a great job for her; she was already bendy when she’d started out and it helped her to find some Zen after the Castle. Well, yoga and—

      Two warm hands gripped her hips and pulled her back against a hard groin and she had to laugh.

      “How many times do I have to tell you that Downward Dog is not an invitation?” she asked, although there was no real ire in her voice. She loved it that he couldn’t keep his hands off her and he knew it.

      “Oh, sorry, I forgot again,” he teased, pulling her up for a kiss. He didn’t turn her around though, instead keeping the hard ridge of his erection pressed between her cheeks and making her twist around to meet his lips. A shiver of excitement went through her. Dane had been using the plugs and anal toys on her a lot lately and hinting that he wanted to go further.

      Fawn did too. It was the last piece of herself that she could give to him, and she wanted him to have it.

      With Mario Ricci pronounced dead after the explosion in the Castle, her debt to Don Lenzo had been paid. Not that she’d visited him to tell him so, but Dane had moved her and her father cross-country almost immediately and helped them procure new identities. It wasn’t witness protection exactly but it was pretty close, although she had given him all the information she had on Don Lenzo even before he’d arranged it.

      When he’d admitted he was FBI, she’d nearly run, but Dane had protected her at every turn.

      He’d been true to his word and everything had turned out all right. Her dad was doing well in his new facility, Fawn loved her new life as a yoga instructor, and two weeks ago they’d gotten word that Don Lenzo had been killed during a shootout when his headquarters had been raided by a combined effort of the FBI and DEA. While some part of her had mourned the man who had given a young girl candy, her relief had been even stronger. The threat was over.

      Dane’s lips coaxed hers open, one hand sliding up from her hip to her breast, and Fawn moaned as he played with her nipple through the fabric of her sports bra.

      “You’re home early,” she said, a bit breathlessly when he broke off the kiss and moved his mouth to the back of her neck, exposed by the high ponytail she’d put her hair in.

      “Wanted to get home to see my girl,” he replied between kisses moving across the back of her neck and towards her shoulder. “And I definitely came home at the right time.”

      She giggled, knowing that he was talking about coming home right when her butt was up in the air. Dane did love her ass. He loved caressing, spanking, and playing with it and Fawn loved every second of it too. She’d taken to the club he went to like an otter to water and being his girlfriend and his submissive felt utterly natural to her.

      Growling low in his throat, Dane spun her around to face him so he could toss her over his shoulder.

      “Dane!” She protested through her laughter, knowing it would be useless but enjoying the token reluctance. “I wasn’t done with my yoga workout!”

      “You don’t need it, kitten,” he said, using his free hand to smack her ass. But instead of spanking her, he smacked and then gripped the fleshy portion, his fingers digging in provocatively. Fawn felt her pussy cream. “I’m going to give you all the workout you need.”

      Excitement threaded through her as her body clenched.
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        * * *

      

      A spreader bar and padded horse allowed Dane to put Fawn in almost the exact same position he’d come home to see her in—only without any clothes. Unless he counted the clamps he’d put on her nipples or the butterfly vibe gently buzzing against her clit with just enough stimulation to arouse her but not allow her to come.

      Her wrists were cuffed to the base of the horse, attached by chains, and the spreader bar holding her ankles wide apart was also attached to the horse. It was a custom piece, built to her measurements by one of the Doms at his club who often did commission work for members. It put her at exactly the right height for a good, hard fucking from behind.

      Or, if lowered an inch, at exactly the right height for his cock to slide into her tight, virginal ass. It was only going to be virginal for a few more minutes though.

      She moaned loudly as his fingers dipped into the puckered hole, stretching it open. Since their time at the Castle he’d introduced her to all sorts of erotic torments and enjoyments and plugged her often. There was very little resistance to two fingers, so he added a third one, enjoying her little gasp as she was opened further.

      Fawn had not only gotten used to anal play, she thoroughly enjoyed it. His little kitten had a definite penchant for pain mixed with pleasure, and the more he gave her of both, the harder she came.

      Knowing that, he flicked the knob on the remote to the butterfly vibrator and felt her reaction as she tightened around his questing fingers.

      “Whose ass is this, kitten?” he asked, twisting his fingers slightly.

      “Yours, Sir,” she replied immediately, waggling it side to side slightly as if trying to tempt him. Dane almost chuckled. He definitely didn’t need any tempting from his little minx of a girlfriend.

      “Good girl.” He slid his fingers out of her and reached for the lube again.
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        * * *

      

      The incessant buzzing of the vibrator against her clit was pure torture, even after her Master had increased the speed, because it still was more tease than pleasure. With her nipples hanging down, gravity pulling on the clamps and her sensitive flesh trying to swell beyond the tight confines, it felt like her chest was throbbing. She’d learned to love the clamps, but they still hurt.

      They just hurt so good.

      Her clit throbbed in time with her nipples, making her squirm against the horse. While this wasn’t the most comfortable position in the world, she still loved it. There was something incredibly arousing to her about being bent over so helplessly, all of her most sensitive bits easily accessible for Dane to torment her, and her own limbs so securely restrained that she could do nothing but take what he gave.

      Fawn loved being tied up. She was still hoping that one day he’d let one of the Shibari Masters at the club suspend her. Or have one of them teach him how to do it.

      She didn’t have much time to think about that right now though before the head of his cock was pressing against her anus.

      It felt huge, the pressure intense as he pushed against the tiny opening. Fawn let out a little cry as the hot tip stretched her wide and began to impale her. Unlike with the plugs, there was no slow stretch to the wider portion; no, his whole cock was thick from crown to root, and her body just had to open to receive him.

      “Just relax, kitten,” he said, and she felt the vibrations on her clit intensify as his hands smoothed over her buttocks, caressing and stroking them as if to soothe her while he shoved his thick rod up her virgin ass.

      The burn of stretching around his thick shaft was intense, and she could actually feel when the head of his cock finally lodged completely inside of her. The ring of her muscle tried to snap shut, the way it would around a plug, but his shaft was thicker than any plug or toy he’d ever used on her. She heard his groan of pleasure, his cock jerking and thrusting deeper as she tightened around him, making her cry out again.

      The intimacy of the invasion was intense, making her feel rather wild as he sank deeper. She’d submitted to him before, had been submitting to him for months, but this… this was a complete surrender of her entire body to his will and his desires. Her wrists jerked at the restraints as he rocked, pulling out slightly and then pushing back in, his cock pushing deeper and deeper with every thrust.

      She felt invaded. Opened. Wickedly perverse in the sheer sinful pleasure she was deriving from the act. The emptiness of her pussy was a sharp contrast to the fullness of her back passage, making her ache in a way that was both familiar and yet completely different from anything she’d ever felt before.

      “Fucking hell…” Dane’s guttural groan as his groin finally pressed against her bottom, her muscles gripping his entire shaft, was one of pure masculine pleasure. A shiver went up Fawn’s spine, her muscles convulsing around him, and she groaned as well, although the noise she made was a lot more ambiguous than his.

      This time when he began to pull out, it felt like her body was moving with him, even though she was tied down in place; an inevitable motion, the way she felt when she was standing on sand and the ocean’s waves began to pull away from her, except it was her whole body and it was so much more intense. He thrust back in and she cried out as if the insertion of his cock forced the air from her lungs, whereas a moment before she’d barely been able to draw breath.

      Sensation assaulted her as the vibrator kicked up another notch and Dane began a slow, steady rhythm of invasion.
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        * * *

      

      The tight heat of Fawn’s body was killing him with pleasure. Dane’s tightly wound control was chafing at the bit, but he refused to let loose as he slowly pumped in and out of her deflowered ass. His hands gripped her cheeks, holding them apart so he could enjoy the view of his slick cock slowly disappearing into the stretched orifice. Fawn shuddered and moaned with every thrust, her small cries filling his ears and making his cock even harder.

      Dane turned the knob on the butterfly vibrator up another degree, and felt her reaction as her entire body shuddered and her ass clenched down around him. Gritting his teeth, he forced himself to continue moving gently but firmly as his ease of entrance slowly began to increase.

      “Oh… oh, please,” she started to beg, her hips bucking slightly, as much as they could, against the padded horse. “Master D, please… harder…”

      Never one to deny his lady, Dane began to move a little faster and harder, and he heard the sob rise in her voice. She tended to revert back to calling him Master D when she was feeling particularly submissive to him, and it always turned him on. He slid his hands on her body, curling them slightly against the side of her hips.

      She was gasping and crying out, but mostly in pleasure as he continued to pick up his pace, taking her harder and faster. Now that she was stretched open, she took each thrust easily, her body shuddering with the reaction as her muscles played over his shaft, trying to grip and hold him in place. Dane recognized the sounds she made as her own orgasm began to draw nearer, even before she began to beg again.

      “Master D… oh, please… I need to come…”

      All he had to do was flick the vibrator up another notch, or fuck her ass a little harder, and she’d be off like a rocket.

      Instead, he slowed his thrusts. “Fawn, kitten? Will you marry me?”

      “What?” Her voice was utterly confused, her tone ragged with a needy sob.

      “Say yes, and I’ll let you come.”

      “Oh, Master D, oh! Yes! Okay? Yes!”

      He flicked the butterfly to high, tossing the remote to the floor so he could fully grip her hips as he pounded into her from behind, unleashing every bit of joy and passion and love that he had for her into his final claiming.
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        * * *

      

      Fawn’s brain fuzzed out like radio static as the intense ecstasy blew through her. She was flying high as euphoric pain and agonizing pleasure combined in a chaotic burst of sensation that besieged her senses, taking no prisoners. Distantly she heard herself sobbing, heard Dane’s loud cry as he rammed into her, felt the pulse of his cock as each surge pressed against the walls of her body before spurting inside her.

      Her orgasm didn’t stop until he’d pulled himself free and finally turned off the vibrator over her clit, leaving her feeling limp and swollen.

      Gently he freed her from the restraints, his mouth soothing her nipples when he removed the clamps. Fawn was aware but not truly present as he bundled her into the bathroom and began to fill the large tub that he’d had installed after she’d moved in. It easily fit both of them, a feature which Dane often used during aftercare.

      They were basking in the hot water, her on his lap with his arms around her, when she felt him slide something onto her finger. Opening her eyes, she lifted her hand so she could see it from where her head was nestled into his shoulder.

      An emerald, her favorite stone, surrounded by a circle of small diamonds sparkled back at her from her ring finger. Her memory kicked in along with her awareness.

      “You jerk!” She smacked his chest with her left hand, unable to take her eyes away from the ring even as she berated him. “That wasn’t a proper proposal! What the hell am I supposed to tell people when they ask how you proposed?”

      His body shook with laughter. “We can go out for a celebration dinner tonight and you can tell them that I proposed at dinner. Besides, you have to admit my way was more us.”

      Too true. Fawn wanted to feel disgruntled, but she felt too light and happy to be upset. He was a sneaky bastard when he wanted to be, but she loved him with all her heart.

      “You were just afraid I’d say no,” she grumbled, and felt the rumble of his chuckle again.

      Lips pressed against her hair as she lifted her hand to admire the ring. “I love you, kitten.”

      “I love you, too, Master D.”

      
        
        The End
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      “Mario! Get your ass in here.”

      Flint Turner obeyed the summons, unflinchingly answering to someone else’s name. For the last two years, he’d been Mario Ricci, and the man he’d been was a distant memory.

      Hell, even his HSA handler called him Mario. He would be someone else when he managed to get the evidence he needed to bring down the weapons cartel serving a Mexican drug lord. He had enough on Carmen Massino to put him away forever, but he had to wait until he could cut off the supply of weapons.

      Carmen was getting those guns from somewhere and he was almost positive it wasn’t domestic. Flint knew the trade would continue even if Carmen was gone. He didn’t have a choice but to let Carmen continue on his bloodthirsty path. Worse, he’d found evidence of human trafficking along with the weapons. In exchange for women and guns, the drug lord sent back cocaine and heroin.

      “What’s up, boss?” Flint cocked a hip against the doorframe, his expression bland as he ignored the blonde crawling out from under the desk. A trickle of blood dripped from her nose and he sighed inwardly as Carmen slapped her ass, making her scurry from the office.

      Carmen’s toys never lasted long. They either got eaten up by drugs, or Carmen made them disappear. Flint had managed to save one, though. Little Holly Dansen, with her pretty mismatched eyes and legs that went on forever, at least she was safe from Carmen—wherever she was.

      Grinning maliciously, Carmen said, “I found Grace Barnes.”

      “Where is she?” Flint cracked his knuckles and straightened. “I’ll be on the first flight out to take care of her.”

      And by take care of he meant impressing upon Ms. Barnes the importance of crawling into a cave somewhere in Tibet until Carmen was neutralized. Hopefully, Carmen wouldn’t demand proof, but he supposed he could find a woman resembling her in a morgue somewhere.

      Carmen coughed out a laugh and lit a black cigarette. “My, aren’t we gung ho?” He took a drag and blew smoke in Flint’s direction.

      Resisting the urge to stub the filthy thing out between Carmen’s eyes, he said, “That’s what you pay me for, isn’t it? Taking care of problems, right?”

      “Yeah, whatever.” Carmen didn’t speak again until he’d finished his cigarette. “Pour us a drink and have a seat. I have a proposition for you.”

      Flint did as he was asked, but wanted to cringe. When Carmen got that glint in his eye, things were going to get bad in a hurry. And nobody ever refused Carmen’s wishes. The few who had done so always regretted it.

      Carmen leaned back in his chair, sipping his scotch. “We’re going to Ohio.”

      “Is that where Grace is?”

      “Yeah.” Carmen snickered, his soulless eyes glittering. “She’s at some kinky resort called the Castle. Sounds like a giant sex club with whips and chains.”

      Careful to keep his expression neutral, Flint asked, “What’s she doing there? Seems a strange place to hide for a blind chick.”

      “Who cares? A real man just needs his fists to keep a bitch in line. Hell, some ugly asshole might have taken her for a chance to bang a hot girl.” Carmen tossed his drink back. “There will be hundreds of kinky fuckers getting their rocks off. We’ll be able to mingle, maybe get laid, too. The place provides partners, so we don’t even need to bring girls. We’ll take out Grace and be home before supper.”

      Flint was smart enough to keep his opinion about real men to himself and said nothing.

      Tossing a sheet of paper with a web address scribbled on it across the desk, Carmen added, “Get registered for next weekend and book us a flight to Toledo. Consider it a vacation.”
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        * * *

      

      Most of the weekend guests had already departed on the Sunday bus back to Granger, leaving Holly bored to tears. She swiped her feather duster at a statue of a naked man with a disproportionate penis, paying special attention to the head of his cock as scents from Maybe’s Candies wafted through the room. Her mouth watered at the smell of rich chocolate. She could take a few minutes during her next break and snag a cake pop. The name of the candy shop fit. It was always ‘maybe I shouldn’t, but I know I will’ for Holly.

      Taking one last swipe at the statue, she looked outside and narrowed her eyes.

      Her curiosity getting the better of her, she moved closer and pretended to dust a potted plant as she directed her surreptitious gaze out the window. She knew she should mind her own business. She still had stripes across her ass from the last time Master Grimsley had caught her hanging out around Master Marshall’s office. She thought he’d just phoned it in, though. He’d already figured out there weren’t enough switches in Ohio to break her habit of eavesdropping.

      Eavesdropping had saved her life once upon a time, back when the princess was captured by a dragon she was too stupid to see. It took physical effort to lock those memories back in their mental box. She shivered despite the warm temperature and firmly turned her attention back to the matter at hand.

      Master Marshall got out of one of the resort vehicles and helped a woman from the back seat as Master Nelson trotted around the front of the black SUV. They nestled her between them as they walked her inside.

      The woman’s face was concealed by a broad brimmed sun hat. She kept her head down, further disguising her appearance. Who was she? And why did Master Nelson and Master Marshall look so angry? Holly wasn’t worried for the woman. Masters Nelson and Marshall would never punish a submissive while they were angry, but she was sure their anger had something to do with the tiny figure taking careful steps across the driveway.

      “The lines across your ass haven’t faded from the last time I caught you poking your nose into things that don’t concern you, Holly.”

      She winced as Master Grimsley’s heavy hand clasped her shoulder and turned her to face him. “I…” His hand tightened and she shrank under his glare. Of course, everyone shrank before the Master Butler. Tall and dark-haired, slender but strong, his eyes were almost as piercing as Master Marshall’s, except they were brown and every bit as hard as the Castle walls.

      “Spare me the excuses. You know better. We take our guests’ privacy very seriously, yet you seem determined to cross those boundaries at every opportunity.”

      “But I never gossip! I wouldn’t—”

      “Whether you gossip or not is irrelevant.” Master Grimsley clenched his teeth, his jaw tightening. “Not spreading tales is the only reason you still have a job here. If we thought for a moment that you’d share gossip, we’d have fired you months ago. That sort of thing could ruin the entirety of the Little Maid program, not to mention the reputation of the Castle itself.”

      Holly lowered her head, trying to stop the tears welling in her eyes. Losing her job was something she hadn’t considered, but more than that, she hadn’t realized the extent of the rest of the damage. The Castle was her safety. The dragon wouldn’t come here; not with so many princes. Finding another job would be easy, her chemistry degree would see to that, but leaving this place wasn’t an option.

      “Yes, Master Grimsley.”

      His eyebrows drew together in a scowl. “Why are you always spying, Holly? Is there some problem I should be aware of?”

      “No, sir. I just…” She shook her head and hunched her shoulders in misery. There was no way she could tell him what she knew. He’d tell Master Marshall and she’d be out of the Castle so fast, she’d leave a dust trail. Master Marshall wouldn’t take a chance on the dragon coming here. Not for an easily replaced Little Maid.

      His fingers were gentle against her skin as he tipped her chin up to make her look at him. “It has to stop, Holly. You have to stop spying. If one of the guests catches you, it will have long-reaching consequences. I won’t be able to keep Master Marshall from firing you.” His voice dropped in low warning. “Do you understand?”

      Holly dropped her eyes to avoid his worried gaze. “Yes, Master Grimsley.” She had to choke the words past the lump in her throat, suddenly ashamed of herself. He’d given her so many chances already, but she didn’t know if she could stop. It was too important to know who was in her space.

      “Good girl. One demerit for lollygagging, two for spying. I expect you to take care of it tomorrow.” He turned her around gently and slapped her ass. “Behave yourself and get back to work.”

      Holly scurried away, her feather duster clenched tight in one fist. She would try to obey, at least for now.
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      The expanse of Lake Erie stretched out ahead of their plane as they approached the airport. The port city of Toledo was a dark blight on the western shore, its rust belt heritage evident from the smokestacks spewing polluted steam into the air. Barges and container ships crossed the open water, competing for space with small pleasure craft.

      In the seat next to him, Carmen tapped a nervous hand on the armrest of the first-class seat as the pilot announced their approach. Flint wanted to laugh. His unwanted companion was a nervous flier. A flight attendant walked by, collecting trash in preparation for landing.

      “Hey, sweet thing, bring me another bourbon before we land.” Carmen scratched at the beard he’d grown to disguise his appearance.

      The woman’s eyes tightened, but she smiled. “I’m very sorry, Mr. Colombo. We’ll be landing in about fifteen minutes, and FAA regulations—”

      Beads of sweat bloomed on Carmen’s forehead and he swiped at them with a shaking hand before turning a murderous glare on the beleaguered woman. “I don’t give a fuck. Bring me a goddamned drink!”

      Flint interrupted the brewing fight. While he wouldn’t mind watching Carmen deal with airport security, they didn’t have time. Leaning over to whisper in Carmen’s ear, he said, “Boss, if you get arrested when we land, we won’t be able to do what we came to do. There’s going to be a bar in the airport.”

      Carmen slumped against his seat and growled. “Fine. Whatever.” His fingers dug into the leather armrest as the flight attendant made her escape. “Fucking hate flying.”

      Flint spent the entire approach and landing in a state of bliss. Entertainment at Carmen’s expense was a rare and heady thing, and he savored every second of Carmen’s distress. If he had his way once Carmen was incarcerated, he’d stuff the slimeball into a coach seat, chain him to the armrests, and let him fly to New Zealand and back for the rest of his life.

      Too bad it would be considered cruel and unusual punishment.

      To Carmen’s sweating relief and Flint’s disappointment, the pilot touched down smooth as silk. Flint didn’t say a word when Carmen downed several double shots in the closest bar. Maybe he’d sleep for the drive. They’d have plenty of time to make the bus to the resort.

      As they approached the rental, a man Flint didn’t know crept between adjacent vehicles, his head bent low to disguise his face. Carmen hurried toward him and accepted a small black duffel bag. Carmen handed him some money and the man disappeared as silently as he’d come.

      “Who was that?”

      Giving him an evil grin, Carmen said, “Just an acquaintance delivering a few gifts that would have been awkward to travel with.”

      Well, shit. Flint had hoped Carmen would have a more elegant solution for Grace, or at least something he might be able to counter. But no, Carmen had to make things difficult, as usual. At least it would be quick. Carmen wouldn’t waste time torturing her. And if Grace Barnes was guarded well enough, maybe it would give him some time to figure out a way to protect her without blowing his cover.

      He made a note to give the delivery boy’s description to his handler with his next report. “I’ll load our bags.”

      “All but this one. I’m going to give you a present once we’re in the car.”

      “Thanks, boss.”

      As Flint settled into the driver’s seat, Carmen rummaged in the black bag and asked, “How long until we get there?”

      Flint glanced down at the GPS. “About an hour if traffic behaves.”

      “Okay.” Carmen produced a Glock nine-millimeter and handed it over.

      Flint tucked the gun into his jacket pocket. “Are you sure you want to register us as a couple? Dunno how I feel about that, boss. I don’t want people thinking I swing that way, and I don’t want to be cock blocked if a girl catches my eye.”

      Truthfully, Flint didn’t care if people thought he was gay. There was nothing wrong with it, but the persona he’d created would object.

      Carmen snorted and punched his arm. “We’re not going to fuck, you moron. We’re going to off Grace Barnes and leave when our weekend is up.” He shuffled through the registration paperwork Flint had printed for him. “Besides, it says we can change our program for free. If either of us finds a piece of strange we like, we can do that.”

      Flint took his eyes from the road for a second, watching as Carmen’s eyes went flat and cold. He shivered, knowing Carmen was focused only on killing Grace Barnes. His gut clenched, knowing she would pay the price for being in the wrong place at the wrong time. He could do nothing to stop it. Grace would be another piercing somewhere on his body; the only memorial he could afford for a woman who would die for doing nothing wrong. He would get a sapphire to match her sightless blue eyes.

      “All you have to do is keep your eye on the ball. No pussy is worth fucking up what we came to this godforsaken state to do.” He settled deeper into the seat, crossing his arms over his chest. “Now leave me the fuck alone so I can take a nap.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      Flint was thankful for the silence as he completed the drive. Carmen dozed through parking in the secure lot in Granger, only rousing himself when Flint returned from Starbucks with two cups of coffee.

      Carmen complained about the bus. He complained about the service dog a few rows ahead of them. The pooch was clearly very smart and growled at Carmen as they passed to take their seats. It made Flint wish he had a dog treat, though it was bad form for a stranger to offer food to a service animal.

      Flint ignored Carmen’s whining. The skinny little fucker complained about anything that didn’t involve curbside limo service and top shelf booze. He imagined Carmen riding in a bus with grilles covering the windows. Fuck, what he wouldn’t give to see that, but he had to be patient and wait. Despite two years of service, and a year in Carmen’s inner circle, he hadn’t found the source of the guns or any concrete evidence of the flesh trade.

      The bus took them through verdant farmland. Wheat fields commanded the landscape, the grain tall with ripening seed heads. Small patches of woods surrounded the fields, filled with maples, horse chestnuts, and straggly oaks. The scent of black earth, fertilizer, and sunlight crept into the bus’s climate control and he inhaled the sweet fragrance.

      It was a shame that such a peaceful place would host a murder. Maybe more than one if Carmen thought anyone recognized him.

      A high stone wall came into view as the bus trundled down a lane and a half of Macadam farm road. Black cameras winked at him from trees and Flint nodded his approval at the security measures. This was a place he could enjoy, if not for the circumstances.

      The bus stopped at the foot of a drawbridge crossing the moat. Carmen grumbled as he stomped off the bus, following the herd of happy couples and more than a few singles across the bridge and under a magnificent iron portcullis. A podium surrounded by white folding chairs was set in the huge courtyard. To his left, admission tables awaited under a shaded canopy.

      Carmen pasted a smile on his face, the expression cheerfully unnerving as he went through the registration process. Flint followed behind, receiving his own welcome packet a few moments after Carmen had his. Following the guests ahead of them, they seated themselves in plastic chairs close to the back.

      “This is so fucking stupid,” Carmen muttered as a tall woman mounted the podium and began to speak.

      “We gotta listen, boss. You said we need to focus on—”

      “Shut the fuck up, asshole! I know what I said.”

      Flint shut his mouth and watched the woman on the podium, though he had no real interest in what she was saying. None of the rules or safewords mattered to him. He had no intention of playing.

      When she’d finished speaking, he stood up and followed Carmen across the courtyard toward the Castle. Some rich fucker with more money than brains had set up an exact replica of a medieval keep, complete with blacksmith, stables, and all the other shit that went along with the illusion.

      The craftspeople working outside were fascinating, though. He wished he could stay a while and visit. The blacksmith sat on a stool, carefully setting rings into a chainmail corset. Damn, he could see Holly’s ample tits spilling over the metal chain, the unforgiving metal pushing her succulent flesh above the…

      Flint pushed his burgeoning arousal down. Now wasn’t the time, especially since Holly Dansen was well and truly gone. With luck and a kind God, he’d never see her again.

      He followed Carmen through the double doors at the top of a set of stairs, the heels of his dress shoes clicking on the marble floor. When the crowd in front of him stopped, he looked at his surroundings. The Castle was impressive. Erotic art decorated the walls, showcasing a sweeping staircase. Grecian pillars stood equidistant from each other, stalwart sentinel over the assembled guests. Windows allowed natural light, illuminating the lavish décor.

      The scent of chocolate tickled his nose and he turned to face the source of the decadent odor. A wooden sign over an open door proclaimed ‘Maybe’s Candies.’ Ignoring Carmen, he took a brief respite from his duties and bought a cake pop. The clerk winked as she handed him the treat.

      Nibbling at the rich cake coated with the best bittersweet chocolate he’d ever tasted, he returned to Carmen.

      Carmen’s eyes lit up as a young woman in a short black skirt scurried past them, her feather duster aloft as she swiped at erotic statuary. He took a step toward her, his gaze hungry as he watched her ass twitch. “Will you look at that?” he asked, his voice low and malicious. “Tender meat.” He shook his head and sighed. “Damn, I wish we weren’t here on business.” Gesturing with his chin, he said, “Let’s get this fucking tour over with. I want a nap and dinner before we take care of things.”

      Flint heard a feminine gasp behind him and spun around. Mismatched eyes wide with shock and terror met his and he froze.

      Nobody but Holly had those astonishing eyes, one green and the other blue. Nobody had those legs, or those heart-stopping curves. And nobody could run that fast to escape. Mentally, he urged her on as she dashed up the stairs, praying she disappeared before Carmen saw her.

      How had Holly ended up here? And how the fuck was he going to keep Carmen from recognizing her? His mind whirled, centering on a very dangerous plan. Grace Barnes was still in terrible danger, but he’d be goddamned if he let Carmen hurt Holly. With luck, his plan wouldn’t cost him his badge. Or their lives. And just maybe he could get Grace to safety, too.

      “You go ahead, boss. I’ll catch up. Just need to hit the head.”
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        * * *

      

      Holly scrambled to escape, knocking over a vase painted with a woman on her knees. Though she hadn’t recognized him from the back, she’d know Carmen Massino’s nasal voice anywhere. How had he found her? It didn’t matter. His henchman, Mario, had already spotted her, and it was only a matter of time until they went hunting. The dormitory for the Maids was just a few steps away. She’d grab the bag she always kept packed and disappear before Carmen could get away from the tour.

      She ran until she slammed into a hard chest covered in black wool. Heavy arms caught her and she gasped out a breathless scream as she struggled to escape. She raked at her assailant’s face with her nails, but he turned and she caught the skin over his collar. He let out a vicious curse and swept her feet out from under her then carefully lowered her to the floor.

      “Holly!”

      Her lungs ached as she fought for air. Master Grimsley pressed her to the floor and stroked her back, waiting until she could draw in a full breath.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, tilting up her chin to force her to look at him.

      She drew in a lungful of air and tried to control her shuddering body. There was no way she was going to tell Master Grimsley about Carmen. He’d call the police, and Carmen would know exactly who had ratted him out. Worse, Master Marshall would fire her without a single thought. Not that she blamed him; keeping drama out of the Castle was his duty. “Nothing, sir. I’m perfectly fine.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “It was just a tiny panic attack, sir. I’m fine.” She wanted to cry when her attempts at believable excuses fell flat.

      Master Grimsley arched a brow and pressed a white handkerchief to the bloody scratch she’d left on his neck. “I beg to differ.” His expression softened and he stroked her hair, brushing a curl behind her ear. “What’s the matter? Has one of the guests hurt you? Let me get security—”

      “No, thank you, Master Grimsley. I’m fine.” Holly tried to be still as she lay under his heavy hand, but wasn’t sure she was managing it. “May I get back to work?”

      Master Grimsley’s expression was speculative as he wiped the bleeding scratch on his neck. “Very well, Holly.” He stood and held out a hand to help her up. “You may have fifteen minutes to collect yourself. When you return to your duties, stay on the first floor where I can keep an eye on you, please. I will also be mentioning this incident to Mistress Hardwick and Master David.”

      She nodded, keeping her head lowered. It had been too much to ask that he believe her stupid story. She might have managed Mrs. Hardwick, but Master David was another matter entirely. “Yes, sir. Thank you.”

      She turned to leave but he stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. She shivered at the touch, her body still amped up with adrenaline.

      He handed her the feather duster she’d dropped in her haste to escape. “One demerit for breaking the vase. I’ll have someone clean it up while you collect yourself.”

      “Thank you, Master Grimsley.”

      He nodded, squeezing her shoulder once before leaving her alone. Damn it. Tears welled in her eyes and she brushed them away with a shaking hand. It was going to kill her to leave the Castle. She’d made so many good friends here, and the Masters and Mistresses were kind and careful, though sometimes a little scary. She didn’t even mind the punishments. Most of them were more funishment than punishment anyway.

      Despite her fear, her pussy clenched as she thought about the times she’d gotten partnered with guests. She loved serving, especially with Master David in the Gorean program. He was stern and rarely smiled, and she loved teasing small grins out of him when she performed well. Being a kajira was her favorite thing. She loved the objectification, the slight pinch of humiliation as she obeyed her Master, and adored being a vessel for pleasure. Sex wasn’t always part of her duties. Many times, a Master’s desires only extended to having a pretty slave at his beck and call, and she’d served couples more than once.

      Angry tears filled her eyes and she kicked the leg of a bench positioned between two large plants. Damn Carmen Massino to hell! Why did he have to take everything good from her? First her best friend Ashley, and now the Castle. Fuck!

      She’d wanted so badly to go to the police when Carmen shot Ashley. But he had too many dirty cops on his payroll, and she knew she wouldn’t have lived long enough to file a report if she’d done something so monumentally stupid.

      Watching that hole bloom in the middle of Ashley’s forehead still gave her nightmares. Carmen’s placid smile as he shot Ashley for refusing to sleep with him woke her up screaming.

      And that idiot of a henchman, Mario! He’d just stood there and watched Ashley die, then told Carmen he should find a skinnier girl without weird eyes. She kicked the couch again, her fury raging. It was one thing to be a psychopath, but did he have to be rude about it? Mario Ricci should be wearing a yellow Minion suit, for fuck’s sake.

      Maybe her eyes were a little unusual. Heterochromia iridum was rare, especially her green and blue combination. They were not weird. And she was not fat! Well, okay, maybe she had a little extra padding on her ass, but her tummy was flat and she exercised regularly. She was fit and healthy, and loved her curves.

      And why did she care what a stupid thug thought about her? He’d just stood there while Carmen shot Ashley! He was no better than Carmen. Worse, even. How did he sleep at night? Her brain must have gone offline completely if she was thinking about that loser Mario when she should be making tracks to an airport. His opinions didn’t matter. He was every bit as nasty and amoral as Carmen.

      She swallowed down the growl boiling in her throat and continued toward the Maids’ dormitory, ignoring the fleeting desire to spill her story to Master Grimsley and Master Marshall. They deserved an explanation as to why she was quitting her job without notice. She would just have to figure out a lie and hope for the best. Once she left the Castle, Carmen would follow and her friends would be safe.

      No one stopped her as she walked toward the dorm to collect her escape bag. She’d need the money she’d stashed away to buy a new identity. Her old car would get her to Toledo. She’d sell it there and buy a ticket on the first plane out of town. It didn’t matter where it was going. Using her key card, she let herself in as her friend Stacey from the Salon trotted down the hallway toward her.

      “Wait up, Holly!”

      Though she didn’t want to waste the time, she pasted a smile on her face. Stacey was so sweet, Holly couldn’t be mean to her.

      “What’s up?”

      Stacey rested her hands on her knees, panting as she tried to catch her breath. “You’ve been requested by a guest for a Gorean program this weekend. He’s going through the tour now, so you have time to get to Wardrobe.”

      “I…” Dammit! She couldn’t say no. Stacey would know something was wrong. Though they could refuse to serve a guest, it wasn’t common, and a Castle employee would have to have a compelling reason. Any employee could refuse if the program violated their hard limits, but refusing a Gorean program when everyone knew that was her favorite would toss up red flags all over the resort.

      Stacey kept speaking, not noticing Holly’s hesitation. “He’s cute, too. His name is Miguel.” She frowned and bit her lip. “Well, that’s what’s on his registration, anyway. Lord only knows what his real name is.” Her contagious grin reappeared. “But he’s gorgeous, so who cares what he calls himself, right? You’ll love him. He’s got short dark hair and brown eyes, and the sweetest little soul patch.” Fanning herself, she added, “I just want to bite it. And that pink earring is cool.”

      “I—”

      Leaning forward, Stacey pecked Holly’s cheek, her lips soft and warm. “I have to run. I’ll see you later.” With a wave, she disappeared down the hall.

      No. God, no. She’d been too slow! If she hadn’t wasted time feeling sorry for herself, she’d already be gone. Her knees gave way and she collapsed on the nearest bed. The minute Stacey mentioned the pink earring, Holly knew exactly who had requested her.

      But she didn’t know why. Obviously, Mario was planning on killing her. Why else would he request her out of all the other Castle subs? It would give him and Carmen plenty of opportunity to torture her, but they had to know they would be the first suspects when someone found her body.

      Maybe they intended to remove her from the Castle, but when all three of them went missing at the same time, the police would look at Mario and Carmen first. There were too many cameras for them to escape detection. Carmen might own the police in Wabasha, but she was pretty sure he didn’t own the ones in Granger.

      The electronic lock on the door clicked, making her flinch. Holly stood as it opened, smoothing down her skirt. She needed to stay calm and not panic. Maybe Carmen and Mario were here for some other reason. She’d been so sure nobody had seen her peeking in the door as Ashley was murdered. If someone had found out two years ago, she wouldn’t be breathing.

      “Nadu, Holly!”

      Okay, maybe she should panic a little. She dropped to her knees, spreading them open with her hands resting on her thighs. Master David looked furious, and she cringed at the thunderous expression on his face as he stomped through the doorway. Though smaller in stature than several of the other Masters, Master David was imposing and he didn’t suffer fools or a disobedient kajira gladly.

      His white dress shirt was pristine, the cuffs rolled to reveal corded forearms lightly dusted with hair. Tight black jeans clung to his hips and an astonishingly biteable ass. A crop hanging from his belt loop swung back and forth as he walked.

      “I know you aren’t purposely disobeying a Master’s order, kajira Holly.” He squatted down in front of her and gripped her chin, forcing her to look at him. “Do you have an explanation for why your pretty ass isn’t already in Wardrobe?”

      “I…” Her voice trailed off as she stared into his angry brown eyes. Dark skin tinged red with fury stretched tight over his high cheekbones and his unsmiling lips were thin.

      “Master Grimsley told me about your incident. It’s fine if you aren’t well enough to accept the Gorean program this weekend, but you should have come to me immediately. The guest will have to choose someone else, and it would have been polite for you to give us enough time to find a replacement.”

      “No, sir. I’m fine.” She swallowed hard. “I mean, I…” Dammit! What could she say that wouldn’t raise his suspicion? He was already pissed, and she quivered at the anger in his glittering eyes. “Yes, sir. I just needed a moment to recover. I was on my way to Wardrobe when you came in.”

      “Good girl.”

      He stood up and took a step backward. The flush of pleasure from his praise faded when he unhooked his crop from his belt. She held in a sigh and lowered her head, knowing she was going to be on the receiving end of that wicked implement. Master David did not believe in demerits. He preferred to deliver punishment immediately following a transgression.

      “Slaver’s Kiss, Holly. You must learn that punctuality is a virtue.”

      “Yes, sir.” She lifted her ass off her heels and bent forward until she could rest her cheek on the floor then put her hands behind her neck. Her short skirt rode up, exposing her backside. Her thong would present no barrier to Master David’s crop.

      It was Master David’s favorite position for punishment. She spared a brief, waspish thought that she should have just gotten into Slaver’s Kiss when he walked in the door.

      Then again, if she was going to die this weekend, a cropping from Master David was a good sendoff. At least she’d die with a smile on her face. He never asked his kajirae to count, nor did he tell them how many whacks they’d get. He wasn’t unfair or overly harsh, though. The punishments he delivered always fit the crime. Holly had been around long enough to know she’d get five or maybe ten, and he’d give her a short cuddle before calling her a good girl.

      Yep, it was going to be a jolly fare thee well and fuck right off to this mortal coil.
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      Flint waited until Carmen turned the corner and disappeared along with the rest of the dominants who had shared the bus. He was supposed to have been a switch for the weekend, but the only person who would have a problem with the change would be Carmen.

      Trotting up the stairs, he veered toward the waiting area in front of the owner’s office. A very pregnant woman greeted him. She wore a low-cut burgundy velvet dress, exposing the tops of her breasts. The long skirt swirled around her ankles. A Gothic black collar rested around her neck with a lock nestled in the cleft between her collarbones. There was a word inscribed on the lock, but he couldn’t make it out.

      “Good afternoon, sir, and welcome to the Castle. How may I assist you today?”

      “I’d like to request a program change, please.”

      “Of course, sir. If you’ll have a seat, I’ll inform Master Marshall of your request. May I tell him your name?”

      “Miguel Reyes.”

      “Thank you. Give me a moment to retrieve your file, please.” Gesturing him toward a leather chair, she disappeared into an office. She returned, carrying a file, and knocked on the closed door on the other side of the foyer.

      When a low voice muttered through the door, she opened it and said, “Sir, Mr. Miguel Reyes would like to request a program change.”

      The male voice spoke again and she nodded once before turning around. “Master Marshall will be happy to help with your request, sir. Would you care for a drink?”

      “No, thank you.”

      The woman escorted him into the office and laid the file on the desk before a blond man with blue eyes. She left, shutting the door behind her.

      “Have a seat, Mr. Reyes,” Master Marshall said.

      Flint sank into a comfortable leather chair on the other side of a massive mahogany desk. He would normally compare a desk that large to a sports car—meaning the man who owned it was compensating for a shortcoming elsewhere. However, this desk bore evidence of a tremendous workload.

      Paper covered the entire surface, filling both the old-fashioned ‘in’ and ‘out’ boxes. Master Marshall grimaced and shoved some of the detritus into a stack.

      “Forgive the mess. I’m running behind.” He opened the file and flipped through the first few pages. “You’re currently registered as a switch for the fantasy program as a Greek slave to Master Ricardo, is that correct?”

      “Yes. I would like to move to the Gorean program as a Master for the remainder of my stay.”

      “Very well.” Master Marshall picked up a quill pen and dipped it in a pot of ink. He wrote in the file for several seconds before continuing. “Your reservation has been changed. Do you have a specific submissive you’d like?”

      “Yes. I saw her when I arrived. She has differently colored eyes.”

      Master Marshall nodded. “That would be Holly. She’s familiar with the Gorean lifestyle and enjoys that program. If you agree to the terms and she consents, I’ll make the arrangements.”

      There was every chance Holly would refuse. Flint knew she’d recognized him and Carmen both. Maybe she would run instead. She had to be terrified. That would be safer for her, and he’d do what he came to do without worrying about her. “What terms?”

      Leaning back in his chair, Master Marshall folded his hands over his stomach. “You and Master Ricardo will both be escorted to the room you were to have shared, and you will be moved to the appropriate wing.”

      “Okay. Why the escort?”

      “Master Ricardo might not be pleased with your decision. We don’t ask questions of our guests, though. It’s none of our business. Our focus is on keeping this resort peaceful and we have found that an escort for both parties keeps things quiet. In addition, if you two feel the need to fight, do it at home where you won’t bother anyone.”

      Flint nodded. The policy would be perfect for his purposes. Carmen would have no chance to argue. If Holly accepted, he’d confine her to their room, figure out some way to protect Grace, and let housekeeping find Holly afterward. “That’s a good idea. Thank you.”

      “We thought so. I’ll send a runner to ask Holly if she consents to your program. It shouldn’t take more than a few minutes, and you’re welcome to make yourself comfortable in the outer office while you wait.”

      Smiling agreeably, Flint followed him out. Computers would have made the process easier, but he could see the charm in old-fashioned paper and runners to deliver messages. This place was designed to be just a bit out of step with the modern world, though evidence of expensive technology was everywhere. Well-hidden security cameras were obvious if one knew what to look for. Even in the owner’s inner sanctum, the security cameras scanned, leaving no blind spots for an enterprising criminal.

      The thorough security would make things much more difficult for Carmen, but that wasn’t necessarily a good thing. It was bound to anger Carmen, and he could be erratic when in a mood. Flint shook off the thoughts, knowing he had bigger problems to deal with. Namely, keeping Holly out of Carmen’s reach.

      Master Marshall returned a few minutes later. “If you’ll follow me, we’ll finish setting up your new program.”

      Flint accompanied the taller man back into the office and sat on the other side of the desk.

      “Good news, Mr. Reyes—actually, Master Miguel now. Holly has agreed to join you in the Gorean program. I’m sure you’ve read about how we do things here, but I’ll reiterate quickly before your escort arrives. Holly’s personal safeword is artichoke. She can also use the Castle safeword you were given at Orientation, if necessary.” His gaze hardened, the blue eyes turning flinty. “Listen to the first and she won’t use the second. Even a kajira is allowed a safeword here.”

      “Of course.”

      “Good. May I have your red bracelet, please?”

      Flint slipped it off, exchanging it for the orange one Master Marshall gave him.

      “Since you’ve identified as a dominant, you may not remove your white bracelet. Your escort will arrive shortly to assist with your move. Holly will be brought to you in a few hours, after she finishes in Wardrobe. They will have a costume for you as well. I believe it’s a leather kilt and sandals. If you have any special requests regarding Holly’s appearance, stop by the stylist on your way. Do you have any questions before I let you go?”

      Flint wanted to chuckle. Though polite, the dismissal was clear. “No. You’ve been very helpful. Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome, Master Miguel.” He stood and held out a hand. Flint took it, giving it a few pumps before letting go. As he turned to leave, Master Marshall said, “Oh, one more thing. Holly had a bit of a panic attack earlier today. She insists she’s fine, but you might consider taking her to an early supper. Thursday is Italian night, and the eggplant parmesan is delicious.”

      “Good idea. I didn’t get lunch. Thanks again for your help.”

      “Any time.”

      Flint nodded his thanks and left the office, closing the door behind him. Two men in black security uniforms waited outside. Both had military short haircuts and unsmiling faces. They could have been twins.

      “Master Miguel, welcome to the Castle. We’ll escort you to get your things.”

      “Thanks.” He followed behind them past several play areas, making a note of Wardrobe for a return trip. A few minutes later, his escort stopped in front of a door. Carmen, along with two other security guards, was waiting. Surprisingly, Carmen didn’t seem unhappy. In fact, a wicked smirk hid behind the overgrown beard covering his face.

      Deciding to nip the coming fight in the bud, Flint said, “Hey, boss. You said we could play this weekend and I found a girl I had to have. No hard feelings, right?”

      “Nope. None at all. We’ll have our meeting on Sunday morning instead. Does that work for you?”

      Not really, no. He wanted this over and done with so he could get Carmen away from Holly, and maybe think of a way to protect Grace without tipping Carmen off. Now there would be yet another woman who would be caught up in Carmen’s plots. “Sure, boss. Thanks for the time off.”

      Flint walked into the sumptuous room ahead of the two security guards and picked up his bag. For a split second, he considered taking the black duffel Carmen had gotten in Toledo. He could pretend to kill Grace Barnes, maybe fake her death somehow to give her enough time to hide. Carmen would have no reason to stay after that. The thought was tempting but he couldn’t do it. He’d be risking two years of work and countless lives. He would have to come up with a better idea, and fast.

      His escort showed him to his new room, a duplicate of the one he was to have shared with Carmen. Dropping his bag on the bed, he made tracks to Wardrobe. It was time to turn into Master Miguel.

      Kajirae of varying ages and body types walked sedately behind their Masters. They all wore the same garment; a sheer length of pale pink fabric cut into a deep V in the front and back. Ties secured the sides at the waist, leaving their bodies essentially bare.

      Their Masters wore kilts or leather pants and boots. He saw dress shirts, a few polos, and even a linen poet’s shirt. He didn’t give a single fuck what he wore, but the thought of seeing Holly in the dress of a kajira made all the blood in his head pool in his cock.

      Flint pushed the image aside. He didn’t have time for fantasy. Instead, he imagined her gorgeous blue and green eyes closed forever. By the time he reached Wardrobe and the salon across the corridor, his cock was limp and his balls were so far inside his belly they would probably never come back out. But the sight of the salon gave him an idea.

      A pretty girl with green and pink striped hair smiled at him as he walked into the salon. Her nametag read ‘Stacey.’ “Can I help you, Master?”

      “Yes. My kajira Holly should be here, and I have a request for her appearance.”

      She glanced down at the old-fashioned appointment book and nodded. “Yes, sir. She’s being waxed right now. We should be finished with her in the next half hour or so. Would you like me to send her to you?”

      “Yes, but I’d also like someone to dye her hair red.”

      Stacey frowned and shifted uncomfortably. “We can’t alter her hair color permanently without her permission, sir. I am very sorry—”

      “Temporary is perfect. I’d also like it left down so it falls over her face when she lowers her head.”

      Stacey gave him a relieved smile. “Yes, sir. I’ll give the stylist your instructions. The color will last about a month, so it should be fine for your stay with us. Master David will escort her to your room when she’s ready.”

      It was too early to pat himself on the back for his stroke of genius. Carmen was not a fan of redheads, unlike the vast majority of the male population. It was the best disguise Flint could think of for a woman who would be as good as naked for the next three days.
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      Master David left after delivering a few swats to Holly’s ass with his crop. She rubbed the sting away, then changed out of her uniform and into a robe. Tightening the sash, she glanced around at the place she’d called home for two years. She would miss it. A tear trickled down her cheek as she closed the door behind her and walked away.

      Stacey’s pretty face bloomed with a smile when she walked into the salon. “You just made it! Thirty seconds left on the timer Master David gave me.” She stood and hustled Holly into the back room. “Lisa will be right with you. She stepped out for just a few minutes. We’ve got waxing, and your kef…” Stacey laughed and shook her head. “You know the drill better than I do.”

      Stacey was another person Holly would miss. How could she not love that wild hair and infectious grin? “Yeah, I’ve got it down.”

      “Awesome! I’ll do your kef when Lisa’s done. It can dry while we do your hair.”

      “Sounds great.”

      Holly untied her robe and laid it on a chair as Stacey went back to her station. She lay down on the table, covering herself with a white sheet as she inhaled the scent of lavender emanating from a vaporizer. Closing her eyes, she allowed herself a few minutes of peace, but then Lisa bustled in, her wax pot at the ready.

      Twenty painful minutes later, Holly’s cooch was as bare as a baby’s butt and Stacey was busy painting a henna kef that marked a Gorean slave on her thigh. As Stacey finished, the bell above the salon door chimed, announcing a visitor.

      “I’ll be right back to touch it up.” Not waiting for an answer, Stacey rushed out to greet the new customer, but returned a few minutes later with a scowl.

      “What’s up?” Holly asked.

      “That was Master Miguel. He wants us to dye your hair red. We’ll use temporary color, unless you want a permanent change.”

      Holly blinked in surprise. Why would Mario want her hair color changed? With a sick feeling of despair, she realized it would make her body harder to identify. Maybe it was time to go to Master Marshall. She didn’t want to die, and the thought of dying without trying to bring Carmen down made her belly clench. Was she such a coward that she wouldn’t try?

      “Okay. It’s all good.”

      An hour later, Holly’s hair fell to the middle of her back in russet waves. She fingered a strand as she peered into Stacey’s mirror. It was unusual, but didn’t look half bad.

      “I got your costume while you were processing. I figured it would save some time.” Stacey held out the sheer length of pink silk and helped her put it on. When the last knot was tied at Holly’s waist, she said, “Master David is waiting. He’ll do your collar and cuffs.”

      “Okay.” She followed Stacey to the reception area, still playing with the ends of her newly red hair. The dried henna on her thigh itched and she had to stop herself from scratching at it.

      Master David frowned when he saw her. “What did you do to your hair?”

      “The color is Master Miguel’s request, sir. It’ll wash out in a month or so.”

      He gestured at her to lift her hair and snapped her collar in place. “Good. I like it better natural.”

      “Me too.” Master David barked out a laugh and Holly flushed. She hadn’t meant for her muttered reply to be heard. “Sorry, sir.”

      “No problem. I won’t have to worry about you messing with it.” He paused as he fiddled with the collar, turning the ring to the front of her neck. “I’d like to set up a time to meet with you early next week about making a permanent move to my staff.”

      She opened her mouth to reply, stopping when he held up a hand.

      “You aren’t required to accept. Your job as a Little Maid will stay the same if you decline.”

      Damn Carmen Massino all over again! She must have truly pissed someone off in a previous life. She’d been dying for a chance to join Master David, and she wouldn’t live long enough to enjoy it. Rather than make a promise she wouldn’t be able to keep, she nodded and said, “Thank you for the generous offer, Master David. I look forward to our talk.”

      Kneeling, he fixed cuffs to her ankles and patted her calf before standing. She held out her wrists, allowing him to finish her costume and snap a chain leash to the collar. The collar and cuffs were a matched set of steel made by their in-house blacksmith and powder coated a dusty pink. They were comfortable and water wouldn’t hurt them. Each set was custom made and fitted. Holly would wear them all the time if she were allowed, but they were kept only for guest programs unless she could join Master David’s staff.

      She touched the smooth metal around her neck. Maybe they would be found when Carmen and Mario disposed of her body.

      Master David picked up the end of her leash. “Are you ready to meet your Master for the weekend?”

      No. “Yes, sir.” She straightened her spine and followed him from the salon. She might be dead tonight, but she wasn’t going to cower, and she was going to make Mario sorry. Despite her brave words to herself, her feet dragged as she followed Master David down the corridor toward the Gorean rooms.

      She should say something now, before they reached Mario’s room! But the words wouldn’t come. Terror blocked them and her lungs froze as Master David knocked on the door. She should have refused and told. It wasn’t too late! She could do it now before—

      The door opened, revealing Mario, and she was out of time. If she balked now, Master David might get hurt. The thought of Meghan grieving her husband made Holly swallow the words back as she looked into Mario’s deep brown eyes.
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      Holly was terrified and Flint’s heart ached at the fear etched on her pallid face. He hated it, hated knowing he was the cause of her dread. He had no way of comforting her, and she should be scared. It might keep her alive.

      Her handler gave a soft order and she dropped to her knees, her hair falling forward to cover her face when she lowered her head. The artificial red didn’t suit her. It washed out her already pale skin and cast dark shadows under her haunted eyes. Flint hated it. Thank God it was temporary.

      With her head down, she looked nothing like the woman Carmen would have recognized. She would only have to manage mealtimes, and once she knew…

      Should he tell her? It went against all his training and instincts to blow his cover. Yet she’d successfully kept the secret of her friend Ashley’s murder for two years. If she knew what he was doing, would the dull glint of resignation fade from her eyes? Would those blue and green orbs flash with happiness he’d never seen from her? He’d settle for relief. He didn’t deserve to see her joy.

      Why hadn’t she spilled the beans when she first saw him and Carmen arrive? As he looked down on her bowed head, he realized the woman at his feet had a core of fucking steel. If she’d told, Carmen would have hurt her friends and coworkers. She was giving up her life to protect them, or thought she was. He knew seasoned agents who would be pissing themselves if they were in her position.

      Yeah, he had to tell her. If he could convince her to be his ally…

      Her handler dropped the chain he’d been holding and gestured to him. Flint followed, curious about what the man would say.

      Once they reached the corridor, her handler leaned close and whispered, “I’m Master David, and I manage the Gorean program for the Castle. Holly had a panic attack early this afternoon and left a bleeding scratch on one of the other Masters. She swears she’s fine, but if you wish for another kajira, one will be provided.”

      “Did you punish her?” He didn’t want to know the answer. If Master David had touched a hair on her head for an absolutely understandable fear response, this resort was going to be short an employee. Flint would make him sorry he’d ever picked up a crop.

      His dark eyes going flat and mean, Master David said, “While she was cropped for an unrelated reason, a reaction to fear is not cause for punishment. I suggest you remember that before I give you one of my kajirae.”

      The tension drained from Flint’s body and his shoulders dropped. He hadn’t wanted to deal with the trouble a fight with a resident Master would create, but nobody was going to lay a hand on his Holly. “Good. Thank you. I couldn’t agree more.”

      Master David nodded in satisfaction. “I’m glad we can agree on that.” Giving Flint a wry grin, he added, “You might also consider sending her for a manicure. She gave Master Grimsley a wicked scratch on the side of his neck. The nurse had to use butterfly closures and give him a tetanus shot.”

      Flint barked out a laugh. Holly wasn’t entirely helpless, it seemed. He made a mental fist pump in her direction. “Maybe I should have arranged for a manicure for her.”

      “It’s up to you, Master Miguel.” David glanced at his watch and scowled. “I’ll leave you to get acquainted with your kajira, but let me know if you have any problems. I have another—”

      “No, Holly is perfect. I’m sure we’ll do fine.” She was going to keep her claws intact.

      “All right. Enjoy your stay with us.”

      Flint waited until the man walked away and returned to his room, shutting and locking the door behind him as he went through the few commands he remembered from the last time he’d encountered a kajira. She hadn’t moved from her pose, though her shoulders trembled as he walked by her. Shit.

      He sat down on the bed, content for the moment to watch her. God, she was gorgeous, despite that awful red hair. “Holly, look at me.”

      She sighed and lifted her head, her eyes welling with tears, though none fell. “If you’re quite done fucking with me, I’d appreciate it if you’d kill me and get it over with.”

      “Go into the bathroom and wait for me, kajira.”

      Rising gracefully to her feet, she walked toward the bathroom. “Good idea. It’ll be easier to clean up the blood. Heaven forbid you leave a mess for housekeeping.”

      He snorted hard enough for it to hurt. God, she was funny. Even walking to what she thought would be her execution, she snarked. He hadn’t known that about her. The door closed behind her and he stripped off his suit jacket, belatedly realizing he’d forgotten to get his costume as he walked into the bathroom after her.

      Holly huddled in the corner closest to the shower, her eyes glittering with moisture. She flinched as he reached past her to turn on the water so the noise would cover their conversation. He sat down on the toilet and patted his lap.

      “Come sit, Holly. I have something to tell you.”

      “Mario, you can’t possibly have anything to say that would interest me right now. Just get it over with, will you?”

      “My name isn’t Mario—”

      “Fine. Miguel, asshole, douchebag, Igor, whatever. Just do it.”

      Now was not the time to laugh. He kept telling himself that as he reached out and snagged her wrist to pull her down on his lap. “My name is Special Agent Flint Turner, FBI. I—”

      “Oh, bullshit, Mario. You just wanted to cop a feel before you off me. Are you done yet?” She struggled to pull away and he wrapped an arm around her middle to hold her still.

      “I’ve been undercover with Carmen in an attempt to learn the source of weapons he’s been funneling to Mexico. I can’t arrest him unless I can also stop the flood of guns. There’s also evidence he’s engaged in sex trafficking, and I’d like to get more solid proof on that, too.”

      Holly huffed out a breath and rolled her eyes. “Fine. You want to go after Carmen and try to undercut him, be my guest. It’s a Russian, or was two years ago. His name is Vasyli, but I don’t know his last name. He’s about forty, heavyset and bald, with brown eyes. As far as the trafficking goes, I don’t know.”

      She turned her hand and pinched Flint’s inner thigh hard enough to make his eyes water. His arms loosened to protect his groin and she escaped. Two fucking goddamned years of soul crushing work, and all he’d had to do was find a certain woman with mismatched eyes? The pinch hurt less than knowing he could have put Carmen away years ago if her information was correct.

      “How did you find this out?”

      Her face wrinkled into a hateful sneer. “I listen at doors. You must have caught me at it when you let that bastard shoot my best friend.” She turned away from him, her arms wrapped around her belly. “Not that I believe a word of your bullshit, but why did you let me go that night? You could have told Carmen what I saw, and you didn’t.”

      Sighing, he lowered his head and rested his elbows on his knees. “I couldn’t save Ashley, but I could save you. All I had to do was insult you and make Carmen think he could do better. He dumped you, none the wiser about what you’d seen.”

      “Why me, Mario? Why not any of the other girls he had before and after?”

      He lifted his head to stare at her back, meeting her eyes in the mirror. “My name is Flint Turner.”

      “You didn’t answer my question, and I honestly don’t give a fuck what your name is.” She threw up her hands and turned to face him, helpless fury tightening every line of her body. “Did you save me that night for some purpose?”

      Holly definitely had thorns. Big, nasty ones, too. He pulled out his phone and entered his passcode and thumbprint to access a hidden directory. It was possible to crack the device, but unlikely in his current assignment. The encrypted software was his only link to his handler. Holding the phone up to her, he allowed her to see the man he used to be in the form of his FBI badge.

      When her eyes widened in shocked disbelief, he said, “My name is Special Agent Flint Turner. I grew up on a cattle ranch near Alva, Oklahoma. My daddy is a rancher, and my mother is a schoolteacher from Jamaica. I will protect you from Carmen, but you have to listen and obey me.”

      Still staring at the image on the phone, she said, “You never answered my question. Why did you let me go?”

      He exited the software and cleared the memory before pocketing his phone. “Because I could, and I wanted to.”

      “Why?” She took a step forward, though she kept her distance.

      “I wanted to give you a chance to get away. Get married, have a few kids. Forget all about Carmen and me.” He laughed and looked away. “My handler gave me ten kinds of hell for letting a possible witness go but it was worth it.” Standing, he approached her slowly and held out a hand. “If the information you gave me is still true, I promise Carmen Massino will never take another free breath as long as he lives.”
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      Was it true? She stared down at Mario’s hand. No, Miguel. No, Flint! Christ, how many names did one man need? For what purpose would he lie? Maybe he just wanted to draw out the torture; give her hope for eventual freedom from the fear of Carmen. It would totally be in character for Carmen, but she didn’t know Mario. He’d arrived just before Carmen broke up with her.

      Her head ached from a combination of stress and low blood sugar. She hadn’t had anything to eat since breakfast and it was evening now. The timing definitely worked out. Carmen had been perfectly fine with her curves and mismatched eyes right up until Flint had made his nasty comments.

      Fuck. She could kick herself for getting involved with Carmen in the first place. He’d said all the right words and treated her like a queen at first. By the time she’d realized what he was, it had been too late to escape. Even then, she’d tried to convince herself she was wrong about him. She couldn’t have left without tipping Carmen off, even before he murdered Ashley.

      Should she take a chance on Mario? No, Flint, for fuck’s sake! Did it matter if she trusted him? If he was feeding her bullshit, she was dead anyway. If he wasn’t…

      If he wasn’t, it was a chance to put Carmen away forever and save lives. She heaved out a breath and leaned against the sink. It was worth the chance. Steam filled the bathroom, obscuring her vision. She turned the tap to cold but left it running.

      “All right. What do you want from me?”

      “For tonight? Nothing. Aside from going downstairs for supper, I want you to stay in this room. Deadbolt the door behind me if I have to leave, and only answer for me.” He tapped out SOS on the porcelain toilet lid with his knuckles. “You can answer when you hear that.”

      “Morse code?” Okay, maybe that was a little evidence that Flint was who he claimed to be.

      He nodded in approval. “Smart lady. It means—”

      “SOS. I know. Will Carmen know it?”

      “No, probably not. The skill isn’t common these days, which begs the question about where you learned it.”

      She shrugged and felt her face get hot under his piercing brown eyes. “My sister and I used to tap out messages on the wall between our bedrooms after lights out. My dad was career Army.”

      “Nice. Can you use a gun? I’d like to leave one in the room for you, just in case.”

      “I don’t have much use for handguns, but I’m good with long guns. They’re useless unless they put food on the table.”

      “Back home, we used to kill rats with an old 22 pistol.”

      Trying to hold back a giggle, she asked, “Do you have a good recipe for rat? There hardly seems to be enough meat on them to make them worth the effort.”

      Flint stared at her for a second then threw back his head and laughed. The sound was rusty and broken at first, like he hadn’t indulged in humor for a very long time. Maybe he hadn’t. Carmen hadn’t given her much reason to laugh, either.

      Wiping a tear away, he snorted out a last chuckle and said, “No, rat won’t be on the menu.”

      “That’s a comfort, I guess.”

      The smile fell from his face, and for some reason she missed it. “Okay, back to business. We’re going to have to be seen together outside this room, and there’s some chance Carmen will see us.”

      The thought made her want to push him off the toilet so she could throw up, but she nodded in agreement. “What are we going to do?”

      “Me? I’m going to keep hold of your leash and look proud for having such a magnificent slave. You’re going to keep your head down and stay behind me like a good kajira. Keep your hair loose so it covers your face.”

      “That’s why you asked for it to be colored.” She couldn’t help the flush of pleasure at his compliment.

      “Yes. The only thing you have to remember is not to let Carmen see your face. He doesn’t like redheads, so he won’t look very close, but if he sees your eyes, he’s going to recognize you.”

      “Okay.” She chewed on her lip as she thought about where they could go and still be reasonably safe. “Carmen probably won’t go to the Rainbow Room, which is good. I have a few demerits to work off tomorrow.”

      “What for?”

      “I accidentally knocked over a vase when I ran away from you and Carmen this afternoon, and I was caught eavesdropping last Sunday. One demerit is one hour of service to whoever asks.”

      He flushed with anger and scowled. “No. You’ll be too exposed and I don’t want anyone else touching you.”

      Damn. The immediate flash of pleasure at his defense of her nearly dropped her to her knees. “It’s expected, but you can talk to Master Grimsley and ask for a deferral. He’ll allow it since I’m in a guest program, but I think it might be best if I get it over with. It would give us an opportunity to be seen in a public area, and I doubt Carmen would want to be around so many people.”

      He cupped her jaw, turning her to face him. “I said no, kajira, and I don’t want to hear another word about it. Understood?”

      She considered arguing, but his expression made her think better of it. “Yes, Master F— Master Miguel.”

      “Good girl. You have to remember to call me Miguel.”

      “I know.” She bit her lip and took a step closer to him. “May I ask you another question?”

      “As many as you want, Holly. I don’t want to have any more secrets from you.”

      “Why are you here? If it wasn’t for me, then why?”

      Flint shook his head and wiped a hand over his face. “I should have expected you’d ask about the one thing I didn’t want to tell you.” He laughed, the sound bitter. “I’d have happily told you about the time I stole my daddy’s old pickup and accidentally sank it in the retention pond, or when I got caught with Mary Ellen Branson in the hayloft.”

      Holly stretched out a hand and touched his arm. “Why, Flint?”

      He sighed and his shoulders slumped. “Carmen is here to execute a young blind woman named Grace Barnes because she’s a witness to another murder—”

      “I know where she is, and she’s being guarded by Master Nelson. Carmen won’t have an easy time getting close to her.” She grimaced and added, “Hell, I can’t get close to her and I know all the hiding spots.”

      Flint grinned crookedly, the expression never reaching his eyes as he stood. “We have to eat. I want to see how good you can be when you’re on your knees serving me, little kajira.”

      Oh. Damn. No, dayum—make that expletive two syllables. She wanted to melt under his hot gaze. Now that the threat of her imminent death was gone, her body reacted to Flint in completely inappropriate ways. Stacey was right. He was gorgeous, dangerous, and utterly sexy. Her libido, left high and dry by Master David’s punishment, decided to sit up and take notice.

      Bad Holly! Do not lust after the undercover agent. They didn’t have time, and she absolutely refused to get involved with another dangerous man. Her next lover would be an accountant. No, a baker or chef. Chefs didn’t get involved with psychopathic criminals, and always had wonderful collections of wooden spoons perfect for chastising naughty bottoms.

      “Let’s go eat. I’m told the eggplant parm is good, and I’m hungry.”

      “Yes, Master Miguel.”

      Flint smirked and leaned toward her to whisper in her ear as he shut off the water. “Good girl, little kajira. We’ll make a spy of you yet.”

      Oh, hell. Flint might not have intended to kill her with a bullet, but he was certainly trying to do it with pleasure. Every time he called her good girl she got just a little wetter, and there was no relief in sight.

      For the first time ever, she wanted to beat Master David with his own crop. It was his fault she was so desperate.

      “Thank you, Master. We need to get your costume first.”

      “I know. That’s our first stop.”

      Holly followed him to Wardrobe, waiting while the attendant fitted him in a kilt and boots. A leather vest covered his chest, leaving his muscular arms bare. She lifted a hand to wipe her chin and check for drool. Flint should be arrested for looking so damned fine. His tawny skin glistened under the muted lighting, stretched tight over defined muscles.

      The barbells in his nipples about made her choke on her own spit. Where else was he pierced? And what was he wearing under that kilt? The knowledge that she’d never find out nearly made her cry.
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      Holly was going to kill him, and he’d die a happy man. Her dark pink nipples were hard points clearly visible through the sheer fabric of her costume, and a blush painted the skin along her collarbones. Her lips parted and her tongue peeked out as she licked them.

      Thank God for kilts. Flint felt like he could pound nails with his dick. He had to clear his throat before he could speak. “Follow, kajira.”

      She let out a breath and lowered her head then put her wrists behind her back. As long as she kept her head down, Carmen would never recognize her. He picked up the chain dangling between her breasts and gave it a gentle tug. Her bare feet were silent on the floors, the faint clink of her cuffs the only evidence of her passage.

      When they reached the grand staircase, he took her arm to help her down the stairs. She wouldn’t take a tumble on his watch. As they descended, her lips bowed into a tiny smile under the curtain of her hair. At the bottom of the staircase, he let go and allowed her to return to her spot behind him.

      Holly was good at this. It was obvious she’d had extensive training. Granted, his experience was limited, but her nuanced movements and grace were something to behold. Bunched muscles in her shoulders and back were evidence of strength gained from hours of resistance training. She’d always been fit, but her body was honed now. And damn, Flint would almost give up his chance at Carmen and his badge for a chance to have those muscular thighs wrapped around his hips as he drove his cock into her.

      The scent of garlic and olive oil met his nose long before they reached the buffet and his belly rumbled, reminding him that he hadn’t had anything to eat aside from a deli bagel on the way to the airport. Between the luxurious accommodations, the stunning company, and the food, he was tempted to put down stakes and stay.

      Man, his handler would have kittens. He laughed inwardly at the thought of telling the older agent he was retiring to live in a kinky resort. He sighed wistfully and led Holly to a vacant table and sat down.

      “Naboo, Holly.”

      She leaned forward as she knelt. “It’s nadu, with a d,” she whispered. “I’ll help you learn the common ones after supper so you don’t stand out.”

      Without waiting for an answer, she dropped to her knees next to the chair he’d chosen, spreading her thighs wide. Her hands rested palms up on her thighs and she lowered her head. Damn, she looked too vulnerable like that, but he couldn’t risk taking her through the buffet line. Just because he couldn’t see Carmen didn’t mean he wasn’t lurking around somewhere.

      When he bent down to ask her what she wanted, she hissed, “Hook the chain to the table to save the spot and let people know I’m in a program.”

      Flint did as she asked, wishing he’d thought to go through what he needed to do before taking her out. He sat down and petted her hair, pulling her against his leg. “What do you want to eat?”

      “I’m not picky. Everything is good. The antipasto salad is excellent, too.” She was silent for a split second and let out a breath as she turned white as a sheet. “Carmen is by the dessert table. He’s wearing a red cape and Greek armor.”

      “Okay.”

      “I can’t do this, Fl—”

      He gave her leash a sharp jerk and grabbed her chin. “Look at me, Holly. What is my name?”

      Tears welled in her eyes and she took a deep breath. “You are Master Miguel and I am your kajira until Sunday.”

      Unable to help himself, he touched his lips to her forehead, kissing her gently. “That’s my girl. Just kneel here with your head down but keep your eyes open. He won’t touch you in front of so many people and won’t recognize you if he doesn’t see your face.”

      “But what if—”

      “Holly, trust me, please. I will keep you safe.” As he said the words, he hoped he could keep his promise. A single tear trickled down her cheek and he wiped it away with his thumb.

      She straightened her spine and nodded, careful to keep her hair over her face. “Okay.” Taking a deep breath, she added, “I’m good. He’s at the dessert table, so he’ll be leaving soon, right?”

      “That’s the spirit. I’ll grab something fast from the buffet and be right back, okay?”

      Giving him a watery smile, she said, “Sure. Go. I’ll be fine. Bring me a few of those breadsticks, too, please. I’m feeling the need for carbs since we can’t have alcohol here.”

      “You got it. And I’ll get some of that caprese bruschetta, too. Everything is better with balsamic reduction.”

      She blinked and choked out a surprised laugh.

      He tousled her hair, pulling a few strands forward to further disguise her face. “I’ll be quick.”

      Flint didn’t exactly hurry through the line, but he didn’t waste time gathering several selections to share with Holly. It was safer for her to be on the floor until Carmen left. He stepped around a couple kissing in front of a giant tray of lasagna to grab the breadsticks Holly wanted, and added a large bowl of Caesar salad. Carbs to order for his lovely kajira.

      When he turned to walk back to Holly, he nearly dropped the tray. Carmen was standing over her, prodding her thigh with the toe of his boot. To her credit, she didn’t move a muscle or lift her head. Olive oil dipping sauce sloshed over the rim of its bowl as he hurried back to her.

      Fuck, that woman had a steel backbone. Terror mixed with admiration roiled in his gut as he approached.

      Carmen was smirking down at Holly. Pasting a smile on his face, Flint approached and set the tray down. “What’s up, boss? I was just getting something to eat.”

      “Looks like enough to feed a family of four, my man.”

      “So? I’m hungry.”

      “What about your girl here?” Carmen touched Holly with his foot once again, and Flint wanted to break it off and shove it up his ass.

      “Eh. She can eat if she behaves and sucks me off after dinner.”

      The skin around Carmen’s thin lips wrinkled into a vicious smirk. “She isn’t behaving now. You should teach her some manners.”

      “Sure, boss. I’ll take care of it later. I’m hungry.”

      Carmen sneered down at Holly but kept his feet to himself. “Whatever. It figures you’d pick a fat redhead. You’d better not feed her any of that bread or she’ll get bigger than she already is.”

      Breathing a sigh of relief as Carmen walked away, Flint dropped into his chair, his legs unwilling to support his weight. What had he been thinking? For fuck’s sake! He’d put Holly at a tremendous risk for a fucking breadstick? The food on the tray no longer appealed and he wanted to toss the whole mess at the next person who looked at him sideways. “From now on, we’re doing room service.”

      “No. Hand me a breadstick, please.”

      “I don’t think you understand just how—”

      “I said, hand me a fucking breadstick.” She glared up at him through the curtain of her hair, her mismatched eyes wet with angry tears. The green one spat poison while the blue glittered with shards of icy fury.

      Flint didn’t have the heart to chide her for her language and obeyed her hissed order. He handed the food over, wondering if she’d bite his hand. She took it from him and gnawed on the garlicky bread in silence. When she’d finished, he held out a piece of bruschetta.

      “Thank you. You should eat as well.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      “Have some of this.” He held out a fork with a bite of braciola and waited until she’d nibbled it away. “Is it good?”

      “Everything is good here. Cook Connie feeds us well.”

      Knowing she’d been right about his need to eat, he choked down half the braciola and some of the salad, feeding her bites from his plate. When she refused his last offering, he pushed the tray away and helped her to her feet.

      “We’re going back to our room now. And then we’ll talk about what happened.”

      “Fine.” She folded her hands behind her back and waited patiently while he detached her leash from the table.

      He winced at her one-word answer. Nothing was remotely fine about any of this, but it couldn’t be helped. She said nothing as he led her back to their room and was equally silent when he unhooked the chain from her collar.

      Holly’s shoulders relaxed when the chain left her collar and she sighed in relief. “Excuse me, please. I need to use the bathroom.”

      “Of course.” He stepped out of the way and could only watch as she closed the door between them and the lock clicked.
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        * * *

      

      Holly would never know how she’d managed to hold it together long enough to return to the room, but her stomach was having none of the heavy meal she’d eaten. She slapped a hand over her mouth and rushed to the toilet, dropping to her knees just in time for her dinner to make a reappearance.

      Unfortunately, it was impossible to puke quietly. A fist hammered on the door and she grimaced as she spat into the bowl.

      “Holly, let me in.”

      No. Piss off. “A little busy here. I’ll be out in a minute. I’m fine.”

      The door rattled, the sound ending with a solid thump as it opened. She sighed and lowered her face to the cool porcelain as Flint dropped to his knees behind her and pulled her unresisting body against his chest. With a free hand, he closed the lid and flushed.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m—”

      “If you say you’re fine one more time, I will paddle your ass.”

      “Okay.” She wriggled out of his arms and stood, her arms clasped around her stomach. “I’m not fine. I’m terrified.” She drew in a deep breath, trying to calm herself enough to speak. “Carmen almost saw my face.”

      “I know, honey.” Flint’s jaw tightened, the bones and planes of his face coming into sharp relief as he kicked off his boots and unzipped his vest, leaving it hanging open to reveal a very nice set of abs. His skin was like velvet over the bunched muscles covering his abdomen.

      Brushing past her, he leaned down to turn on the water to fill the tub. “We’re going to have a hot bath and relax. After that, I’ll go to the café and get you something to eat.”

      “No food. Please. I’ll eat in the morning.” She went to the sink and turned on the water, cupping her hands to rinse out her mouth.

      “I’ll hold you to that promise, Holly. Despite whatever nasty shit Carmen said, you’re not fat and you need to eat.”

      “I know that.” She barked out a laugh. “Why would I listen to the nasty words of a mean little fucker who should eat a goddamned sandwich once in a while?”

      Flint chuckled and shook his head. “You swear like a pirate. If I cared, I’d probably spank you.”

      “Sorry.”

      He dumped lavender bath salts into the tub, letting the crystals mix with the running water before he straightened. “Let me help you get undressed.”

      “Wait.”

      Flint’s fingers stilled as he reached for the ties on her costume. “Do you want to be alone?”

      “No. I want that gun you told me about.”

      “Okay.” He shut off the water and walked out of the bathroom.

      Holly followed, watching as he unzipped his suitcase and pulled out a sweet little Glock.

      Handing it to her stock first, he said, “This is yours. You won’t be able to hide it in your costume, but keep it close whenever you’re by yourself in our room.”

      “Thanks.” She released the action and checked the load before snapping it back into place, noting the filed serial number. “This isn’t a legal weapon, is it?”

      “No.” He smirked and added, “Think about it this way. If you have a chance to shoot Carmen, you’ll get to do it with his own gun.”

      Shaking her head, Holly tucked the Glock in the nightstand. “If I had the nerve to shoot him, I’d have done it two years ago.”

      “I think you had the nerve but you didn’t have the opportunity. You do now. Use it if you have to.”

      Flint touched her shoulder and dropped a kiss on the top of her head before sauntering back into the bathroom. That single moment engendered trust where none had been before. He was willing to turn his back after arming her. Her tiny remaining bit of disbelief in his story faded and she dropped to the bed, her ass hitting the plush fabric of the duvet. She allowed herself only a moment to marvel over that before following him.

      By the time she joined him, the tub was full and Flint was checking the water temperature. He smiled and stood when she came to a stop in the middle of the bathroom.

      “Let me help with your costume.”

      Smiling, she untied the strings holding the garment together and shrugged, allowing the fabric to drop from her shoulders to the floor. Using a clip from the vanity drawer, she pinned up her hair. “That’s the great thing about a kajira costume. There just isn’t much to it, and the cuffs and collar are powder-coated steel. Water can’t hurt them.”

      His eyes lit up with amused appreciation. “I see that. What do you wear in the winter?”

      “The Castle is kept fairly warm. If we get cold, we’re allowed to have grippy socks and a robe inside, but we have to dress warmly if we go out.”

      Flint held out an arm and she stepped into the tub, hissing as she lowered herself into the water. Leaning back against the side, she said, “It comes under the heading of proper care, though polar bear excursions are allowed if they’re monitored.”

      He knelt down and picked up a sponge. Trailing it over her shoulders, he asked, “What’s that?”

      “It’s when a Master sends his sub out to roll in the snow naked. There’s a five-minute time limit, and it isn’t allowed if the temperature is under twenty-five.”

      He shivered and helped her lean forward to wash her back. “Sounds unpleasant.”

      “It can be, but the reward is worth it.”

      “What’s the reward?” He squirted soap into his hand and massaged her back. She groaned in pleasure as his strong fingers worked the knots in her muscles.

      “Cuddling up to a warm Master. They always seem to forget that part and can’t punish us for getting them wet and icy, because it’s their fault we’re cold.”

      He snorted, his shoulders shaking with mirth as he laughed. She liked to see him laugh. His face got all crinkly and soft and his brown eyes sparkled. She wondered if he’d looked that way before Carmen.

      “That’s cruel, but funny as hell.” His eyes darkened, but he smirked at her. “I bet you get spanked a lot.”

      She shrugged and stretched, allowing him to reach her lower back. “Not really. I don’t mess up very often, and there isn’t much demand for a kajira, especially since I’m not in that program yet. Master David asked me to move after this weekend, though.”

      “Are you going to do it? You could move on once Carmen is neutralized.”

      “I like it here. It’s safe and comfortable, and I’ve made friends.” She trailed a hand through the water as she thought about her answer. “Honestly, when I saw you and Carmen this afternoon, I didn’t expect to live through tonight, much less the weekend.”

      “I’m sorry, honey. That wasn’t my intention. I was just as surprised to see you as you were to see us.”

      Turning to face him, she leaned forward and rested her arms on the edge of the tub. “What’s going to happen to Grace?”

      “I don’t know.” He chewed on his lip and looked away. “I’m trying to come up with an idea that might protect her, but I can’t stop what happens without blowing my cover. We have to trust that her guard knows what he’s doing until my handler can check the information you gave me.”

      “What happens then? It was true two years ago, but—”

      “I arrest the skinny little fucker and put him away forever. With luck, he’ll get shanked in prison. Carmen has no friends.”

      She nodded and hugged her knees to her chest. “I know. I keep reading the news from Wabasha, hoping to hear of his death. I can’t stand the thought of him hurting anyone else.”

      He stood and held out a hand. “Come on. Let’s get you dried off and into bed. You’ve had a busy day.”

      “Do you want me to go back to the dormitory?”

      “No. You need to stay here, but I’ll sleep on the floor.”

      She got out of the tub and dried off then picked up her costume. Shaking it out, she hung it on a hook on the back of the door and winced at the broken lock. She might as well add that one to her list of demerits. She knew better than to lock a door between herself and her Master. Master Grimsley was not going to be happy.

      There was nothing she could do about it now, though. She followed Flint into the bedroom and bit her lip at the sight of the huge bed.

      “Flint?”

      “Hmm?”

      His fingers worked the buttons on his kilt and she realized she would finally get the chance to see what he had on under it. Her mouth went dry as the leather fell to his knees, revealing a very tight round ass she wanted to sink her teeth into.

      “Did you have a question, Holly?”

      She tore her gaze away from his gorgeous ass and stared up into amused brown eyes looking over a muscular shoulder.

      Busted.
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      Damn, Holly had a pretty blush. Her face turned almost as red as her namesake berries when he caught her staring at his ass.

      He grinned at her, thoroughly enjoying her embarrassment. “I don’t feel so bad about checking you out now. We’re even.”

      “I’m supposed to be looked at. That’s part of a kajira’s duties, along with other things.” As she spoke, she crawled between the sheets and propped a pillow behind her back. “You don’t have to sleep on the floor, either. This bed is more than big enough for a soccer team. I promise I can keep my hands to myself for the weekend.”

      “What if I don’t want you to?” Where the hell did that come from? He had no business even looking at Holly, much less touching her. And he certainly had no business feeling jealous of her serving other Masters. “Never mind. Forget I said that.”

      “Good idea.” She turned over and settled into bed, her dyed hair trailing across the pillow as she gave him her back.

      “Wait.”

      He rummaged in his luggage and pulled out a worn t-shirt along with a pair of sweats. He pulled the sweats on and handed her the shirt. “You can wear that to sleep in.”

      “Thanks.” She sat up and accepted his shirt then tugged it over her head. It hung on her like a sack, but she didn’t complain and curled up under the covers once more.

      Flint climbed in the other side and turned to face her. The line of her back was visible under the expensive sheet, and he had to resist the urge to touch it. Holly had made her feelings quite clear and he couldn’t blame her. Reaching over, he switched off the light.

      Holly let out a soft cry and rushed into the bathroom. She turned on the light over the sink and closed the door halfway, allowing a dim stream of illumination into the bedroom. She trotted back, her feet barely touching the floor as she leapt into bed.

      Part of him wanted to laugh at her childlike behavior, but the sensible part knew she was right to be afraid. He slid across the bed and pulled her into his arms.

      “Hey!”

      She struggled against his hold and he tightened his grip on her. “Shhh. We’re just going to sleep. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “I’m not worried about you hurting me.”

      “I’m not going to do anything else, either. You’re scared, and I want to hold you until you fall asleep.”

      She hissed and was stiff in his arms but she stopped fighting him. “Is that an order, Master Miguel?”

      “Yes. Go to sleep.”

      To his surprise, after a few minutes of grumbling and shifting, she drifted off. Her soft, breathy snores made him smile and he kissed the back of her head.

      Unfortunately, he couldn’t sleep. He loved having Holly next to him; her curvy warmth setting his body on fire. Her hair smelled like chemicals and he couldn’t wait to wash it out, but it was almost overpowered by the sweet scent of lavender and her own musk. He hated that damned color and wished it hadn’t been necessary. It wasn’t that he didn’t like redheads, but Holly’s wavy mane of honey and walnut strands was perfect as it was. It was weird and leaning toward obsessive creepiness, but he wanted to comb through her hair and count how many shades there were.

      Carmen had come too close to seeing Holly’s face tonight. If he had, there would have been nothing Flint could have done to protect her. Worse, if he’d tried, he’d have blown his cover. The Castle was the absolute worst place a scumbag like Carmen could be. Despite the safety measures in place and the zero-tolerance policy for abuse, Flint was sure Carmen would find some way to make trouble. He’d toed the line tonight, but Flint was sure he’d step over before they found Grace.

      If Carmen wasn’t very careful, he’d find himself kicked out of the Castle. He would still go after Grace Barnes, but it wouldn’t be under such controlled circumstances. Here, Carmen was more or less confined, and the sheer number of people limited his activities.

      Of course, that also raised the possibility of collateral damage. Carmen wouldn’t give a moment’s thought to killing an innocent. Flint would never say it out loud, but the resort residents might be planning more than one funeral after this weekend. Even worse, he wouldn’t be around to soothe Holly’s grief.

      The minute Flint’s handler got back with the information he needed, it would be done and over without having to chase the little fuck.

      He flinched when a soft knock sounded at the door. Checking first to make sure Holly was asleep, he crawled out of bed and opened the door, careful to stay quiet. He wanted to roll his eyes at the sight of Carmen. Could he not get a single minute’s peace from the man? Flint knew better than to allow his thoughts to show on his face and nodded a benign greeting.

      Carmen was still dressed in his costume. The scraggly beard covering his face plus the red cape made him almost unrecognizable.

      “What’s up, boss?”

      “Come on. We’re going to do a little exploring. I want to find where they’ve stashed Grace.”

      Though he didn’t want to leave Holly alone, Flint nodded. If Carmen was busy looking for Grace, he wouldn’t be nosing after Holly. “Sure. Let me get dressed.”

      Carmen pushed past him and smirked down at Holly. “Looks like you wore her out. Pick a healthy girl next time. They have more endurance.”

      Flint pulled his kilt over his hips, hiding a grimace of distaste as he turned to grab his leather vest. Carmen was too narrow minded to see the muscles on Holly’s frame. All he saw was her size. His Holly was fit and strong.

      No, not his Holly. Only in his dreams would she ever be that.

      “It was the other way around, boss. I’m exhausted, so let’s make this quick.”

      Carmen blinked and his eyes narrowed in speculation as he looked down at Holly. Flint tapped his foot impatiently, hoping Carmen would get the hint. He shouldn’t have said a word, but his defense of Holly was automatic. Thankfully, Carmen nodded and walked out of the room, Flint close on his heels.

      As the door shut behind them, Carmen said, “I’m thinking the bigwigs have their rooms on the third floor. I bet they’ve stashed Grace up there.” His gaze hardened and he stopped, squeezing Flint’s arm. “Don’t forget that Grace is our main goal here. Don’t get all wrapped up in that fat piece of ass, understand?”

      Flint bit his tongue and tasted coppery blood. It took everything he had to stop himself from reaching over to snap Carmen’s neck and he only calmed down when he imagined Carmen chained to a coach seat, flying to New Zealand and back. Without drink service.
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      Holly’s eyes flew open as the door shut behind Flint and Carmen. She raced over to it and managed to overhear their conversation before they walked away. When Carmen had come into the room, it was only because of Flint’s reassuring presence that she hadn’t reached for the gun. She climbed back into her bed and flopped over on her belly, trying to get back to sleep, but hours later she was still awake and fuming. Where was Flint?

      She turned to glare at the clock on the nightstand. Three in the fucking morning. She’d slept surprisingly well in Flint’s arms, but not enough, and she didn’t think she’d get back to sleep until he came back. She just had to trust that Flint knew what he was doing.

      She pulled his pillow to her chest and inhaled the spicy scent of his aftershave. Of course he knew what he was doing. He’d been in Carmen’s back pocket for two years and hadn’t gotten caught yet. He would be fine, and with the name she’d given him, maybe they could put Carmen away and manage to save some lives in the bargain. She just wished she knew something about the human trafficking, but it might have started after she’d escaped.

      Maybe it was better that she didn’t know anything about it. If she’d suspected Carmen had sunk so low, she doubted she could have kept silent this long. She shivered at the thought and prayed for the people caught up in Carmen’s machinations.

      Remembering the look on Flint’s face when she’d told him Vasyli’s name made her grin. She prayed the information was still true. It had been so long. Still, it would give them a place to start. Carmen was unlikely to have changed his supplier even if the salesman was different. Vasyli might be dead, but someone else would have taken his place. Being able to give Flint that single name made her feel useful, like she was being proactive toward getting some very bad men off the streets.

      The door handle rattled and she heard a soft curse outside the room. Holding in a whimper, she grabbed the Glock from the nightstand and pulled the covers up. Her thumb found the safety as the door opened.

      “Sorry we didn’t come up with anything, boss. We can try it tomorrow if you want, but I’m tired.”

      “Lazy bastard. You just want to bang your free piece of ass.”

      “There’s a lot to be said for a girl who won’t say no.”

      “Whatever. Just remember what I said about keeping your eye on the ball, Mario. I’m not averse to putting a bullet in your head if you fuck this up for me.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      Holly’s hand shook on the gun. God, she wanted to do exactly what Carmen said. The thought of putting a neat hole between his eyes was almost too much, and it was all she could do to stay still. Though she’d never thought of herself as a killer, the temptation to end Carmen right now was strong. The only thing stopping her was Flint’s job and the very real chance her information wasn’t correct.

      The door slammed shut behind Carmen’s worthless ass and she breathed a sigh of relief as Flint’s weight settled on the bed next to her.

      “Put the safety back on and stand down, Holly. He’s gone.”
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      Flint heard the click of the Glock’s safety just before a slender hand returned it to the nightstand. Holly peered out from her nest under the covers, her eyes dark with fury and maybe a little fear.

      “I almost shot him, Flint. I wanted to so bad, and I kind of hate myself for not doing it.”

      He lay down next to her, surprised when she didn’t object. Gathering her in his arms, he pulled her against his chest. “I think you made a good choice, honey. You’re not meant for killing.”

      “It would have solved all our problems. Grace would be safe, and you already have a name for the gun trafficking.”

      He lowered his face into her hair and kissed her. “And you would have gone to jail for killing an unarmed man.”

      She choked out a laugh. “Carmen is never unarmed. You should know that by now.” She was silent for several seconds. “Maybe it would have been worth it.”

      “No, Holly. Killing a person, even someone as nasty as Carmen, is going to leave a scar on your soul. Leave it alone.”

      “But—”

      He rolled her to her stomach and swatted her ass, hard. She hissed out a breath and lifted her hips. He watched in fascination as a pink handprint bloomed on the lower curve of her backside. It was about the prettiest thing he’d ever seen.

      “I said, leave it.”

      Sighing, she lowered her head to her arms, hiding her beautiful face under her hair. “Yes, Master Flint.”

      Oh, damn, that sounded good. He had to remind her of the alias he was using here, even though his name on her pretty lips sounded perfect. His real name, not any of the dozens he’d used while undercover. He could listen to it forever, but she had to remember and not call him that again.

      His hand crashed down on her ass again. “What is my name, Holly?”

      She yelped and her hand flew back to cover her backside. “What was that for?”

      He gathered her wrists in one hand and peppered her backside with sharp spanks. “I asked you to tell me my name, kajira. What is my name?”

      She relaxed for him, her body going soft and pliant as she lifted her hips and spread her knees, inviting his touch. “Master Miguel, sir.”

      His cock twitched and sprang to life. His Holly had a submissive streak a mile wide and he wanted to explore it, even though he knew it would be the worst decision he could make. But he could smell her arousal. Fuck.

      Unable to stop himself, he stroked her ass, feeling the warmth of her pink skin beneath his hand as he moved closer to her pussy. She whimpered and lifted her hips into his touch… and he was done.

      Holly might hate him in the morning, but he couldn’t not taste what she so freely offered. He moved between her legs and lay on his back, gently spreading her thighs apart until her pussy was directly over his face.

      Oh, hell, she smelled good. Like salted caramel. He wrapped his arms around her hips, pressing that decadent pussy into his face. So silky smooth and sweet as candy. He devoured her, relishing her cries of pleasure. He stabbed his tongue into her channel, licking up the dew of her arousal and swallowing as he turned his hand to thumb her pretty clit.

      She choked out a cry and her thighs tightened around his head as she smothered him with her sweet flesh. He could eat her delicious pussy forever.

      “Please, Master!”

      Growling against her flesh, he pulled her clit into his mouth, sucking the turgid nub as he worked two thick fingers into her pussy and hunted for her G-spot. She stiffened and cried out; her body shuddering over him.

      Holly’s rasping breaths were like music, especially when she cried out, “Master, please may I come?”

      He increased his efforts, realizing she would have been taught to ask for pleasure. He loved the scent and heat of her surrounding him. “Come for me, Holly. Whenever you want.”

      Her screams of delight echoed in the room, loud and shrill as her channel tightened around his fingers. Fuck, he wanted to feel that around his cock. Petting her gently, he eased her down. With one last swipe of his tongue, he slid out from under her and wiped his face with the back of one arm.

      She collapsed to her stomach, breathing hard. Turning over on her side to face him, she said, “I’m not complaining, but what was that for?”

      How could he tell her that all he’d wanted was to see her smile? “I just wanted to.” Reaching over, he turned off the bedside lamp and pulled her into his arms. “Go to sleep.”

      “I have to teach you the Gorean commands. There’s nadu, Slaver’s Kiss, Hair, and—”

      “It can wait until tomorrow.” He tightened his arms around her curvy body, relishing the scent of lavender and her arousal. “I just need a few to make my performance look realistic, so all you need to do is teach me words for positions that will hide your face.”

      “Any of the three I mentioned will do that, but we should practice.”

      “I said tomorrow, Holly.” He squeezed her hip in warning.

      She let out an irritated puff of air and said, “Yes, Master Miguel.”

      “That’s my good girl. Go to sleep.”

      Instead of settling down, she wriggled free and slid down until her face was level with his groin. Her warm breath heated his cock through his sweatpants and he bit off a curse as her hands worked the fabric down over his hips. She hummed her approval as she stroked his thighs with small hands.

      “Oh, my!” Her tongue touched the tip of his cock and she played with his Prince Albert, sliding her tongue through the ring to caress his glans as her hands stroked his shaft.

      His hips bucked uncontrollably as she teased him, her agile tongue licking the piercing as she played with his balls, stroking and gently squeezing as her fingers tickled the sensitive skin of his perineum.

      “Holly, you don’t have to do this.”

      She lifted her head and stared at him, her eyes soft. “I know.” She busied herself with his cock once more, drawing a hiss of pleasure from him when she gently scraped her teeth against the vein on the underside of his cock.

      He should stop her. It was one thing to give her pleasure. He was the Master here, wasn’t he? Flint tossed the sheets aside and turned the light on. He’d spent two years pretending every girl Carmen had foisted on him was the woman now sucking his dick, and he’d be goddamned if he missed a second of it. Groaning, he rolled to his back, giving her better access.

      She growled and sucked him deeper into her mouth as she stroked him, her fingers moving in tandem with her mouth. Lord, she was going to suck him blind and he didn’t care. This was his most carefully guarded and cherished fantasy. She removed her hand from his dick and swallowed, sucking him down her throat. She coughed once, her throat muscles easing him past her gag reflex. She held him there as her little hands got busy with his balls, massaging the tender sac until he was panting.

      One finger brushed against his asshole and he gritted his teeth to keep from spilling down her throat. He’d never been much for ass play, at least not when it was his own, but damned if he could stop her.

      Some Master he was. One blow job and he was whimpering and needy as any submissive. But this wasn’t just any blow job. This was Holly going down on him. When she pressed against his asshole with one slippery finger and sucked hard on the head of his cock, he groaned and tried to push her away. She wasn’t having it and swirled her tongue around his piercing, making him cross eyed with need.

      “Holly, I’m going to—”

      Her finger slipped inside his ass and she massaged his prostate. His balls drew up against his body and, with a pained cry of agonized bliss, he emptied himself into her mouth. With gentle swipes of her tongue, she licked him clean, swallowing all evidence of his uncontrolled orgasm.

      When he grew too sensitive to bear any more of her playful licks, he reached down and tugged her up his body, wrapping his arms around her. “I’m going to spank your ass for that.”

      “Promises, promises.” She snuggled deeper into his arms, and within a few minutes, he heard the even sounds of her breathing as she drifted off to sleep. He spent the rest of the night wishing he could keep her forever but knowing it couldn’t happen. If he didn’t manage to protect Grace, Holly would hate him for letting another innocent woman die.

      Just as much as he hated himself. He whispered into her hair, saying things he had no right to let her hear. Things he could only say when she was asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Flint’s whispered words of love were only in her imagination. They had to have been. He was too involved with his job to bother with things like relationships, even if she wanted a future with him. Which she did not! Hadn’t he told her he was willing to let a woman die to bring Carmen down? No, she’d had her fill of dangerous men. Besides, what man didn’t fall in love with a woman who gave good head, at least for a little while? She knew better than to believe confessions of love that came right after sex.

      Holly kept her breathing smooth and even, unwilling to let him know she was awake. She wanted time to think. Grace was well protected and guarded, though she knew Carmen would do his best to figure a way around Master Nelson.

      Too many thoughts spun in her mind, making her head ache. She squeezed her eyes shut and tried to count sheep but it didn’t help. She didn’t know who had come up with the inane idea that watching sheep jump over a fence was a sleep aid but they had to have been off their rocker. She gave up on the meaningless exercise when Carmen started shooting them.

      Stupid Carmen Massino. She should have shot him when she had the chance. Flint was right, though. She’d gone hunting with her father several times, but ending a human life wasn’t in her. Not even Carmen’s. Easing a sigh through pursed lips, she stared at the dark sky through the window and waited for dawn.

      She must have fallen asleep at some point during the few hours she’d lain entwined in Flint’s arms. When she opened her bleary eyes, he was holding a cup of delicious, fragrant coffee in front of her nose.

      Working one hand free of the sheets, she croaked, “Gimme.”

      Already dressed in his costume and fresh as a damned daisy, he smirked and held the cup out of her reach. “Sit up, and you can have it.”

      Stupid morning people. Boil them all in their own pudding, or something like that. Squinting, she glanced at the clock and blinked when she read the time.

      “Oh, shit!” She scrambled out of bed and swiped the cup from him, burning her tongue as she swallowed the hot liquid. “I have to get dressed and down to breakfast!”

      “What’s the rush?” He sat down on the edge of the bed and sipped from his own cup.

      His kilt fell loosely over his crotch, making her remember that wicked Prince Albert piercing. What she wouldn’t give to play with it again. She pushed the thought away and said, “We have to be in the Rainbow Room by nine so I can work off my demerits.”

      Scowling, he set his cup aside on the nightstand. “I already said no. I want you to stay in our room until Sunday. I’ll have someone deliver breakfast for us.”

      “We can’t, Flint.” She shook her head then continued, “I mean, we can. Nobody will think anything of it if we spend most of the day in the room. But sooner or later, Carmen is going to come here, and I can’t pretend to be asleep all the time.”

      He rubbed his face and glared at her as she drained the last of her coffee. “I don’t like it.”

      “I don’t, either. It scares the piss out of me.” She sat down next to him, touching his thigh. “Look at it this way. If Grace is hiding here, it’s very likely there are other agents on the lookout for Carmen. We need to find out who they are so we can avoid them.”

      “How do you figure that?”

      “If you’re as deep undercover as you said you are, it’s likely that a few of them might recognize you. You might have trained with them. They’d know you on sight, right?”

      Giving her a grudging nod, he said, “I suppose, but there are thousands of agents. What are the odds that one I know would be here?”

      “Are they good enough odds to bet your life on?” She shook her head. “Worse, some of them might recognize you as Carmen’s associate. That means we have to hide you as effectively as you’re trying to hide me.” She stood and walked into the bathroom to retrieve her costume. Slipping Flint’s t-shirt off over her head, she said, “The demerit performance is usually well attended. This will give you a chance to skulk in a corner and watch.”

      “I do not skulk.”

      She laughed at his insulted glare. “I’m an expert skulker. I’ve watched you. You skulk, but it’s an excellent skill for a spy and an inveterate eavesdropper to have.”

      He sighed and helped her with the ties on her costume. “We’re going to breakfast, and then you’re coming back up here until I can find a place to keep you safe.”

      “But—”

      “Holly,” he said, his voice growing impatient. “What are you going to do if Carmen makes you work off your demerits to him?”

      “Probably collapse on the spot!” She tried for a grin but it fell flat. “I don’t think he’ll be there, though. You know he’s never liked waking up early, for one thing. If he’s kept to his old habits, he’s never up and functional before about eleven. And he won’t want to be in front of so many people if he’s the center of attention.”

      Flint went silent for several seconds. She could almost see his brain working as he mulled over the possibilities. Like her, he was probably weighing the risks and benefits to what she readily admitted was a stupid plan. Unfortunately, she didn’t have any better ideas.

      He growled as he straightened the skirt of her costume. “You’re right about Carmen’s sleep schedule, but I don’t like it. You’re going to be too exposed. My answer is still no.”

      “Do you have a better idea? I’m willing to entertain almost anything.”

      “Yes. You stay in this room while I go out and hunt.”

      “Except that one. It’s going to look very strange if you wander around without me. You have to be seen with me, or you’re going to risk blowing your cover to both Carmen and whoever else might be looking for him.” She bit her lip and reached forward to touch his arm. “It wouldn’t surprise me if law enforcement agents weren’t the only ones coming after him. Carmen has made a lot of enemies. Some of them probably know you, and maybe me, too.”

      He grabbed her arm and she screeched when he pushed her face down, bending her over the unmade bed. “If you’re that desperate for a spanking, you got your wish, kajira.” His hand connected with the lover curve of her ass in a stinging slap.

      “Ouch!” She tried to rub the sting away, but he caught her hands and delivered several more spanks to her unprotected backside.

      “Are you going to behave yourself now?” His hand cracked across the top of her thigh and the sting made her howl.

      “Yes! All right! I’ll behave.”

      He helped her up and smoothed the back of her costume down over her ass, then kissed the top of her head. “Good girl. Now, why don’t you teach me a few of those positions you were talking about.”
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      Though it went against every instinct Flint had to allow her to leave the protection of their suite, Holly was right. The suite wasn’t entirely safe. Neither one of them would have any warning when Carmen showed up. They’d be able to see him coming if they were outside. He just wished he had a better way to disguise her face, especially those incredible eyes.

      “Okay, the one we’ll probably use most often is nadu.” She dropped to her knees, her subconscious grace making him swallow hard as she spread her thighs and laid her hands palms up on her knees. She lowered her head, allowing her hair to cover her face. “You say that, and I sit like this until you give me another command. Got it?”

      He wasn’t sure he could speak. The translucent silk of her costume fell between her knees. Instead of concealing her mound, it highlighted every delicious curve of her pussy. He was so entranced by the vision at his feet, he missed what she said next.

      She reached out and flicked a nail against his shinbone. “Are you listening, Flint? This is important!”

      “Master Miguel, kajira.” He tugged the chain gently, making her sway forward. Crouching down, he pinched her chin between two fingers. “I’ve seen Gorean roleplay before. Although I’ve never done it, I do remember Slaver’s Kiss.”

      Her lips parted as her eyes widened. A faint pink blush colored her chest, rising up until it turned her cheeks the same sweet shade. “I apologize, Master Miguel.”

      “Good girl.” He let go of her chin and stood up. “Slaver’s Kiss, Holly.”

      Straightening her legs until she rested on her knees, she bent forward at the waist to lay her face on the floor then folded her hands behind her head. The back of her costume fell against her skin, revealing her beautiful ass and pussy to his avid gaze.

      The position hid her face completely, even better than the first had done. He wouldn’t use it unless he had to, though. He didn’t want anyone else seeing Holly’s charms. Unfortunately, he was going to have to use the position for its intended purpose before breakfast. Neither one of them could afford for her to slip up and call him by his real name.

      He stepped past her and reached into the dresser drawer for an appropriate implement and gawked at the selection. The drawer held everything from a rabbit fur flogger to a wicked dragon’s tongue. Canes of several sizes rested in an umbrella stand set off to one side. Choosing a relatively benign deerskin flogger, he turned to face her as he shut the drawer. She flinched at the sound, making him grin, but she was too well-schooled to lift her head.

      “I think someone has forgotten their place and needs a reminder,” he said, lifting the silk to reveal the pale globes of her ass. Very faint tan lines decorated the pale skin where a bikini would have covered her, and he couldn’t wait to mark her pristine flesh with a few pink stripes.

      “Yes, Master Miguel.” She shifted, parting her thighs as she settled into her position, hissing out a breath when he trailed the flogger across her backside.

      He bit back a pained groan when a trickle of moisture escaped to trickle down her bared thighs. He wanted nothing more than to lick that bit of wetness from her flesh, but first things first. “Do you want to know how many you’ll be getting, kajira?”

      “It will be as many as you think I deserve, Master.”

      He snapped the flogger across her ass, keeping the stroke light to see how she reacted. When she didn’t make a sound, he continued. Floggers had a wonderful tendency to build. Gentle strokes got stingy after a while, and he wasn’t in any hurry to stop.

      Unfortunately, they didn’t have time for him to bring her to the edge of her endurance, and their first scene together was definitely not a good place to try. He let the tails of the flogger fall just a little harder as he painted her bottom with crisscrossing blows. Her fair skin blushed into pink as he focused all his attention on her, waiting for just a peep of discomfort to escape her lips.

      He let the flogger kiss the sensitive crease between her thighs and ass and, thank God, he got a barely audible moan. Her pussy was wet, glistening with the evidence of her arousal. Kneeling next to her, he tossed the flogger aside and stroked her damp folds.

      Whimpering, she pressed against his hand, silently begging for more. Pushing his ring and middle fingers inside her, he tapped her clit. She bucked and cried out, lifting her head to face him.

      Giving her an evil smirk, he pulled his hands away and gave her his fingers to suck. Greedily, she lapped up the evidence of her arousal until his hand was clean. With one last slap to her upturned ass, he stood and helped her to her feet.

      Her eyes were glazed with passion, her lips parted as she tried to catch her breath. She stared up into his face but didn’t say a word.

      Cupping her face with his hands, he kissed her trembling lips, only allowing himself a small taste of her decadent mouth. “If you can go the whole day without calling me Flint, I’ll let you come.”

      “Yes, Master Miguel. Thank you for my punishment.”

      He followed her into the bathroom, washing his hands when she’d taken care of her ablutions. Picking up the loose end of her leash, he led her to the door and out into the hallway. She muttered under her breath then stopped when she caught him looking.

      “I didn’t catch that. What did you say, kajira Holly?”

      “We forgot one position. If you need to guide me somewhere and don’t have a leash, you can say ‘hair.’ I will bend forward, and you can use my hair as a leash.”

      “All right. We’ll hold that one in reserve, just in case.”

      Though the information was useful, that wasn’t what she’d said. It was all he could do to hold his laughter inside. His little slave was not at all happy to be left wanting. She was wrong, too. His parents were most definitely married.

      The scent of bacon made its way up the grand staircase, making his mouth water. He hadn’t eaten much last night and he was starving. He walked faster, only slowing when he realized Holly had to trot to keep up.

      He turned to look at her, giving her a shamefaced grin. “Sorry.”

      “No problem. Cook Connie’s breakfast buffet is worth rushing for.”

      The restaurant was crowded with diners and servers, but he managed to find them a two-person table in a corner. She dropped to her knees without being asked, and he laid her chain on the table to save their spot. He rested his hand on the top of her bowed head as he scanned the room for Carmen. Really, for anyone he knew, or someone whose eyes rested overlong on him or Holly.

      Finding no immediate danger, he asked, “What do you want?”

      “If you don’t mind waiting for it at the omelet station, a spinach and mushroom omelet with gouda, a Belgian waffle with blackberry syrup, some bacon, and orange juice. Oh, and a bowl of fruit.”

      His eyes traveled over the crowd, his Spidey senses tingling for something. He caught a flash of cropped brown hair as a man turned away and disappeared, followed by a woman he didn’t recognize. Flint had seen the man before but couldn’t remember where. The only thing he was sure of was that the man was not one of Carmen’s or any of Carmen’s competitors. Those faces were indelibly imprinted in his mind, and in a file curated by his handler and superiors.

      He sat down, his back to the wall. Unhooking the leash from Holly’s collar, he said, “Change of plans, sweetheart. I want you to go for our food. Just double what you asked for.”

      Keeping her head lowered, she rose to her feet. “Yes, Master Miguel.”

      Such a good girl, and so damned brave. He was going to hate leaving her behind when this was all over and Carmen was in custody.
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        * * *

      

      Allowing her hair to conceal her eyes, Holly walked around the room, examining faces as she went. She saw no one she recognized, but watched as a man she didn’t know stared at Flint in a way she didn’t entirely care for.

      Actually, it pissed her off. For two years, he’d lived a horrible life with Carmen, doing his job to protect his country and killing his soul in the process. The thought of someone going after him in her house made her do something she was going to get punished for.

      She slunk her way through the tables, intent on cutting the man off as he left the drink station holding two cups of coffee. Stepping in front of him, she kept her eyes downcast as she bumped him with her hip.

      Coffee splashed everywhere and the man swore as Holly dropped to her knees. Ignoring the hot liquid trickling down her arm, she said, “I am so sorry, Master! I was clumsy and wasn’t looking where I was going.”

      He set the cups on the edge of a free table then reached down for her. He helped her to her feet and tipped up her chin. She tried to keep her hair over her face but he swept it away, forcing her to meet his eyes.

      “Are you all right? You didn’t get burned, did you?” His green eyes bored into her, concerned and kind.

      “No, sir.”

      “Good. No harm done then.” He looked down at his shirt, and added, “Well, no harm that a little laundry soap won’t fix.”

      “Master, I am—”

      “Go back to your duties, little one.”

      He turned her to face the buffet and swatted her ass to get her moving. She took several steps forward, then turned to watch. Mopping at the front of his shirt with a napkin, he left the restaurant. A woman she didn’t know followed him and, as they left, she turned around and winked at Holly.

      Mission accomplished. Holly grinned as she retrieved their breakfast from the buffet and wanted to skip as she carried the heavy trays back to their table.

      She’d no sooner set the trays down when Flint said, “Nadu, kajira. You are in deep trouble, and I can’t decide whether to kiss you or spank you.”

      Dropping to her knees, she said, “What’s wrong with both?”

      Rubbing his face with one hand, he glared down at her. “Christ, Holly. I should take you into the Dungeon and beat you like a drum for putting yourself at risk like that.” His eyes narrowing on her arm, he added, “And you got burned.”

      Fishing a piece of ice from his water glass, he rubbed it against the pink scald mark on her arm. She hissed at the contact and tried to pull away, but he held her still with his free hand buried in her hair.

      “Leave it. I’m fine. Did you recognize him?”

      Grimacing, he rubbed the ice over her arm until it melted, then dried her off with a napkin. “Maybe. I don’t know. He’s not one of Carmen’s, though.”

      “Okay. With luck, he didn’t get a good enough look at you to figure out your identity.”

      He cut a large piece of her omelet and fed it to her. “Look, I appreciate what you did, but you can’t put yourself at risk like that again. What if he’d been one of Carmen’s, or someone from a rival gang? Did you stop to think for a moment you might have painted a giant target on your back?”

      She chewed the food, then swallowed. “Can you sprinkle a few drops of pepper sauce on my eggs, please?”

      Groaning, he threw the fork down. “Just sit at the table. I can’t argue with you properly when you’re on your knees.”

      She hid a smile as she took the seat across from him. “Yes, Master Miguel. I did think of that, but I already have a target on me. You, however, do not, and I’d like to keep it that way.”

      He spent a long second staring at her then shoveled his breakfast into his mouth, muttering things she couldn’t quite hear as he ate. She wasn’t looking forward to the punishment she knew would be coming, but couldn’t help the clench of arousal in her core when he mentioned the Dungeon. She’d been down there, of course, but had never gotten to play.

      She might have a thing or two to learn about being a spy, but he had to learn that he wasn’t alone in this mess. Though she tried to tell herself that her safety depended on his, it was more than that. She genuinely wanted Flint to succeed and get Carmen off the streets. Though they had no future together, maybe completing his task would bring some measure of peace to his troubled brown eyes.

      When she’d finished the last of her breakfast, he stood and picked up the free end of her leash. “We’re going downstairs. I’m feeling the need to find out if there’s something in that Dungeon I can use to convince you to behave.”

      His eyes darkened and he grabbed her chin. Lowering his lips to hers, he took her mouth in a brutal kiss. She whimpered and wrapped her arms around his hips, pulling him closer so she could feel his hard arousal against her belly. His hungry possession of her made all thoughts of Carmen, spies, and danger flee her mind.

      The soul patch on his chin abraded her flesh as he trailed kisses down her throat and she whimpered. The sound made him pull away and he flushed when he realized they had an audience.

      He tugged on her leash, making her trot to keep up with his long strides as he led her from the restaurant. Slowing down once they reached the corridor leading toward the Rainbow Room, he dropped her hand and allowed her to fall into step behind him.

      When they passed the Rainbow Room, a single Little Maid saw Holly and went to meet them. Winking at Flint, she said, “Master Kade is doing a Spanking 101 demo in the public play room down the hall.” Glancing up at the clock, she added, “He said that anyone who had demerits to work off could volunteer for the demo. Maybe your guest would like to watch?”

      Flint’s face cleared of the thunderous expression and he smirked. “That’s perfect. Thank you.”

      Pulling Holly under his arm, he walked her to the door. Leaning over, he whispered, “Looks like you’re going to get what you wanted after all. We’re going to keep the Dungeon in reserve for when you disobey me again.”

      She swallowed hard and stared up into his wickedly glinting brown eyes. Damn. She was in for it now. Kade was not known for going easy on subs, especially Chelsea.
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      Flint’s mood had gone steadily downhill since dawn. Holly was stubborn, headstrong, and utterly unrepentant. He could not believe she’d spilled coffee all over a man he suspected to be a government agent. Flint had seen him before. Maybe they’d had classes together. And he wasn’t likely to miss that eagle-eyed stare that took in everything, or the way he carried himself.

      The man’s hand had twitched toward a nonexistent shoulder holster the minute Holly had bumped him, even holding a cup of coffee. Flint had seen him with another man on the bus that brought them to the resort yesterday, along with the woman he’d escorted so quickly from the buffet. He wasn’t concerned about her, though. It was the two men he was worried about. At least one was an agent, meaning both probably were.

      His cover was so deep that not even his team knew exactly what he was doing. They’d been told he’d been loaned out to Homeland Security for a special project, which wasn’t even a lie. His handler and his direct supervisor were the only people who knew his exact assignment, and it had to stay that way. If one of the agents recognized him, he risked destroying two years’ worth of work.

      Flint took a small bit of comfort from the knowledge that the two agents likely weren’t the only law enforcement here, and they’d be just as focused on keeping their involvement quiet as he was.

      Taking the long way around so he could scan the crowd for Carmen, he led Holly to two vacant chairs close to the front. Holly had been right about Carmen skipping this event.

      On the small stage at the front of the room, a bulky man was already speaking and introduced himself as Master Kade. A woman stood next to him, unbowed by the heavy hand he laid on her shoulder. When he introduced her, she grinned and blew a kiss to the audience.

      “All right, ladies and gentlemen. We have in our audience several subs who have earned themselves demerits over the last week. I want a few of our disobedient ladies to stand up and volunteer as demo partners for anyone who needs one.”

      No hands went up and the man on the stage scowled. “All right, then. I’ll sweeten the pot. If I think your partners have done a sufficient job reddening your little backsides, I’ll waive the full hour of demerit time.”

      Holly raised her hand and stood up. “I volunteer as tribute.”

      There was a beat of silence before the room exploded with laughter. His lips twitching, the man on the stage clapped his hands for silence. “All right, kajira Holly. Do I have anyone who’s interested in teaching our lovely comedienne here the error of her ways?”

      “Me.” Wearing a fresh shirt, the unknown agent from the restaurant walked across the room and stepped forward, moving to stand next to Holly. Leaning down, he whispered something in her ear that made her flush pink, then turned his attention to Flint.

      The light of recognition flashed in his eyes, making Flint wonder if he would have to arrange for an accident for the man. He wasn’t thrilled with the idea and wouldn’t do anything to cause serious harm, but it was too important that Carmen be allowed to go free until his handler came back with the information he needed.

      Holly turned to face her chair and bent over, her hands resting on the seat. The agent flipped her costume over her hips and laid a hand on the curve of her lower back. He spared one glance for her to make sure she was steady and, following the instructions from the man on the stage, blistered her pretty ass in a very expert fashion that made Flint’s cock stand up and take notice. Though he wished he was the one delivering the spanking, he enjoyed watching a professional at work almost as much as he liked watching Holly’s ass bounce every time a blow connected to her generous flesh.

      Holly squeaked at the last swat to the crease between her ass and thigh and tried to stand. Holding her in position, the man leaned over her and whispered, “Dane Morgan. We met in Cybercrime with Agent Carter, 2007. Can we agree not to shoot each other?”

      Flint nodded and watched as the agent helped Holly stand before kissing her cheek. He would wait and see what the two agents did and hope he wouldn’t have to arrange anything messy to take them out of play.

      “I assume you will pay more attention to where you’re going in the future?”

      Sniffing, she wiped at her nose with the back of her hand. “Yes, sir.”

      “Good girl. Have a seat next to your Master, little one, and have a good day.” He gave Flint a nod and left the demo.

      Holly lowered her butt to the seat, wincing as she made contact with the hard plastic.

      From the stage, Kade laughed. “All right, Holly. Your demerits are taken care of and you’re free to go if your Master has other plans for you.”

      Squirming on her chair, she said, “Thank you, Master Kade.”

      The sounds of hands striking flesh and high-pitched squeals of pain and pleasure egged Flint into something he probably should have done in the privacy of their suite. Leaning over, he hooked a thumb under her collar and tugged her closer. “You bet your pretty pink ass I have plans for you. We’re just getting started, kajira.”

      Pulling her over his lap, he added to the reddened marks on her bottom. Dane had done a thorough job, but he’d missed a few spots. Aiming carefully at a pale swath of skin at the edge of her tender sit spot, Flint let his hand fall, delivering a hard spank to the unmarked flesh. She squeaked and kicked out. Shifting her on his lap, he swung his leg out, trapping her calves.

      He continued, delivering six more hard swats to her tender backside. Christ, he could spank her all day, just for the opportunity to see her alabaster skin turn pink and bounce under his hand.

      Rubbing her ass, he leaned down. “Are you going to do anything else so monumentally stupid to put yourself at risk again?”

      “He was looking at you. I didn’t like it. And you’re wasting time, F— Master Miguel. You wanted us to stay low and hide.”

      Flint swatted her ass, aiming for a spot Dane had already painted pink. “Watch it, kajira. You very nearly messed up.”

      She hissed, her hand flying back to protect her bottom. “And I volunteered so we could get my demerits done before Carmen wakes up. I’m not the one risking things.”

      He caught her hand and held it behind her back then added two more swats to her thighs because she was right, damn it. Watching her get a spanking and getting in a few licks of his own had driven all logical thought out of his head.

      Flint helped her off his lap, making sure she was steady. She tried to rub the sting out of her bottom but he brushed her hands away, allowing the pink silk to fall over her burning ass.

      “You’re right. Let’s get out of here.” Gripping her leash in one sweating hand, he led her through the crowd, hurrying her along through the corridor and up the stairs to their suite. The door shut behind them and he let out a sigh of relief.

      “Nadu, kajira.”

      Carmen wasn’t the only danger in this resort. The biggest danger was kneeling at his feet.
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      Flint was pissed, and Holly could understand his reasoning. Admittedly, she hadn’t thought her plan through very well. It had been the best she’d been able to come up with at the time. She just wished she knew what he and the strange man had said in their whispered conversation over her back.

      He pulled the do not disturb sign from the door knob then opened the door to hang it outside. The locks clicked, loud in the quiet room. Turning, he glared down at her. “Stand up.”

      “Flint, I—”

      “Stand, kajira. Don’t make me tell you twice. You also forgot my name.”

      She winced and got to her feet, her head lowered to avoid his angry glare.

      “Hair.”

      Holding back a sigh, Holly obeyed, allowing her hair to fall forward as she bent at the waist. Wrapping his fist in the red strands, Flint led her to the bed. Her knees hit the edge of the mattress and she put her hands down to catch herself before she fell. Despite his anger, her pussy twitched at the thought of her imminent punishment.

      Muttering under his breath, he let her hair go and stripped the top sheet and coverlet down, dropping them in a careless heap on the floor before arranging the pillows to form a kind of bolster in the center of the bed. His footsteps sounded behind her and she closed her eyes at the sound of the dresser drawer being pulled open.

      She knew what those drawers held. Flint had only given her a taste of their delights this morning, and this was a punishment. “I thought we were going to the Dungeon.”

      “Later. There’s plenty here to make you a very repentant kajira. Lose the costume.”

      Releasing the ties holding the sides of her costume together, she straightened and shrugged the pink silk off her shoulders, allowing it to drop to the floor at her feet. “Master Miguel, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

      The drawer slammed shut, but he didn’t move into her field of vision. “You’re right. You shouldn’t have. You should have kept your head down and done as you were told. Hopefully, you’ll remember when I’m finished with you.” Snapping his fingers next to her ear, he said, “Now, get on the bed over those pillows. I want to see that ass in the air.”

      Holly scrambled to obey, her knees quivering at his low growl. Despite his obvious irritation, he stroked her back, his fingers gentle as he petted her spine.

      “Why are you being punished, Holly?”

      “Because I put you at risk, and—”

      “No. That’s not why, but you’re right about the risk part. Try again.”

      “Because…” She couldn’t think of who else she’d put at risk. Maybe the man she’d spilled coffee on had been another agent, and Flint would now have to make sure he didn’t get close to Carmen.

      Flint sighed and laid a coil of rope on the bed. He knelt next to her and, taking her hand, wrapped several turns of the hemp around her wrist, checking to make sure he wasn’t pinching her or cutting off her circulation. He did the same thing to her thigh, effectively tying her wrist to her knee. After repeating the tie on the other side, he held a dragon’s tongue in front of her face.

      Damn. That thing was going to sting on her already sore bottom. She tried again and said, “Because I put your operation at risk.”

      “Wrong again.”

      The lash fell on her upturned ass, sending a sharp sting deep into the muscle. Holly gritted her teeth and tried to relax against the next blow. Flint painted her backside with the stinging implement, his methodical strokes never landing in the same place twice.

      “One more chance before I take you downstairs and find someone good with a single tail, kajira. We’ll put you on a cross and let everyone watch.”

      The lash fell again, catching her inner thigh. She shrieked, though the sting wasn’t as bad as it might have been. She was more surprised by his threat than by the touch of the implement, and was doubly shocked by the punch of arousal she felt from his delicious words. “I don’t know, damn it! I’m sorry I put you at risk!”

      “I already told you it wasn’t me.” Flint pushed the handle of the whip between her thighs, stroking her wet pussy. “And look at that,” he murmured. “It looks like someone is enjoying this too much.”

      Holly whimpered at the sensation of the rough leather on her sensitive folds, pressing her core into the handle. She bit back a hiss of displeasure when he pulled it away, but he soon replaced it with his fingers. She almost missed the hard bite of the whip handle against her pussy, but forgot all about it when Flint pinched her clit, rubbing it to ease the sting. Her pussy clenched around air and she groaned when he took his hand away.

      “I almost forgot something. Maybe this will help jog your memory.” He stepped away for a moment but returned quickly.

      A trickle of cold liquid spilled between the cheeks of her ass and she flinched. Flint chuckled and rubbed the lube into her crinkled rosebud, slowly working it into her ass with a thick finger to loosen her. A second later, she felt the intrusion of a plug, and relaxed to allow him to insert it. The base of the plug breached her ass and she let out a soft whimper as Flint twisted it, seating it deeply inside her.

      “What’s your safeword, kajira?”

      “Artichoke.”

      “Good girl. Say yellow if you need a break, okay?”

      “Yes, Master Miguel.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut as he stepped away once again. Her brain was too muddled with pleasure from the plug in her ass and the lingering heat from her spankings, and she didn’t protest when he wrapped a black scarf around her eyes.

      “Maybe this will help you remember.” He grabbed her hair and she felt his warm breath against her ear. “If you can tell me why you’re being punished, I’ll let you come. Until then, I’m going to keep you right on the edge as I whip your disobedient ass.”

      He pushed something into her empty pussy and leaned back. She heard a click and the thing inside her hummed, vibrating against the plug. She gasped in pleasure, the sound cutting off when he started working her ass with a different implement.

      This one was thuddy and wide and she recognized a leather prison strap. Rather than a sharp pop of sound, it gave a meaty whap that made her ass jiggle. Damn, it hurt! It felt amazing, too, especially when he caught the base of the plug in her ass, jostling it against the toy in her pussy.

      The vibrations increased, massaging her G-spot until she couldn’t catch her breath. She let out a soundless moan and tried to press her hips against the pillows to rub her aching clit. From behind her, Flint laughed and the toy stopped its maddening teasing.

      “Naughty girl. Why are you being punished?”

      Holly couldn’t think! She’d been right on the verge of a tremendous orgasm, her body still shaking with the need to come. Who else could have been at risk? She shook her head back and forth, hoping to jog something loose that would satisfy him. The strap fell on her sit spots, already sore and tender from his play.

      When he stroked her back, his gentle touch so different in contrast to his punishment, she got it. “Because I put myself at risk,” she whispered.

      She screeched when he turned up the vibration on the toy in her pussy, the maddening sensation increasing when Flint stroked her clit, pinching and rolling the sensitive flesh between his fingers.

      “That’s my good girl. Come for me.”

      Squeezing her eyes shut behind the blindfold, she allowed free rein to the orgasm barreling down on her. Someone pounded on the door, stalling that massive thing in its tracks.

      “God fucking damn it all to hell!” He kissed her cheek softly, giving her ass one last sharp swat. “Hold that thought. I’ll be right back.” Leaving the toy running, he left her whimpering on the bed.

      Though she’d never considered herself a violent person, she hoped he killed whoever had knocked.
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      Flint cracked the door, opening it just enough to see his unwanted guest. He wondered if Holly would like Carmen’s head stuffed and mounted as a birthday present. He’d been this close to watching his beautiful kajira come apart on his fingers.

      Carmen’s eyes widened as he looked down. “Jesus, cover your junk before you put someone’s eye out! It’s no wonder you can’t go through airport security without a body scan.”

      “What do you want? I’m busy.” Flint made no move to hide his hard cock, letting it remain in full view, along with the heavy gold ring bisecting the tip.

      His face darkening, Carmen growled, “Watch your tone with me, Mario. You need to pull your dick out of your bitch and get back to work.”

      Pitching his voice low, Flint leaned forward. “I am at work, boss. She might know something about how to get to the third floor. All I have to do is make her feel good enough to trust me.” He stroked himself, running a thumb over the piercing.

      Carmen flushed and took a step backward. “Oh.” He took one more glance at Flint’s erection and coughed to clear his throat. “Sorry I cock blocked you, man. We’ll meet later and you can let me know what you find out.”

      The embarrassed disgust on Carmen’s face was worth exposing himself to everyone passing down the hall. Flint slammed the door without answering and threw the deadbolt over its hook on the frame.

      He stood at the door, stroking his cock as he watched Holly squirm on the bed. Her skin glistened with a thin sheen of sweat, making her gleam in the light from the window, and the jeweled base of the plug in her ass sent rainbows over her skin.

      “Flint?” Her voice quavered on his name.

      He walked to the bed and knelt next to her, caressing her back to soothe her as he turned off the vibrating toy. “It’s okay, Holly. He’s gone.”

      “Sorry, Master Miguel. Did I hear him right? Did he really say he was sorry for cock blocking you?”

      “Yeah.” He brushed her hair away from her sweaty face, pulling it over one shoulder before scattering kisses on the soft skin of her neck. He wanted to reward her for remembering his alias, though he loved hearing her say his real name.

      “I can’t even imagine that.”

      Flint smirked, though Holly couldn’t see it. “I guess he saw something that reminded him of his manners.”

      “I didn’t think he knew what those were.” She bit her lip and turned her head to face him. “Can you untie me now? I’ve learned my lesson, and I won’t do anything else to put either of us at risk.”

      “Are you uncomfortable?” He checked her fingers and legs for circulation, making sure the ropes weren’t pinching.

      “No, I’m fine, but—”

      “Then we’re not done yet. I haven’t given you your reward for figuring out the right answer.”

      He turned the egg up and Holly squealed. She was such a vocal little thing and he loved hearing the sounds she made during playtime. Letting the egg drive her nuts, he twisted the plug in her ass and fucked her with it, his strokes slow and methodical as he worked the plug in and out.

      When she started moving her hips to meet his thrusts, he almost lost control of himself. He wanted nothing more than to feel her wet heat surround his cock, feel her clench down on him as she came. But he couldn’t. Holly was meant for better things, and he had too many sins blackening his soul to risk tainting her with them.

      The only thing he could give her was a weekend full of pleasure and a hopeful promise to keep her safe. If she remembered him after this weekend, he could at least make sure the memories were good ones. And maybe, just maybe, he could soften the blow of watching him do nothing when Carmen murdered her friend.

      Still fucking her ass with the plug, he reached under her and stroked her clit. “I love seeing you so wet for me.”

      Holly cried out as she pressed against his hand, begging wordlessly for him to work her swollen clit harder. Pinching it gently, he rolled the tender nub between his fingers, making her pant out her arousal into the bedding. “I’m so close, Flint! Please!”

      Her whimpering cries made him grit his teeth against the throbbing in his balls. Flattening his palm, he spanked her pussy hard. “What’s my name, Holly? You’re messing it up so often, I’m not sure you deserve to come.”

      She whined and pressed against his hand. “Master Miguel! Damn it, please let me come!”

      “Not quite yet.” He shifted his weight on the bed, positioning his cock in front of her face. Grabbing her hair, he tugged her forward until her lips touched the pierced crown of his cock. “Open your mouth and show me what a good girl you can be.”

      This was so wrong. He shouldn’t have touched her at all, much less spanked her pretty ass. Yet when she sucked his dick into her sweet, hot mouth, his eyes rolled back in his head and he hissed in pleasure. He couldn’t have stopped himself if he tried.

      And he did try. When he attempted to pull out of her mouth, she growled, sending shockwaves of pleasure into his balls. Her teeth closed around him, not biting, but warning him to stay exactly where he was. It was a firm reminder to a wannabe dom that the sub held all the power. He could bluster and punish and deny all he wanted. At this moment, Holly held him in the palm of her dainty hand.

      His eyes crossed and he thought his heart was going to stop when she pulled back until just the head remained in her mouth and stroked her pink tongue over his piercing, rubbing against the metal as she sucked him. Blinking to clear his vision, he stared down at her, his hands itching to tear away the blindfold covering her face.

      Swearing under his breath, he pulled the fabric away, desperately needing to see her mismatched eyes, but dreading it at the same time. Would he see hate in those stunning orbs of blue and green? It would kill him, but he deserved her antipathy.

      It wasn’t hate in her eyes, though. Her pupils were blown, nearly obscuring the irises. He saw the same want that boiled in his gut. It was a desperate need to consume and be consumed.
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      Holly blinked as the blindfold was whipped away from her face. Flint loomed over her, his large hand cupping the back of her head as she teased the head of his cock. She liked giving head, and he had that wonderful Prince Albert just for her amusement. His groans of pleasure were music to her ears as she played with the heavy gold jewelry.

      Though her backside was still hot and sore from his punishment, she clenched around the vibrating egg in her pussy, jostling it against the plug in her ass. She couldn’t come from those tiny movements but she liked the tease.

      She took him deep into her mouth, holding steady as his piercing hit the back of her throat. He growled and she took a deep breath before relaxing her throat to take him.

      With a low curse, he pulled away, leaving a string of drool leading from her lips to the tip of his cock. She licked her lips, enjoying the sweet, slightly musky flavor of clean male on her tongue.

      “Fuck me, Master Miguel.” She wanted to call him by his real name, but he was right. It was worth both their lives for her to keep them straight in her head. She tried to remind herself that Miguel was a costume. His alias was like her pink silk dress. When she put it on, she wasn’t Holly. She was kajira.

      He wiped his face with a shaking hand, leaving the other clenched tightly in her hair. His jaw tightened, making the veins in his neck stand out in sharp relief against his dusky skin. “Holly, I—”

      “Please, Master!” She thrust her hips against the pillow, desperate for a touch, any touch, to ease her need.

      With a low curse, he grabbed a condom from the nightstand. She whimpered as the foil wrapper tore, watching as he eased the latex over his thick cock. When he was sheathed, he buried his fist in her hair and lifted her face up for a torrid kiss that stopped her breath. The lack of air didn’t matter. Flint would breathe for them both. His tongue dueled with hers for supremacy, tasting her with delicious languor as his hands cupped her face.

      Pulling away, he traced her swollen lips with a thumb. “I shouldn’t do this. There is so much danger, so much you don’t know about me. But God help me, I can’t resist you.”

      Holly stared up into his beautiful, troubled brown eyes. Maybe he was right. Maybe it was better to keep their relationship platonic. They both knew there was no future for them. “None of that changes how much I want you.”

      Flint squeezed his eyes shut, his hand still cupping her jaw. She shifted her hips and he growled when she spread her thighs in invitation. The bed shifted under his weight as he moved to kneel between her legs.

      Her pussy dripped for him, a trickle of fluid slicking her inner thighs as she clenched around the toys in her ass and pussy. His warm fingers stroked her wet core as he eased the vibe out then twisted the plug in her ass, making her gasp in pleasure.

      “Master, the plug—”

      “Is going to stay right where it is.” He leaned down, covering her back with his warmth. “Have you ever fantasized about double penetration, little kajira?”

      “I…” Her face grew hot with embarrassment and it didn’t occur to her to lie. “Yes, Master. I have.”

      “Good girl.” Pushing the toy in deeper, he added, “This is as close as you’re going to get.”

      Still covering her back with his lightly furred chest, he eased the latex-covered tip of his cock into her. His nipple piercings rasped deliciously against her skin, making her shiver as he slowly drove into her. That amazing Prince Albert rubbed her channel in all the right ways as he bottomed out, his groin pushing against the plug to lodge it deep. She was so damn full, and it was the most wonderful experience she’d ever had.

      Resting his weight on one hand, he used the other to brush her hair away from the back of her neck then dropped soft kisses on her tender skin as he moved inside her, his gentle thrust and retreat dragging her down into sensual overload.

      She wanted to beg him to move faster. Wanted it a little rough and dirty. Wanted bruises on her hips from his fingers. But she wanted his slow, languorous fuck to go on forever. It was almost as if he was making love to her, but that wasn’t possible. They barely knew each other.

      “You are so gorgeous, Holly. I love the feel of your hot little pussy around my dick.” He shortened his strokes, snapping his hips back and forth to rub his piercing over her G-spot. “You’re so damned delicious, and fucking you is like heaven.”

      Holly cried out, so incredibly aroused by his filthy talk that she nearly came from it. “Oh, God, Master, fuck me like you mean it!”

      He choked out a laugh and straightened, his hands gripping her hips just like she’d wanted. “Be careful what you wish for, kajira.”

      Digging his fingers into her soft flesh, he thrust so deep inside her she saw stars, but damn, it was so good. Using what little bit of leverage she could manage, she moved her ass back to meet his thrusts, drawing a harsh groan from him.

      He moved his free hand between her legs and pinched her clit, the sensation almost as painful as it was wonderful. She screamed and clenched around him, unable to hold back the orgasm about to steal her wits.
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      The clench of Holly’s orgasm nearly choked his cock off at the root. Between the slick tightness of her flesh and the plug, it was a wonder he hadn’t disgraced himself already. He’d entertained the thought of wresting two orgasms from his lovely kajira, but that wasn’t going to be possible. Already, his balls were drawn up tight against his body as he used every trick in the book to keep his own orgasm at bay.

      When she screamed, he lost it, coming so hard he thought he’d broken the condom. It wasn’t the first time he’d made a woman scream out her completion, but hearing Holly’s cries of pleasure sent a shard of aching warmth directly to the shriveled thing he called a heart.

      Gripping the base of his dick to keep the condom in place, he eased out of her and quickly released the ropes around her wrists and thighs before helping her lie down to rest. Sweaty, disheveled, and flushed pink from their exertions, she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.

      “Holly, tell me how you’re doing, sweetheart.”

      A small smile twitched up the corners of her lips. “Just peachy, kind sir,” she slurred. “You sure know how to show a girl a good time.”

      Flint shook his head and smiled as he rubbed the ligature marks on her wrists and thighs before easing the plug from her ass. She whimpered as it came out.

      “Are you okay?” he asked. “Did that hurt?”

      “No, it’s all good, Master. I just liked it being there.” She sighed and nestled into the pillow, her face turned away from him.

      “Good to know.” He brushed her hair away from her sweaty face. “I’m going to get rid of the condom and start a bath for you. Are you okay to be by yourself for a few minutes?”

      She roused herself enough to open a blue eye, though the green one stayed firmly closed. “Gonna take a nap. I’ll shower later.”

      He chuckled and leaned down to kiss her cheek. “Fair enough. I’ll wake you later for lunch.”

      Flint left her curled up on the bed and went into the bathroom. Flipping on the light, he eased the condom off his flaccid cock. The used latex hung from his hand over the toilet for a scant moment before he noticed the tip dripping viscous fluid into the bowl.

      Oh. Fuck. He dropped the condom into the toilet and flushed before washing his hands. Cupping the cold water in his palms, he splashed his face and stared into the mirror. There was a part of him that was horrified. Another part crowed like a rooster and wanted to see Holly get round with his child. He squashed those imbecilic ideas firmly under the weight of duty.

      He shut off the lights and trudged to the bed. Staring down at Holly’s sleeping form, he shook his head. It didn’t matter what he wanted. He’d settle this thing with Carmen and then he’d go on to the next assignment. There wasn’t room for anything else, but he would have to let her know about the broken condom when she woke.

      Though he wanted nothing more than to curl up against Holly’s sleeping warmth, he tugged his phone out of his suitcase and sat down in the room’s single armchair. He typed in the complicated password before pressing his thumb against the sensor to disengage the lock. Three messages popped up from his handler.

      His heart sank when he read the first. Vasyli Alexiov had been dead for almost a year, meaning either Holly’s name was wrong, or someone had taken his place. The second message advised him to hold tight and stick close to Carmen while his counterparts searched for more information.

      The third made him want to throw up.

      Do not interfere with the Grace Barnes affair. Be sure there is sufficient evidence to arrest Massino for her murder. Holly Dansen may still be an asset, but don’t do anything heroic to protect her. We already have her information.

      He shivered and wiped the messages then dropped the device in his lap. Leaning back against the soft chair cushions, he scrubbed his face with his palm. His superiors called one woman ‘an asset,’ and another ‘acceptable collateral damage’ just to get one piece of scum off the street. They had lives, families, people who loved them. They were human beings. Picking up the phone again, his fingers flew across the virtual keyboard.

      Get off your fucking ass and find out who took over for Alexiov.

      It had to be one of Alexiov’s sons, or one of the goons he had run with. Flint had never been exposed to that facet of Carmen’s business and had only a vague idea of the players. He would give almost anything to leave this assignment to go shake some answers out of them. For the first time in nearly fifteen years of service, he questioned his place.

      What right did the US government have to write off two people? He gazed down at Holly, so sweet and calm, her innocence untainted by the ugly truth of his life and realized he couldn’t do it. She was not going to be a sacrifice and, with luck, neither would Grace Barnes.

      Flint cracked his neck, enjoying the release of tension. For now, he had a beautiful woman in his bed and some time to enjoy it. He tucked his phone away and crawled into bed. Gathering Holly into his arms, he buried his face into her hair and inhaled. Though the fragrant mass still smelled of chemical dye, her sweet scent came through.

      For as long as she slept, he could pretend what they had was real and wouldn’t end when Carmen murdered Grace Barnes. It was just a stupid pipe dream, though. Wrapping himself around her comforting warmth, he closed his eyes and let himself drift off as he cocooned the woman he couldn’t have.
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      Holly traced the tiny lines around Flint’s eyes with a gentle fingertip. Even in sleep, he worried, and it made her sad. Peering closer at his face, she noted several tiny scars. He’d had a nose piercing, two in his left eyebrow, and his left ear had four open holes above the pink diamond. The body art didn’t bother her, though she wondered why he’d removed those pieces of jewelry and not the others. Maybe those hadn’t fit with the Mario Ricci persona he’d created.

      She’d lain awake watching him for hours, and her stomach was reminding her they’d skipped lunch in favor of fucking like bunnies. She was still sore in all the right places from it, but the lowering sun along with her rumbling tummy were making her all too aware of the passage of time.

      Even without being told, she knew their relationship, if one could call it that, had a sell-by date. It would end when Carmen was caught, or if the unthinkable happened and he killed Grace. Flint would leave, too. Holly sighed and traced the arch of his brow with a gentle fingertip.

      If the unthinkable happened and Carmen managed to kill Grace Barnes, where would Flint go after that? Would he stay with Carmen, hoping to stop the shipments of weapons? Yes, she decided, he probably would. Pulling her hand away from his face, she got out of bed, careful not to jostle him.

      Holly put on her costume, fisting the chain leash in one hand to keep it from making noise. Grabbing the keycard to the suite, she left, shutting the door quietly behind her as she slipped into the crowds moving toward the supper buffet. It was seafood night; her favorite. Biting her lip, she hoped Flint wasn’t allergic to fish.

      As she made her way down the stairs, she noticed several submissives wearing blindfolds, their attentive Masters and Mistresses helping them. She blended into the crowd, trying to make herself as inconspicuous as possible. Just a kajira on an errand for her Master, folks. Nothing to see here.

      There were a few people she didn’t want to see. Carmen was first on the list, of course, but so were any guests she thought looked too observant to be at a resort catering to sensual pleasure, like the man who had spanked her during the demo that morning. She also didn’t want to see any of the resident Masters. They would invariably ask questions, and she didn’t want to be put in a position where she had to lie. Thankfully, Saturday night would likely see at least most of the resident Masters at Master Marshall’s private table.

      She spotted Carmen at a table in a corner and darted behind the buffet line until she was sure she was out of his range of vision. Sitting alone, Carmen ate quickly, giving a venomous stare to every submissive wearing a blindfold. Despite the danger, she couldn’t help a tiny bit of smug satisfaction at his obvious irritation.

      Catching sight of one of her friends from the kitchens, she hurried over to catch her. Careful not to make Mimi drop the heavy bus pan she was carrying, Holly said, “Hey, Mimi, can you help me? My master is resting and wanted me to bring supper up to his suite.”

      Mimi gave her a cheerful smile and said, “Sure thing. Just give me a few to dump these dishes. I’ll even help you carry it upstairs.”

      “You’re the best. Thanks!”

      Holly followed Mimi into the kitchen then helped her assemble a large tasting tray for her and Flint to share. They used a side exit from the kitchen to avoid the crowd and made their way upstairs. Juggling the heavy tray, Holly got the door open and the two women crept inside to lay down their burdens.

      Mimi glanced over at Flint’s sleeping form and gave Holly a thumb’s up. He was sprawled in the position Holly had left him in, arms and legs starfished across the bed, one corner of the sheet barely covering his groin.

      As she escorted Mimi out, Holly mouthed, “Thank you.”

      “You are a lucky girl, Holly. He’s fi-ine,” Mimi whispered.

      “Shhh!” She tried to quiet her friend, but couldn’t help a small giggle. “Yeah, he’s pretty yummy.” With a wave and a promise to catch up that Holly wasn’t sure she’d live long enough to keep, she shut the door behind Mimi and leaned against the wood, breathing out a sigh of relief.

      Leaving the warming domes on their food, she sat down on the bed next to Flint. Amazingly enough, he hadn’t woken at all, despite the noise of two people setting trays down. As she let out a breath, her good mood faded and she rested her hands in her lap to keep herself from touching him again.

      The poor man needed the sleep and she didn’t want to wake him. He’d been up all night chasing after Carmen, after all. Her pussy twinged at the memory of what they’d done after she’d gotten her demerits taken care of, but as needy as they’d both been, it wasn’t at all surprising he slept like the dead. Carefully sliding off the bed, she went to the table and sat down.

      Lifting one of the cloches, she pulled a plate of steamed lobster tails from the tray, along with a small ceramic bowl of drawn butter. Reminding herself that lobster wasn’t too horrible for her diet as long as she didn’t drown it in butter, she slipped her thumb along the cut opening, pushing the meat from the shell. The trouble with lobster would be saving some of it for Flint. Holly freely admitted to a desperate need for a twelve-step program for her addiction to the succulent crustaceans.
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      There was a certain redheaded kajira who needed a spanking. Keeping his eyes slitted, Flint watched the two women bring in large trays of food and whisper at the door. Though people who eavesdrop often hear things they don’t like, his ego got a little boost as he listened to their whispered conversation.

      So he was yummy, was he? And fi-ine, with two syllables? It was almost enough to make him consider the possibility of lessening Holly’s punishment. She was still going to get a cropping for leaving the suite without him, but he’d make it good for her. Hadn’t he just told her not to put herself in danger?

      He watched her sit down and take a plate from under one of the metal domes. Lobster tails. She loosened the meat from the shell and, using her fingers, dipped the treat into butter. After shaking off the excess, she bit into the lobster and closed her eyes. Her moan of pleasure made his cock hard faster than he’d thought possible for a thirty-five-year-old man.

      Okay, maybe watching Holly suck butter from her fingers could make him change his mind about her punishment, but not if she ate that second lobster tail. He wouldn’t say it was enough to moan over, but he liked lobster too. He turned his head to the side but she was so entranced with her treat that she didn’t notice.

      “Is this a private party or can anyone join in?”

      To his immense satisfaction, Holly squeaked in surprise and dropped her ill-gotten booty. “Master F—Master Miguel. I’m glad you’re awake. I brought dinner for us.”

      He stood and slipped his sweats over his raging erection then joined her at the table. “First, tell me why you left our suite after I specifically told you to stay in.” He took the plate away from her and took a bite of the delicately steamed flesh.

      The skin between her finely arched brows wrinkled. “You didn’t say that. You said not to put myself at risk again, and I didn’t. I hid in the crowd going downstairs, and on the way back, Mimi and I used the kitchen entrance while Carmen was still eating. He couldn’t have seen me.”

      Damn it. She was right. “Be that as it may, you understood the intent of the rule. Tell me what was so important that you had to go out.”

      She shrugged and picked up her napkin, wringing it with her fingers. “We skipped lunch and you were still asleep. I thought it would be safer for both of us if I brought something up here using the staff exit from the kitchen.” Dropping the twisted cloth, she lifted her head and met his eyes. “And I have some news for you. I’m not sure if it’s good or not.”

      Flint sighed and let it go. She’d obviously thought her plan through and she was probably right. Again. How annoying. “Okay, what is it?”

      “There are a lot of subs wearing blindfolds roaming around the Castle. I don’t know if there’s something going on, but Carmen is pissed. I saw him as I was sneaking through the dining room.”

      He barked out a laugh, nearly choking on his food. “That’s very clever, actually. Grace will be able to hide in plain sight.”

      She pulled the cloche off the rest of their food, revealing an array of steamed and fried seafood, along with raw oysters over ice. Picking up an oyster, she sprinkled a few drops of pepper sauce on it and slid it into her mouth. Once she’d finished swallowing, she said, “I thought so, too, at first.”

      She ate another oyster and Flint watched in fascination as she tilted up her chin to allow the bivalve into her mouth. Her lips closed and she swallowed. Jesus, that was fucking hot. He shook his head to clear the arousal from his brain. “I’m not seeing the problem.”

      “Carmen is many things, but he isn’t stupid. He might see the blindfolds as proof that someone knows he’s here.” She reached for a hush puppy but instead of eating it, she broke the fried cornbread into tiny pieces. “What is so special about Grace Barnes that he would take such a risk staying?”

      Flint took her hand and brought it to his lips. “She witnessed a murder. He won’t let that go, but you’re right about one thing. This is going to make him an absolute pain in my ass until we can get this resolved.”

      “So, what do we do?”

      He liked hearing that we from her too damned much. “First, we’re going to finish this wonderful meal you brought us.” He glanced at the tray, finding another pair of lobster tails. Taking one, he passed the plate to her, but she only picked at it. “We’re going to eat until we’re stuffed and then we’re going to take a bath. After that…” He pulled the meat from the lobster shell and dipped it in butter before holding it out for her. “After that, I’m going to go find Carmen and hopefully misdirect him enough to keep him away from Grace. Open, please.”

      Blinking in surprise, she opened her mouth, allowing him to slip a bite of food inside. She chewed contemplatively and swallowed. He gave her another bite and let her finish the treat as he slid his chair over to sit next to her. He liked feeding her, loved caring for his woman. She wasn’t his, not really, but for just this evening, he could pretend.

      Between them, they cleared almost everything on both trays, including the best key lime pie he’d ever eaten. The only thing that would have improved it would have been a wine selection to complement the food, but he understood and agreed with the restrictions on alcohol in the resort.

      After wiping his mouth, he stood and held out a hand to help her up. “Let’s get in the shower and clean up. After that, I’m going to tuck you in. You’ll sleep while I go look for Carmen.”

      “Yes, Master.”

      As he led her into the bathroom and helped her out of her costume, he said, “I like that. Keep calling me Master instead of using a name. That will be easier to remember.”

      “Okay.”

      He heard the exhaustion in her voice. She probably hadn’t gotten any more sleep than he had. “You do not leave this room until tomorrow morning, and only with me.” He tipped up her chin to make her look at him. “Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Master. I understand.”

      Flint kissed her forehead, letting his lips linger against her soft skin. “Good girl.” He turned on the water, letting it warm before helping her into the tub. Positioning her under the showerhead, he spilled a dollop of shampoo into his hand and worked it through the long strands of her hair.

      She groaned in pleasure as he massaged her scalp, intent on getting rid of the chemical odor from the dye. “That feels nice, Master.”

      “Good. I’m glad you’re enjoying it.” He took the showerhead off the wall and carefully rinsed her hair, grimacing at the red tinted water flowing down the drain. “I’m sorry I asked them to color your hair.” She leaned against him and he bit back a curse as her curvy ass snuggled against his cock.

      “Don’t be,” she said. “Carmen would have recognized me last night if you hadn’t.” She grabbed a sea sponge and added soap from the dispenser, working it into a lather before turning to wash his chest and arms.

      She lingered over his nipple piercings, the soft sponge more tantalizing than anything he’d ever felt. Allowing the showerhead to rinse away the soap, she took one of the barbells into her mouth and sucked.
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        * * *

      

      Flint tasted good. Clean, hot male, a little salt, and something that was uniquely him. The gold barbell in his nipple banged against her teeth, but she didn’t care. Pulling away, she washed him, scrubbing his torso. She pushed gently to turn him, making him face away from her so she could get his back.

      He was like velvet over steel, solid and warm. Comforting, though his body was a mass of roped muscle and scars. She kissed the puckered scar of a bullet wound on his left shoulder. He’d been through so much, and she sniffed back a few tears at the thought of all he’d endured. Dropping to her knees, she washed his legs then gently pushed his hip to turn him around.

      Even his thick cock was gorgeous. She soaped him, watching avidly as he hardened under her attentive gaze. The sight of creamy pre-cum beading at the tip of his pierced cock made her drool and she took him into her mouth. Damn, he was sweet; a delectable treat better than the pie they’d shared after their meal.

      Flint groaned, his hands delving into her wet hair as he thrust into her mouth. Hollowing her cheeks, Holly tongued the vein on the underside of his cock, relishing his responsive shudder. With a curse, he hauled her to her feet and pushed her against the tiles.

      “Sexy bitch,” he muttered. He picked her up and she wrapped her legs around his hips.

      Holly loved when he manhandled her. Stuck between cold tile and a hot man was the absolute best place to be. He muttered nonsensical, filthy things in her ear in a mixture of Spanish and English. She couldn’t understand most of his words, but all of them made her wet. His cock prodded at her soaking pussy and she strained to take him inside her.

      He lowered her gently, allowing her breasts to rasp against his muscular chest. “Condom.”

      She nuzzled his chest, nipping the slabs of muscle. “Drawer under the bathroom sink.”

      Flint threw his wet body out of the shower, nearly falling as he slid across the tiled floor to retrieve protection. When he returned, he slapped a handful of condoms on the shelf next to them. Tearing one open with his teeth, he sheathed himself and hoisted her into his arms once more.

      Holly whimpered as he eased himself inside her. Though she was still a bit sore from their play earlier, she welcomed him. He felt so damned good. Even through the condom, his piercing rubbed every sweet spot she had. Her nipples rasped against his hair-roughened chest as he moved, and his fingers dug into her hips as he held her for his possession. She wasn’t a petite woman, but he made her feel that way when he lifted her then let her fall as he impaled her on his cock, penetrating so deeply she saw stars.

      His deep thrusts drove her to the brink of orgasm. When she cried out in pleasure, he captured the sound with his lips, kissing her deeply. Their tongues meshed and dueled for control, teeth clicking together as he dominated the kiss as easily as he’d taken control of her body. Her fingers dug into his shoulders and she let her head fall back against the tiles. His evening stubble rasped against the delicate skin of her throat as he continued kissing her.

      “Touch yourself, Holly. I want you to come all over me,” he growled.

      Obediently, she slid her hand between their bodies and tweaked her clit. Letting out a gasp, she spasmed around him. God, she was so damned close! She could feel the latex of the condom against her fingers as she worked the sensitive bit of flesh, his hoarse breathing loud over the sound of water.

      She stared into his soft brown eyes. His pupils were blown with arousal and a vein throbbed in his temple. He didn’t look like a man who was fucking; no, he was making love to her. The idea that they shared a connection like that filled her with heat even though she knew nothing could come of a relationship between them. “Master, I’m going to—”

      “Come, now!”

      As if her body had been waiting for his order, she allowed the explosive sensation of a tooth-rattling orgasm to fill her. Her pussy clamped down on him and he groaned as he thrust inside her one last time. His dick swelled, twitching as he released into the condom. He lowered his head to her shoulder, his chest shaking with exertion.

      Holly let Flint hold her as he tried to regain his breath, enjoying the feel of his arms banded around her. Too soon, he loosened his tight grip around her waist and allowed her to slide to the floor as he held the condom in place. Slipping it off, he knotted it and laid it on the lip of the tub for later disposal.

      “I have to tell you something.” His cheeks reddened and he touched his forehead to hers. “When we… I mean, this morning…” He pulled away, though not far enough to let her go. “I should have told you earlier, but the condom broke. If something happens, I—”

      She laid a finger over his lips, unwilling to hear him tell her he wouldn’t be sticking around if she ended up pregnant. With his career, how could he? “Don’t worry. I’m on birth control, and I’m free of disease. Nothing will happen.”

      Was that a flash of disappointment she saw in his eyes? No, it couldn’t be. She was mistaking relief for disappointment.

      “Okay. Good.” He bent to turn off the water and stepped out of the tub as he reached for a towel. Handing her one, he said, “I’m clean, too.”

      A knock sounded at the door to their suite, making Holly flinch. She knew who it had to be, and suddenly wanted to hide Flint and keep him away from Carmen.

      Flint held a finger to his lips and turned the water back on. “Stay in the bathroom until we’re gone. I’m going to have to go with him, but I’ll try not to be gone too long.”

      Wrapping herself in the heavy towel, she nodded. “I know. I just wish—”

      Lowering his head, Flint kissed her, cutting off her words. “Behave yourself and stay in the suite. If I find out you’ve left, you won’t sit comfortably for a week.” He stole another kiss and tapped her nose. “Understand?”

      Holly tried to smile, but she didn’t think it was successful. “Yes, Master.”

      He didn’t return the smile. Instead, he stroked her hair, bringing a wet strand to his lips. “Good girl. Let the water run until you hear us leave.”

      “Okay.”

      After stealing another kiss, Flint left, closing the door behind him. Holly got out of the tub. Pressing her ear against the door, she heard the outer door open, then Carmen’s voice. Unfortunately, she couldn’t hear what he said over the sound of the water and she didn’t dare turn it off. The old glass against the door trick worked, though. She reached for one of the glasses set on the shelf above the sink. Unwrapping it from its plastic, she held it to the door.

      The handle turned and she held back a scream.
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      Flint scowled as he wrapped the towel around his waist. Though Carmen hadn’t cock blocked him this time, it had been a near thing, and he resented not being able to enjoy the afterglow from making love to Holly. He’d wanted to cuddle her and fall asleep in her warm arms, but duty called. Opening the door, he let Carmen in, careful to keep his expression blank.

      “Where’s your ho?” Carmen asked, smirking when he glanced across the room at the mussed bed and the remains of their meal.

      Flint scrubbed at his wet hair with the towel. Wasn’t it obvious where she was? Carmen couldn’t have missed the sound of water from the bathroom, or the fact that Flint was wet. “In the shower. She worked me pretty hard today.”

      “Glad to see you’re enjoying yourself, but it’s time to get to work. We have one more day to get this shit done.” Glancing at the closed door, Carmen scowled. “What’s taking her so long in there, anyway?”

      Tossing the towel aside, Flint grabbed his kilt and vest, dressing quickly. “Who knows? Women’s stuff, probably. I have no idea what kind of shit they do.” Slipping his feet into his boots, he laced them and stood. “Ready?”

      To his horror, Carmen crossed the room and turned the knob on the bathroom door. Before Flint could stop him, he’d pushed the door open.

      Breathing out a sigh of relief, Flint felt his heart start beating again when he saw Holly’s silhouetted form against the shower curtain. Her back was to them and she stood directly under the shower head, her hair streaming in the water.

      Carmen snorted and closed the door. Giving Flint an evil smirk, he said, “She’s got a nice ass for a fat chick.”

      Instead of beating Carmen to a pulp, Flint shrugged. “Everybody’s got their preferences, boss. I’m a big guy and I like a girl I don’t have to worry about breaking.”

      Throwing back his head, Carmen laughed. “I knew there must be a reason you go after the chunky ones. You’d have liked that chick with the weird eyes I dated a few years back. Remember her? You said something about her weight back then. Guess she was too fat, even for you.”

      “Not really. There’s been too many women to bother with learning their names.” Grabbing his keycard, Flint asked, “You ready to get started?”

      “Yeah. We have only one thing to do tonight, though.” Grinning, Carmen pulled a card skimmer from his pocket and held it up. “I found out where the blind bitch is, but getting a key card to access the third floor is going to be a pain in my ass. I’ll make one instead.”

      Flint examined the tiny device. Made of black plastic, it would be almost undetectable when it was installed against the locking mechanism blocking their access to the third floor. It was an elegant and foolproof way to get what they needed, and he was surprised Carmen had thought of it himself. Even if it was found, nobody would know who’d put it there, as long as they were careful to block the cameras.

      “Good idea, boss.”

      “Of course, it is,” Carmen snapped. “All my ideas are good.”

      Flint wanted to argue but there was little point. Carmen was more likely to spray a crowded room with bullets to kill one man than he was to quietly slit his target’s throat in a bathroom. He was dangerously unpredictable and cared nothing about collateral damage.

      Despite the hour, people still wandered around the resort, including several submissives wearing blindfolds. They all looked happy and were obviously having the time of their lives. Flint still hadn’t gotten used to the amount of skin being shown. Men and women of all shapes and sizes wore next to nothing. It was charming, and strangely freeing. Holly had been lucky to find this place. It existed out of the normal stream of humanity, and he could see the attraction.

      They reached the door leading to the third level of the Castle. A small sign posted at eye level read, ‘Authorized personnel only.’ Turning his back to Carmen, Flint blocked him from the view of passersby and cameras with his larger body.

      A few seconds later, Carmen nudged him in the back. “Done,” he whispered. “We’ll stick around and wait for someone to use a card.”

      They hid in an unused playroom just around the corner from the door leading upstairs. Twenty minutes later, Master Marshall used his card and held the door open for his pregnant secretary, then followed her into the stairwell. Flint waited a few minutes and nonchalantly retrieved the skimmer. Returning, he bent his head close to Carmen’s and, speaking softly, said, “That was Master Marshall.”

      Carmen laughed, the sound ugly and vicious. “Nice. We’ll use the owner’s card to kill Grace. I think I have enough explosive to wire the whole floor, too. We’ll blow the top right off this dump. Noon on Sunday, I think. Everyone will be in their rooms or packing up to leave. We just have to find a time when everyone will be away.”

      Flint tried to keep the horror off his face, and let Carmen lead the way down the stairs. He needed a fucking drink and a chance to calm his nerves before he went back to Holly. And he needed to figure out how to prevent Carmen from doing what he intended. He could possibly cut the priming cord, preventing the explosive from detonating, but Carmen was sure to notice if he did too much.

      They reached Carmen’s room first. Sliding his key card through the reader, Carmen said, “I’m going to make a key for each of us. Tomorrow, I’d like to try to catch the little bitch so I don’t have to waste all that explosive.” With a dark scowl, he added, “It would have been easier if there weren’t so many bitches wearing blindfolds. If I didn’t know better, I’d think someone knew I was coming.”

      Not trusting himself to speak, Flint nodded and walked away. It was obvious to him that people knew Carmen would be here, but Carmen was too narcissistic to believe his plots would be discovered or guessed. Hell, Holly had figured it out and she hadn’t seen Carmen in two years.

      Walking down the stairs, he made a beeline to the bar and sat at the polished wood surface. Too busy staring at the expensive bottles on the mirrored shelves behind the bar, he nearly missed the bartender’s greeting.

      “What can I get for you, Master?” Her nametag said ‘Rhonda.’

      Flint tried to grin but his face didn’t want to make the expression. “I’ll have a shot of that Macallan 30. Don’t suppose you could make it a double, could you?”

      “No, sir. That’s against our policy.” Holding out an ink stamp, she asked, “May I have your left hand, please?”

      Flint held out his arm and said nothing as she examined his skin under a black light, then put a stamped mark on the back of his hand before pouring his drink. She cocked her head and looked down as she added an extra splash of the expensive scotch to his glass. It wasn’t quite a double, but would be good enough for government work.

      “Thanks.” He held up the glass and tried for another grin. “To Rhonda. The kindest bartender I’ve met in a while.”

      “Thank you, Master.” Peering at him from under her bangs, she asked, “Is there a problem I can help with? If you need something specific, I can call one of the resident Masters to help.”

      “No, thank you. The service has been impeccable. I just have some work issues to take care of.”

      Rhonda smiled, revealing a sexy gap between her front teeth. “If you do need assistance, any of the staff will be happy to help. I’ll let you finish your drink in peace.”

      He nodded and sipped from the rocks glass. It was rare that he got such excellent liquor and he wanted to savor it. While Carmen kept a good liquor cabinet, Flint rarely imbibed. Alcohol was not an undercover agent’s friend.

      Finishing his drink, he signed the bill, leaving a healthy tip—at Carmen’s expense, of course. Carmen had been right about one thing; he needed to sleep, and he wanted to do it wrapped around his little kajira.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Holly sat on the bed, her knees drawn up under her chin. Though it wasn’t cold, she shivered, still terrified that Carmen had seen her. It had only been from the back, but it was too damned close for comfort. She wanted Flint back. She needed his comforting strength right now, even with the risk of Carmen coming to visit again.

      She heard footsteps stop outside the door and pulled the pistol from the nightstand, its deadly weight comfortable in her hand. As she thumbed off the safety, she heard the telltale tapping of SOS on the wood. Her knees were weak with relief, but she kept them steady as she unlocked the deadbolt.

      Flint pushed inside and, ignoring the weapon in her hand, swept her into his arms, burying his face in the crook of her neck. “Your hair smells like peaches,” he rumbled. “Better than the dye.”

      “You smell like whiskey,” she whispered. “Better than Carmen.”

      He choked out a laugh and plucked the gun from her nerveless fingers, then carried her to the bed. Setting her down, he stripped off his vest and kilt, tearing at the laces of his boots before kicking them off. In just a few seconds, he had her wrapped in his arms, her face pressed against his chest. His cock thickened, growing hard against her belly, yet he didn’t move.

      “Master, do you want to—”

      “No. I want to sleep with you in my arms. We both need to rest.”

      Holly considered complaining. The feel of Flint’s thick cock and his piercing hitting her in all the right places was not to be missed. But enclosed in his strong arms, his heart beating under her cheek… The sensation of warmth and comfort was amazing. The last time someone had simply held her had been shortly after she’d arrived at the Castle.

      She’d suffered from night terrors and panic attacks for months after Ashley’s murder. Master David and Meghan had taken her into their bed, spooning her until she could sleep comfortably by herself. There hadn’t been any play, of course. While Master David was willing to deliver orgasms to his kajirae to reward them, he used only his fingers or toys, or would have Meghan do the honors. It had been the comfort of friends, and she loved them both for it.

      Drifting off to sleep with Flint was surprisingly easy.

      Sunlight peeked through the closed curtains when Flint nudged her awake, his bristly chin tickling the skin under her ear as he whispered, “Rise and shine, sleeping beauty.”

      Worming her way from the cocoon of his arms, she asked, “What time is it?”

      “Just after eight. I want to get to breakfast early before Carmen wakes up. You’re going to spend the day getting pampered at the day spa while I deal with him.”

      Holly grimaced. She didn’t want Flint anywhere near that asshole. “Is that going to be safe for you?” The minute she asked the question, she flushed in embarrassment. “Never mind. You’ve spent two years with the sick little fucker.”

      Flint laughed and kissed her forehead. “You swear like a trucker, Ms. Dansen. I’m not going to punish you for it, though. Carmen would drive a saint to drop the f-bomb.”

      “Yeah, I know. I was stupid enough to date him, remember?”

      The smile faded from his face and he cupped her chin. “No, you weren’t stupid. Carmen is very good at pretending he’s not a sociopath. You got out when I gave you the chance, and you hid. That was very smart.”

      Giving him a watery smile, she said, “Thanks. Let me get washed up and dressed, and we can go.”

      Holly hurried through washing up and tied her costume in place. Flint was dressed and waiting with her leash and she allowed him to clip it to her collar. The corridors were nearly empty as he led her to breakfast. A few bleary-eyed guests picked at their food while swilling coffee. She smirked. Saturday mornings were always the hardest for new arrivals.

      They went through the buffet line, each selecting a few choices. When Holly got to the omelet station, she asked, “Do you have any leftover—”

      “Would I ever let you down, sweetheart?” Ray, the omelet chef, poured eggs into his pan, swirling it a few times. Reaching down, he pulled out a bowl filled with chunks of lobster on a bed of ice, tossing them on top of the setting eggs, along with cream cheese and tiny sprigs of fresh dill and spinach leaves.

      While Holly’s omelet cooked, Ray turned to Flint. “What can I prepare for you, Master?”

      “One more, just like that one.”

      Ray winked and set up another pan. “Lucky girl, Holly. I like me a man with good taste in breakfast food. Go on and get your drinks while I finish these up.”

      Flint barked out a laugh and led her away. “Do you eat like this every morning?”

      “No, only on the weekends. I behave myself during the week so I can indulge.” She peered up at him as she spooned fresh cantaloupe into a bowl. “It’s usually oatmeal, or something else healthy.” Biting her lip, she added, “Although sometimes I make an exception on Mondays. Cook Connie does specialties. I love it when she does Greek.”

      Flint groaned and rubbed his belly. “You’re killing me, woman.”

      Leaning close to him, she whispered, “Gyros, with fresh tzatziki and spiced lamb, homemade pitas…”

      He growled, then slapped her ass hard. “You’re a cruel woman, Holly Dansen, but I…” He stopped speaking and cupped her cheek in one callused palm. Lowering his head, he kissed her. The brush of his lips was too sweet, too soft. It was nothing like the feral claiming of her mouth he’d done last night.

      It was almost as if he was saying goodbye.
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      Flint took a bite of the fluffy omelet, nearly moaning in pleasure at the first taste. Hell, just the food in this place made him think about retirement. Instead of dealing with people like Carmen, he could eat like a fucking king and have a sweet kajira at his feet. Not just any kajira, though. He wanted Holly.

      She leaned against his thigh, accepting morsels of food off his fork. He could do this with her forever. Though feeding her wasn’t sexual, it was deeply satisfying, easing something in his chest he hadn’t realized was stressed. For the first time in years, he felt… good. At peace with himself.

      It wouldn’t last, though. They didn’t have very long before Carmen would be up and moving. He needed to have Holly safely stashed away in the day spa before the sick little creep woke up. When she’d eaten the last bite of her food, he handed her a cup of coffee.

      “Finish up, Holly. We need to get you to the spa.”

      She blew on the dark liquid and took a sip. “Should we waste that much time? We could be—”

      He took her cup and touched her chin. He would not tell her the real reason he couldn’t be with her. It would only frighten her. “I have to spend the day with him, and I want you stashed away someplace safe.”

      “Yes, Master.”

      Her mismatched eyes met his. She might not know what was going to happen, but there was trust in those pretty green and blue orbs. His chest tightened and he slid from his chair to his knees in front of her. Touching his forehead to hers, he said, “I’m going to keep you safe, honey. Just trust me a little while longer.”

      “I know.” She kissed the tip of his nose. “I trust you.”

      He stood and helped her to her feet, wrapping an arm around her waist to keep her close. On the way out, they passed Dane Morgan and his partner for the weekend. The dark-haired woman’s hazel eyes glittered and she frowned at Flint. She looked away when Dane tugged her hand. Flint had no idea what her problem was, but didn’t have time to worry about it. Thankfully, Holly kept her head down and didn’t see the glare Dane’s woman sent him.

      Keeping her close, he led her up the stairs toward the spa. As they walked down the corridor past the pet area on the second floor, Flint hissed and pulled Holly back. With a shaking finger, he pointed through the open door.

      Carmen sat on the floor with a large mixed breed puppy in his lap, grinning as the animal tried to crawl up his chest to lick his face. Picking up the squirmy mass of fur, he kissed its nose and said in a singsong voice, “Who’s a handsome guy?”

      The puppy yipped, making Carmen laugh. “That’s right! You are!” He picked up a small rope toy and dangled it in front of the puppy’s nose.

      Holly and Flint looked at each other, their eyes wide as they watched him play tug of war with the puppy. Littles of all ages surrounded him, giggling at the game as they cuddled their own adoptable pets. After a few minutes, Carmen got up and returned the puppy to the caretaker.

      Flint grabbed Holly’s hand and they took off at a fast walk. “Let’s get out of here.” He shook his head and walked faster. “That was just… I have no words.”

      “Yeah. Same here.” Holly trotted to keep up with Flint’s long strides. “Jesus, that was…”

      “Yeah, no. I’m not meshing the idea of Carmen playing with a puppy,” Flint said.

      “Not working for me, either. I’m just glad he didn’t hurt it.”

      They both shivered as they scurried down the corridor. Neither one of them could afford getting caught.

      Carefully scanning his surroundings to make sure Carmen wasn’t lurking, Flint led her into the spa. Cupping a palm around the back of her head, he leaned closer and kissed her. “I scheduled you for everything they have. Don’t leave this spa until I come get you, understand?”

      Her eyes widened and she said, “Yes, Master. I understand.”

      “Good girl.” Tilting up her chin, he kissed her again, enjoying the sweet taste of her plump lips. He pulled back and tapped her nose. “Behave and enjoy yourself.”

      “Where will you be?” she asked. She chewed on her bottom lip and he gently tugged it out from between her teeth.

      “I have to find Carmen. He’s going to want my help searching for Grace,” he whispered, careful to keep his voice very soft.

      Holly grimaced then nodded in acceptance. “Be careful.”

      Kissing her once more, just because, he left her in Stacey’s capable hands and went hunting for the sick little fucker. His mind kept returning to the scene in the pet area. The whole episode was surreal, like something in an Escher drawing. He stopped at the doorway to check on the playing Littles. A blonde with curled pigtails and a pink pinafore picked up the puppy Carmen had been entertaining.

      Petting its head, she said, “Don’t worry, Sprout. The man is going to adopt you. I’m sure of it. He was so nice, wasn’t he?” She pouted, adding, “I hope he finds the lady he’s looking for, but so many grownups are wearing blindfolds.”

      The extraordinary scene snapped back to normalcy and Flint breathed out a sigh of relief. Carmen had merely aped decent behavior for a chance to question the Littles. Smart, but disturbing, like watching Frankenstein’s monster play with a young girl.

      Eventually, he found Carmen sitting on a bench in the hedge maze, a cigarette in his hand as he watched birds frolic in a fountain. He nodded once and tapped his ash as Flint approached.

      “I’ve been waiting for you. I wanted to get started wiring the third floor while everyone is at supper, but we’re going to spend some time searching for the little bitch while we wait.” He scowled and spat. “We may have to wait until tomorrow morning. There are too many people roaming around. Who knew there were so many kinky fuckers willing to go to the middle of nowhere to get their rocks off?”

      “Where have you looked?” Flint asked.

      “I spent some time down in the Dungeon last night. No sign of her there.” He scowled and took a drag from his cigarette. “Not that I’d notice if I saw her with all these kinky bitches wearing blindfolds. I keep hoping someone will say her name where I can hear it, but no luck so far.”

      Flint decided against mentioning what he and Holly had seen in the pet adoption room. “Okay, boss. You wanna look around here for a little while? It’s a beautiful day.”

      Carmen shrugged and tossed his butt to the ground before stubbing it out with the heel of his boot. “Let’s try the Rainbow Room. I have some business to take care of anyway, and that’s the only place you can use a phone. I want you to wander the room and listen for her name.”

      “You got it, boss.”
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      Holly followed another submissive out of the treatment room after her pedicure, feeling so relaxed that she thought she might collapse into a puddle for a nap in the middle of the lobby. Between the delicious lunch complete with a complimentary glass of champagne, and the hours of treatments, she was nearly boneless. The other woman left, but Stacey caught her attention.

      “Hey, Holly! Let me check that kef since I’ve got you here. I’ll touch it up if it needs work.”

      Smiling, Holly exposed her thigh to Stacey’s view. “I honestly haven’t even thought to look at it, but they usually stay for several days.”

      Bending down, Stacey brushed the fabric aside and peered at her thigh. “It looks good, but there’s one spot that’s gone a little faint. Give me a sec and I’ll touch it up.”

      “Sure. Thanks.”

      Stacey touched up the henna as Holly admired the pretty red polish on her toes. Though the spa day had been incredible, she still worried about Flint and what would happen to Grace Barnes. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much she could do about it without risking Flint’s job.

      Soon, she was done, and hearing the sound of voices, she turned to see if Flint had arrived to pick her up. Instead of Flint, she saw Carmen sitting on a bench next to the submissive who had walked out ahead of her. Though she wished she could hear what they said, she knew better and hid behind a display of hair products.

      Carmen sat with her for only a moment. When he stood, the woman shook her head, but smiled and said something Holly couldn’t hear. With a cheerful wave, Carmen walked away, vanishing down the corridor.

      As he left, the submissive’s Master rushed up and grabbed her by the arms. Flint wasn’t far behind, and Holly breathed a sigh of relief as she went to meet him.

      He stood by her, wrapping an arm around her waist as the other couple argued. “Are you all right?” he asked, his voice soft so the others didn’t hear.

      “Yeah. He didn’t see me. I was still inside the salon.” Holly wondered if Flint would catch her in the lie. Every bit of relaxation and peace she’d managed to get from her time in the spa was gone. Her heart hammered in her chest, and she had to focus on her breathing so she didn’t hyperventilate.

      “Good. Keep your head down and wait for me.” He kissed her softly and stepped aside to talk to the other Master.

      The submissive introduced herself as Carlie, but Holly was too focused on the men to pay much attention. She managed to give the other woman noncommittal answers that seemed to satisfy her, though.

      Flint and the other Master seemed to come to a decision and both nodded. Flint stayed behind to keep watch over them while the other man darted away. He came back after only a few minutes, shaking his head.

      She could have told him he wouldn’t find Carmen so easily, especially since Flint had purposely misdirected him. Given their secretive conversation, she suspected he was another agent. The other couple soon left, the Master speaking very sternly to his submissive.

      Once they were out of sight, Flint asked, “Tell me the truth. Are you okay?”

      “Nope. I’m about to wet myself.” She tried for a grin but it fell flat.

      He pulled her into his arms and she laid her cheek against his chest. “I have a few hours before I have to meet Carmen again. Let’s go outside. It’s too nice a day to waste.”
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      Flint walked hand in hand with Holly, ignoring the leash dangling between her breasts. They stopped to watch a fire-cupping scene for a few minutes, and he marveled at the safety measures in place for the submissive on the table. Attendants with fire extinguishers stood close by, their attention fixed solely on her as the Master plied his craft on her bare skin.

      “Have you ever tried that,” he asked Holly.

      Wrinkling her nose, she said, “No. I have a healthy respect for fire, though I’d be more likely to do that than needle play or sounding.” She shook all over like a pony shooing a fly and laughed. “I’m afraid of needles, and the thought of someone putting in a catheter when I don’t need one is horrifying to me.”

      “Agreed. I have no interest, either,” Flint said.

      She chuckled and shook her head. “I even have to talk myself into donating blood. I’m a coward about stuff like that.” She glanced back at the cupping scene as they walked away. “The cupping is interesting from a distance, though. I really like the marks.”

      They walked further, enjoying the beautiful summer day and the outdoor demonstrations. Flint talked Holly into trying on a finished chainmail corset at the blacksmith’s stall. She giggled as she modeled it for him, but it was everything he’d imagined. Her plump, beautiful breasts were a succulent treat above the unforgiving metal, and he couldn’t resist nuzzling her ample flesh. She led him away for a cake pop from a stall, though he wished he had his phone to capture the image of her in that corset.

      It had grown late by the time they finished enjoying the carnival atmosphere of the Castle’s exterior. He knew he didn’t have much time left but wanted to take her through the hedge maze, hoping they could find a quiet nook to enjoy each other one last time before he had to take her back to the suite.

      He’d kept his eyes peeled for Carmen the whole day, though he hadn’t seen a single red cape outside. The maze was shady and quiet, cool after the heat of the day as the sun descended behind the high walls. Martins swooped and danced above their heads, catching early evening insects.

      Inhaling the earthy scents of mulch and evergreen hedges, he said, “It’s beautiful in here. So quiet and peaceful.”

      “I’ve always liked the maze. There are some great running trails through the woods, too. We go out every spring to tend them so they’re safe for guests and employees.” She dropped his hand and took a few steps forward.

      Turning to face him, she smiled. “My mother is Irish, and she says there’s a secret to hedge mazes.”

      “Oh? What’s the secret?” He walked forward but she danced away, laughing.

      “She says you need to turn widdershins at the start of a maze, and then you can find your way out of anything.”

      Her joy was infectious and he grinned. “Does it work?”

      “No, it just makes you dizzy.” Despite her words, she spun counterclockwise, her bare feet flashing. Stopping after a few turns, she said, “The real secret is to lay your right hand on the hedges and keep it there. You’ll eventually wind up in the center.”

      “Does the left hand work?” He stalked forward and caught her, kissing the back of her neck as she giggled.

      “I don’t know. Want to try it?”

      He glanced up at the setting sun and decided to let Carmen wait. “I’d love to.”

      She raced forward, laughing, and he darted after her. They chased each other through the maze, and he forgot for a few seconds too long that he had a job to do as she raced ahead of him.

      A red-clad arm shot out from behind a corner of the hedges, clotheslining Holly. She fell to her back and Flint heard the breath rasp in her throat as she tried to breathe. Racing forward, he reached her just as Carmen knelt and slammed his fist into her face. Blood trickled from her nose and she didn’t move when he punched her a second time.

      Carmen’s ugly laughter was loud, disturbing the quiet of the maze. “I cannot believe you found Holly Dansen.” He stood and prodded her ribs with the toe of his boot. “With that red hair, you probably didn’t even recognize her, did you?” Shaking his head, he spat on the ground. “Hell, I didn’t until just now when I saw her eyes.”

      Flint had to think fast. If Carmen thought for a single moment he knew who Holly was and had kept him from her, they’d both be dead. Though he desperately wanted to see if she was okay, he asked, “Who’s Holly Dansen? I never caught this one’s name. I’ve just been calling her slave.”

      Carmen blinked, then shook his head in disgust. “Jesus, Mario! Did you get dropped on your head as a kid? Holly was my girlfriend when you started working for me. She’s the one you thought had weird eyes.”

      Pretending to look down at Holly, Flint said, “Nah, boss. Wasn’t that girl really fat and blonde? Can’t say that I’ve looked at this chick’s eyes, though. She’s usually on her knees.”

      “Yeah, and this is her.” Carmen smirked and added, “How does it feel to get my sloppy seconds?”

      He leaned down and yanked Holly’s costume over her hips, making Flint see red. It was all he could do to stop himself from killing Carmen with his bare hands.

      “Shit.” Carmen spat again. “I was going to prove the red hair is a bad dye job, but there ain’t no carpet.”

      “So what if it is Holly? Who cares?”

      Carmen sneered. “You really are a stupid fucker, you know that? She knows who I am, so I need you to take her into those woods and get rid of her, and hurry it up. When you get back, we need to finish what we came here to do.”

      “Sure, boss, whatever you say.” Flint bent down and lifted Holly into his arms. Blood covered her face and one eye was swollen shut, but she opened the green one into a narrow slit. Turning away so Carmen couldn’t see, he whispered, “Shhh. I’ll keep you safe.”
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        * * *

      

      There was a tiny part of Holly that wondered if she’d once again placed her trust in the wrong person. Flint carried her unerringly to the maze exit, careful to avoid other people. When he couldn’t, he sang lullabies in lilting Spanish, holding her face to his chest to hide the damage Carmen had inflicted. She heard a few murmured bits of encouragement, one Master to another, for taking care of a sleepy kajira, but no one stopped them.

      And holy fuck, her head hurt! Carmen had cleaned her clock. Working her tongue around her mouth, she found all her teeth in place, though a few of her upper molars were loose. Her nose had swollen shut, forcing her to breathe through her mouth, and she couldn’t see out of her right eye. Her throat ached where Carmen had clotheslined her and it hurt to breathe.

      She closed her eyes as Flint carried her into the woods. Yes, she wondered if she was going to die. She couldn’t help it, though she didn’t truly believe Flint would hurt her of his own volition. But she knew he had his orders, and she was expendable, just like Grace Barnes.

      When they reached the deepest part of the woods, well off the running trails, he laid her down in a bed of fallen leaves.

      “Babygirl, I need you to look at me,” he whispered.

      She cracked open her one working eye. “Just make it fast, please.”

      “Huh? Make what fast, honey?”

      “If you’re going to kill me, make it fast.”

      “Shit!” He bent down and kissed the corner of her mouth. “I’m doing everything in my power to keep you alive, and I’m going to do the same thing for Grace. You’ll just have to trust me a little while longer.”

      “Okay. Just leave me here and go do what you need to.” She closed her eye and turned her face away. It was nice to get confirmation that she wasn’t going to die, but she felt sick and her head hurt so badly.

      “No. Here’s what’s going to happen.” He stroked her hair. “I’m going to find someone in Security and say we were playing hide and seek and that I lost you in the woods. You’re going to tell them you fell and didn’t hear me calling for you because you were knocked out.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” she muttered. “I’ll just hang out here.” Using the last of her strength, she threw an arm over her eyes to protect them from the glaring moonlight.

      “Good girl.” He kissed her again. It hurt but she didn’t complain. “I’m going to try to fix it so Carmen is busy while you’re taken to a hospital. That’s the safest place for you right now.”

      “Okay. You’d better go.” She considered arguing, but knew she was in no condition to stop him. It wasn’t like she could walk out of these woods under her own power.

      “All right.” He laid a hand on her bruised face. “I will keep you safe, Holly. I promise.”

      Without another word, he left her alone. She closed her eyes and tried to ignore the pain in her face.

      Sometime later, she heard footsteps. Dragging herself painfully into a thicket, she waited to see who it was. When she heard her name called by Master David, she crept from her hiding place.

      “I’m here!” she called. Though her voice was raspy and too soft, Master David heard her.

      “Jesus, Holly!” Meghan knelt on her blind side as Master David wiped the blood from her face. “What happened?” Meghan asked.

      “I’m so sorry. Master Miguel and I were playing tag and I tripped over something. I hit my face on a rock.”

      “We’ve been looking everywhere for you,” Master David said.

      “I’m sorry I’m so clumsy. Is Master Miguel okay?”

      “He’s fine,” Meghan said. “But he’s worried sick. We’re going to take you to the hospital, okay?”

      “Yeah, that’s good.”

      Master David carried Holly to a waiting ambulance. She let the paramedics care for her but her thoughts were centered on Flint. The nurses at the hospital gave her a set of scrubs to wear before sending her for x-rays. Thankfully, nothing was broken. The doctor wanted to keep her overnight for the concussion, but Holly just wanted to go home. She had only one night left with Flint, and she wanted to spend it wrapped in his arms.

      Master David and Meghan drove her home, and by the time they crossed the moat, she could see out of her right eye and her head felt a little better thanks to some excellent pain relievers. They helped her up the stairs and led her toward the door to the third floor.

      “My room is the other way,” Holly said.

      David and Meghan looked at each other. “The doctor said you need someone to keep an eye on you,” Master David said.

      “There will be people in the dormitory. I’ll be fine, and I don’t want to ruin your Saturday night beyond what I’ve already done.”

      “If you’re sure, I suppose that will be okay,” Master David said, though he didn’t appear entirely convinced.

      When she nodded, they escorted her to the Little Maids’ dormitory, helping her inside to her bed. She waited only long enough to ensure they were safely upstairs before creeping down the hall to the suite she shared with Flint, her hand on one wall to help her balance. She saw no one, but heard the sounds of people from the stairs. She reached the door and listened for a few seconds, then tapped out SOS with her knuckles.

      A few seconds later, the door opened and she fell into Flint’s arms.

      He squeezed her tight enough that she couldn’t breathe, but she didn’t care. “Fuck, Holly. Why didn’t you stay where it was safe?”

      “I’m safe here. With you.”

      He picked her up and carried her to the huge bed, laying her down gently before covering her. “I’ll get some ice for your face and then you can sleep, okay?”

      Holly turned over, careful of the bruises as she snuggled under the covers. The painkillers were making her too sleepy to converse and she was only half aware as Flint tended to her.
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      Flint lay awake most of the night watching Holly sleep. The bruises on her face where Carmen had struck her shone lividly at him. Accusing. He’d failed to keep her safe, but after today, he and Carmen would both be gone. There would be no reason for them to stay once Grace Barnes was dead, after all, but he spent most of the night wracking his brain for a way to protect her without risking the case he’d spent so much time building against Carmen.

      She turned over, nuzzling against his chest. His heart thumped, stalling before it returned to the measured beat that was consistent with life. Despite his failure to keep Carmen away from her, she still trusted him.

      He slipped out of bed and got dressed. He was supposed to assist Carmen with the explosives for the third floor just after dawn, when everyone was still asleep or at breakfast. He wasn’t going to help, of course, but he couldn’t stop it. The best he could do would be to snip a few detonation cords and minimize the damage.

      Holly wouldn’t leave the room. Not when she was supposed to be dead already. He brushed a kiss over her temple, wishing he didn’t have to leave her.

      Carmen met him at the base of the stairs, carrying a small canvas backpack. He scowled and said, “Let’s get this over with. I want to be back in Wabasha before supper. Did you take care of the little problem we found last night?”

      “Yeah, boss. It’s done.” Holly certainly wasn’t taken care of in the manner Carmen expected, but she would be safe in the Castle.

      Grunting in response, Carmen swiped his homemade card through the reader at the door to the third floor and they crept up the stairs, listening carefully for anyone who might still be in their rooms. To Flint’s surprise, the floor was empty.

      Carmen grinned as he set the pack on the floor at the head of the stairs. “It’s good to have friends in low places,” he said, holding up a plastic container filled with reddish-orange lumps.

      Flint hid a grimace of distaste. How had Carmen gotten hold of Semtex? Though stable to handle, it was deadly and highly explosive. “How about I keep watch while you set that stuff, boss?”

      “Whatever.” Carmen shrugged and pulled out a small spool of detonation cord. “Just stay out of my way and kill anyone who comes up those stairs.”

      Flint watched as Carmen set small lumps of explosive at regular intervals along the corridor, hidden around the baseboards.

      “Come here and hold this for me,” Carmen ordered.

      Flint joined him at an innocuous door at the end of the corridor and gingerly took the spool of detonation cord. “What’s up?”

      Carmen slid the keycard into the lock, making the light flash green. “All I had to do was watch for one of the resident Masters to take a blindfolded girl upstairs. I copied his card, and there ya go. Wish I’d have thought of that earlier, but I wasted too much time looking for her when I should have been watching the door.” He grimaced and shook his head. “Too many damn distractions. How can a man be expected to think with all the pussy running around?”

      God damn it! Flint had been hoping whoever guarded Grace would be smarter than that, but there was no help for it now. “Yeah, boss.”

      Shooting him a murderous glare, Carmen said, “And you were too busy fucking Holly to pay any damn attention. I should have left you at home, but at least she’s not a worry any longer.” He pushed the door open. “Let’s wire this place up. The rest of the floor will be too damaged to pass through while this one goes up in flames. No more little blind chick.”

      Flint would get no help from outside, but he could do something to lessen the damage. “I’m gonna keep watch outside, boss. Looks like you’ve got this under control.”

      Not looking up from his work, Carmen said, “About time you made yourself useful. Get out of here and let me work.”

      Flint walked into the corridor and started carefully snipping the detonation cord between each charge, hiding the evidence behind the carpet. The ends needed to be far enough apart they didn’t spark each other, and though he didn’t reach them all before Carmen returned, he got enough that the rest of the floor wouldn’t go off. The damage would be contained to Grace’s suite and that section of hallway.

      Using strips of clear tape, Carmen strung detonation cord between the explosive charges surrounding the door frame and set a small timer at one end, smirking as he twisted the dial and started it. He yawned widely and stowed his remaining supplies in his bag. “I’m going to bed for a few hours. You should probably get packed and ready to go before the noon bus rolls around. I’m not waiting around for your lazy ass.”

      After creeping down the stairs to the second floor, Flint made sure Carmen had vanished around a corner before going down for breakfast. He got a few simple choices for himself and Holly to share, though he didn’t have much of an appetite. As he slipped into the suite, he heard water running in the bathroom. Setting the tray down, he packed his belongings and dressed in jeans and a soft t-shirt. He left the kilt and vest on the unmade bed.

      Holly came out of the bathroom as he was lacing his shoes. Though she was dressed in the hospital scrubs she’d been wearing last night, a towel was wrapped around her wet hair. She said nothing as she sat at the table and chose a bowl of cut fruit from the tray. Her swollen eye glared at him accusingly and he winced.

      “You need to put some ice on that eye, honey,” he said.

      “It’s probably too late to do much for it, but I’ll find an ice pack after…” Her voice trailed off and she took a bite of her food.

      “Hey.” He reached over and touched her chin. “Look at me.”

      She lifted her head and his heart clenched as her eyes filled with tears. She stood up and looked away. “I can’t do this, Flint. I can’t watch you let Carmen kill an innocent woman.”

      “Holly, I—”

      “No. I know you were ordered to let it happen. I know there are more lives at stake than just hers.” She choked back a sob and sighed heavily. “I know all that, but I just can’t do it.”

      What could he say? She was right. His superiors were asking him to do the unthinkable. Any normal human being with a conscience would balk. A fist clenched around his heart like a vise. “This is my job, honey. I can’t just let it go, but I’m going to do my best to keep her safe.”

      Choking out a laugh past her tears, she said, “Your job sucks. But don’t worry. I won’t tell a soul. With my luck, I’d get arrested for interfering with an investigation.”

      She’d been making a joke, but was more right than she knew. “All right. Finish your breakfast and I’ll take you back to your room after we talk.”

      “I—”

      “There’s something I want to tell you before you go.” He had been specifically ordered not to share this with her because it was still an ongoing investigation, but it might make her feel better. “With your help, my handler found out who is supplying Carmen. We don’t have him yet, but your information made it possible for us to look in the right place.”

      Holly visibly relaxed and a fleeting look of satisfaction drifted across her face. “Good. I’m glad I could help.”

      He couldn’t tell her about the explosives, but maybe he could set her mind at ease just a little. “I also took some steps to help Grace. I’m pretty sure I did enough that she won’t get hurt today.”

      Her shoulders dropped and she breathed out slowly. “Thank you for trying. I know what it must have cost you to go against your orders.”

      Nodding, he said, “There’s something else I wanted to tell you.” Leaning toward her, he caught her hand and brushed a kiss over her knuckles. “I’ve thought about you ever since the day I helped you escape from Carmen.”

      Her eyes widened. “I don’t understand. Why?”

      Bringing her hand to his lips again, he kissed her palm. “Because you always had a smile for everyone, even though I could tell you knew what Carmen was.” He stroked her hair, marveling at how a curl twisted around his hand. “Because even when you escaped, you walked out with your head up, no matter what ugly things Carmen and I said about you.” He touched her cheek, loving how she leaned into his hand. “Because your beautiful eyes fascinate me. I could look into them for hours.” He stopped before he said something he couldn’t take back. “And because you were strong enough to get out and keep yourself safe.”

      Holly blinked and her lips parted in surprise. “Wow. That’s… Um… I have no idea what to say, but thank you.”

      He let go of her hand and leaned back, careful to keep his hands to himself lest he keep touching her. “I know it doesn’t help much, but after today, you can leave and do whatever you want. Carmen won’t ever come after you again.”

      She snorted. “That’s because he thinks you killed me already.”

      Giving her a faint smile, he said, “Yes, there is that.”

      Her breakfast untouched, Holly stood. “I’m… um… It’s time for me to go.” Leaning over, she kissed his cheek before hurrying out, her bare feet flashing as she trotted out the door.

      Ignoring the food, he rubbed his face and swallowed a cup of coffee as he watched her leave. It was time to get to work. Leaving his luggage in the room, he walked down the stairs.

      As he passed down the hall, a hand latched on the front of his vest and jerked him to the side. He scowled down at the small, feminine fingers and grabbed her wrist in a hard grip. She was short and beautifully curved with streaked brown hair and terrified brown eyes.

      Wrapping his free hand around her neck, he pushed her against the wall and asked, “Who the fuck are you and what do you want?”

      Her lips trembled and tears spilled from her eyes as she asked her question. Flint sighed and told her where she could find her idiotic brother, hoping he’d made it clear to her what happened to little girls who got mixed up in dangerous games. Maybe telling her what she’d been so obviously desperate to hear would grant him some karma, but he didn’t have time to worry about it now.

      Hoping he wouldn’t run into any more distractions, he headed outside and into the hedge maze. No one was out there this early in the morning, and it was time for him to call his handler for an extraction. Mario Ricci was finished here, and he’d done as much as he could to protect two innocent women caught up in the shitstorm following Carmen. He just wished he’d had the nerve to tell Holly what he felt about her, but it was best if she didn’t know.
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        * * *

      

      Keeping her head down, Holly crept to the dormitory, thankful that Master David had let her keep her key card. Knowing the Little Maids would already be at work, she wasn’t surprised to find the room empty.

      She went into the communal bathroom and braided her wet hair, unwilling to deal with it. She couldn’t wait until the color washed out. Thank God it wasn’t permanent. If it had been, she might have shaved it off. The bruises on her face were beyond concealer; they were too dark and swollen for makeup to hide. Her head started to ache again, and she grimly swallowed one of the pills the doctor gave her. Hopefully, she wouldn’t need them past today.

      Dragging herself to her cot, she collapsed and pulled the covers over her head. Since she’d had a guest program this weekend, she’d have the whole day to herself, and she planned to spend it moping in bed.

      It occurred to her to put on street clothes and go for a drive but she couldn’t muster the energy. What she really wanted was privacy, ice cream, and wine. She could maybe do the ice cream, but the other two things weren’t available in the Castle.

      And why was she moping? She’d known nothing would come of a relationship with Flint. She didn’t want any more dangerous men in her life, damn it! Her next boyfriend would be someone safe who didn’t carry a gun.

      Yes, but he kept your ass safe here and when you were with Carmen, didn’t he?

      She buried her head deeper under the covers, telling her conscience to shut the fuck up. Closing her eyes, she tried to empty her mind enough to sleep. She scowled and reached over to the bed neighboring hers and stole a teddy bear. Pulling it to her chest, she inhaled the fragrance of lavender and lily of the valley. She let herself drift, soothed by the calming scents.

      Damn Flint and his job, and his stupid duty to his country anyway. She didn’t need him. But fuck, she wanted him. There had been many things in her life she wanted and couldn’t have. A second helping of dessert. A pony when she’d been five and living overseas with her military family. A chance to spend all four years in one high school. But she’d lived through those small disappointments. Giving up Flint was best for both of them, even though it hurt.

      Tears pricked at her eyes and she let them fall.
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        * * *

      

      A concussive boom made Holly jerk awake as the fire alarms started blaring. Clouds of dust fell from the ceiling, but she saw no flames. Stripping out of the scrubs she’d been given, she dressed hurriedly in a pair of jeans and a t-shirt before slipping her feet into low-heeled boots. Though she probably shouldn’t have taken the time, she grabbed her emergency bag on the way out. It held her passport, several thousand dollars in cash, and everything she would need to start her life somewhere else.

      She glanced at her phone before shoving it into her pocket. It was noon, meaning the guests who were leaving were already outside. She hurried down the stairs, helping to herd the guests who were staying longer. The double doors of the main entrance were wide open, allowing guests and employees to exit in a controlled fashion as the alarms blared.

      Glancing around, she saw her friends from the Little Maids program and the kitchen staff. Master David and Meghan were already out, and it looked like all the other resident Masters and their wives and girlfriends had made it out, too. She let out a sigh of relief and made her way to the entrance of the gardens to keep out of the way of emergency responders.

      Looking up, she saw a blackened hole where a window would have been on the third floor. Whose room had it been? She scanned the crowd once more, but there was too much confusion. Three different ambulances departed for the hospital with lights flashing and sirens singing out the urgency. She had no idea who they took with them and it was impossible to tell who might be missing.

      Her eyes narrowed as a couple walked out, holding on to one another. The sobbing woman wore a Little Maid costume, and Holly recognized her as a new hire who happened to be hearing impaired. Both were covered in black dust, and paramedics rushed to assist the couple down the stairs. They appeared to be well enough, but it was obvious they’d been caught in whatever had happened on the third floor. She had no idea where the girl’s service dog was.

      She looked around, hoping to see one of the house Masters. When she spotted Master Marshall by an ambulance, she trotted over to meet him. To her shock, Kaylee was lying on a stretcher, her arms clasped protectively around her belly as she was loaded into the back to be rushed away.

      “Can you tell me what happened, sir?” Holly asked.

      Master Marshall rubbed his face, his attention never wavering from his wife. “There was an explosion in one of the rooms on the third floor.”

      Holly’s stomach heaved and she caught Master Marshall’s arm when her knees threatened to buckle. Flint had been up there, and she could well imagine him trying to save people even at the cost of his mission.

      Kaylee let out a soft groan, dragging Marshall’s attention away. “I’m sorry, Holly.” He patted her hand and removed it from his arm. “I need to go with Kaylee now. Please find one of the other Masters if you need care.”

      Straightening her spine, Holly said, “No, I’m fine. I was in the Maids’ quarters. I’ll follow behind the ambulance in case someone needs help.”

      Marshall didn’t answer. He was too busy with his wife. Picking up her duffel bag, Holly raced to the employee parking lot and was on the road only a few minutes after the next caravan of departing ambulances.
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        * * *

      

      The wait was interminable. Too many people had gotten hurt because of one sick little fucker’s psychopathic behavior. Though she’d heard whispers that Carmen had been killed, Holly didn’t trust the information. She wouldn’t truly believe it until she saw his corpse. Carmen was too wily—too slippery to get caught in his own bomb. They called him The Butcher. She’d never heard him called that before, but the nickname fit.

      Most of the Masters were there, along with several submissives. Holly spent a moment checking on each one, bringing coffee to those who wanted it. She breathed a huge sigh of relief when one of the doctors told Marshall that Kaylee’s labor had been stopped, thanking the heavens Kaylee and her baby would be okay.

      One of the other Little Maids, a new hire Holly didn’t know, had been badly injured and was in surgery. Master Grimsley was uncharacteristically emotional as he waited to hear if she would be okay. Holly tried to hide a small grin. Though the circumstances were awful, it was wonderful to see Grimsley in the process of falling in love. 

      When a door opened, allowing another doctor to come in, everyone looked up, painful hope in their eyes. “Do I have a next of kin for Mario Ricci?” he asked.

      Holly nearly dropped the coffee she’d brought for Jackson, thrusting it into his hands as she trotted to meet the doctor. “Me,” she said. “Is he okay?”

      “And you are?” he asked.

      “Holly Dansen. He’s my… fiancé.” She stared straight into the doctor’s eyes, daring him to call her on the lie, though she wished it had been the truth.

      The physician rubbed his face and looked down before pulling her into a quiet corner. “I’m very sorry, Ms. Dansen. Mr. Ricci died of his injuries.”

      Holly dropped to her knees, the sound of the doctor’s voice fading to vague white noise in her head. She howled in anguish, punching Master Jackson when he tried to pick her up. Flint had given everything for his job. For her. He would get no recognition, no funeral befitting a hero. His employers would make it like he’d never been.

      And she’d never told him she loved him.

      She struggled free of Jackson’s embrace, backing away a few steps when he reached for her again. “I’m sorry, Master Jackson. I quit.”
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      “Thank you, Special Agent Turner. Your report has been most helpful for our investigation.” Agent Daniel Morris, the HSA agent to whom Flint had been loaned, gathered the pages of his report and tapped them on the desk. “Your help is appreciated, but we have no need for your assistance any further.”

      “Yes, sir.” His mind wasn’t on the debriefing, though. Holly filled his thoughts. She’d have already been told he died in the explosion. Agents dressed as paramedics would have feigned retrieving a corpse and identified it as his to the resort staff. He was driven away in a black van with tinted windows under heavy guard.

      Was she sad? Relieved? He didn’t know, but it would be better for her if she thought he’d died. She needed someone safe. Someone who wouldn’t put his duty ahead of his love for her.

      “Given your recent resignation, I also want to remind you that you are still bound by your security clearance. You may not share the details of this investigation with anyone.” Agent Morris looked over the rim of his reading glasses and added, “Is that clear, Special Agent Turner?”

      “Of course, sir. I understand.” He shook Morris’s hand and walked out of the conference room. His superior waited at the door.

      Patting Flint’s shoulder, Agent Case McKenna led him down the corridor toward his office. His hands behind his back as he walked, he said, “I’m about half tempted to refuse your resignation, Turner. You’re one of my best field agents.”

      Flint waited while Case opened the door. When they were inside, Flint seated himself in front of the desk. “Sorry, sir. After this assignment, I don’t have it in me to go undercover again.”

      Case grimaced and pushed aside his copy of the report. “Understood. That one was ugly. I can’t believe Homeland Security was willing to sacrifice two witnesses, especially when Ms. Dansen was so helpful.” He paused and took a sip of coffee from the mug on his desk. “Could I tempt you into teaching at Langley? We could use your skills there. If that sounds boring, you’d make a good handler for other agents.”

      Case must not remember what it was like in the field. If he did, he wouldn’t have made such an idiotic comment. “I’m afraid not, sir. I may consider your offer of a teaching position in the future, though.”

      Giving Flint a piercing stare, Case said, “Fair enough. You have my number if you want to keep in touch.” Standing, he held out his hand. “Good luck to you, Flint.”

      Returning the handshake, Flint said, “Thank you, sir.”

      Once he’d gotten free of his former team, he inhaled the clean air outside Langley. It was a beautiful day in the beltway. He was free of his badge and his service pistol; weights on his soul that had dragged him down for too long. Whistling a tune, he started walking until he found a place to catch a cab to the airport. There was a first-class ticket waiting to take him back to Oklahoma.
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        * * *

      

      “Got you, you sexy bastard.”

      In an unremarkable extended stay hotel room in Toledo, a woman with dyed red hair and mismatched eyes leaned back in her chair, smirking at the laptop screen in front of her.

      How many ranchers named Turner were in Oklahoma? The puppy at her feet looked up, then went back to sleep when she didn’t say anything else.

      Quite a few, as it turned out, but only one of them fit what she was looking for. Flint’s Jamaican mother stared at her from a social media posting. Though the account was locked down, her profile image and location were visible. Mrs. Turner was freaking gorgeous, too. Her flawless mahogany skin was darker than her son’s, and it was obvious where he’d gotten his looks. Holly prayed she’d age half that well.

      Flint’s father was a cheerful looking Nordic blond with an easy smile and sunny blue eyes. In the photo, his hand was firmly buried in his wife’s shoulder-length locks, pulling her head to his shoulder. They were charming and obviously deeply in love.

      After she’d had time to cool down, Holly had thought about the situation. Flint’s superiors would have wanted him out of the Castle. What better way to make him disappear than to fake his death? She had no idea what happened to Carmen. She hadn’t stuck around the Castle to find out, but Flint had promised her that he’d be neutralized.

      And Flint always kept his word. Holly checked out of the hotel and got into her car. It was a long drive to Oklahoma and time was wasting. Sprout yipped at her from the passenger seat and she smiled down at the puppy. The Littles had called the St. Bernard mix ‘Sprout.’ Too funny for words. His feet were already the size of salad plates, and he was barely six months old.

      Two days later, she crossed the cattle gate leading into the ‘Twisted T’ ranch. White-faced cows grazed on either side of the lane, contained by split rail fencing. As she drove, a white clapboard farmhouse loomed over an expansive garden filled with wildflowers and roses.

      She parked next to a dusty pickup and hooked Sprout’s leash to his collar before getting out. He bounded out behind her, lowering his head as he sniffed at her feet.

      A man wearing a white t-shirt, a pair of hard-worn jeans, and a cowboy hat sauntered up, his thumbs hooked in his belt. He took off his hat, and said, “Welcome to the Twisted T. What can I do for you, ma’am?”

      Flint’s father looked just as cheerful in person as he had in his photograph. “My name is Holly Dansen. I’m looking for Flint Turner. Is he here?”

      Mr. Turner’s eyes narrowed and he said, “How do you know my son, miss?”

      “We met at a resort in Ohio a few weeks ago. I wanted to tell him something.”

      “You drove all the way out here for that?” Shaking his head, he smiled. “Flint always did get the prettiest girls—aside from his mother, of course. He’s out on the back range now, but he should be back in an hour or two.” He held out a hand. “I’m Amos Turner. Why don’t you come inside and my wife Lietta will get you a glass of tea.”

      Holly nodded and said, “Where can I leave Sprout? He’s not quite housebroken.”

      Smiling, he leaned down to scratch the puppy’s ears. “Just bring him along, honey. This is a working ranch and he seems friendly enough.”

      Mrs. Turner was as lovely as her picture and treated Holly like a long-lost friend. Her lilting Caribbean accent charmed and soothed Holly as they chatted over tea and cookies. It was hard to answer Lietta’s questions about how she and Flint had met. Holly wasn’t about to tell Flint’s mother the circumstances of their meeting. Either of them. Neither Carmen nor the Castle were appropriate topics of conversation with a lover’s parent.

      Lietta got up from her chair at the scrubbed kitchen table. “I need to start supper, but we can chat while I work.”

      “Can I help?” Holly asked.

      Locks waving around her face, she shook her head. “No, you just sit there. There’s a powder room down the hall if you want to go freshen up. Flint should be along shortly.”

      Lietta pulled out a cutting board as the screen door banged open. Flint, in all his handsome glory, stood in the doorway, his mouth falling open when he saw Holly.

      The man she’d known when he was with Carmen was gone. That man always wore perfectly tailored suits and got manicures. This man was filthy, burnished by the sun and work, and he looked fucking edible. The sexy cowboy come to life. His golden skin gleamed with sweat and his t-shirt was damp, sticking to the contours of his chest above dusty jeans that looked painted on his strong thighs. His beard had grown, concealing his jaw with wiry salt and pepper curls.

      “Holly? What the fuck?”
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        * * *

      

      His mother was deadly fast with a wooden spoon. Why did he always forget that?

      “Language, boy,” she snapped. “We have a guest.”

      Rubbing his ass where his mother’s spoon had connected, he stared at Holly and asked, “What are you doing here?”

      “I came to find you.” She stood up, patting her thigh. The puppy Carmen had used to question the Littles in the pet adoption room at the Castle appeared at her side, baring his teeth at Flint.

      “Outside. Now,” he hissed. He opened the door, allowing Holly and her dog to precede him. Damn, she looked pretty. A soft blue sundress swirled around her knees as she walked outside, baring her incredible legs. The dye in her hair had faded, leaving a muted strawberry blonde. There was no trace of the ugly bruises Carmen had left on her perfect face.

      Flint took off his hat, cursing the fact that he hadn’t had a haircut in weeks. His hair stood out from his head, curling into a bushy afro. He’d considered letting it grow out into locks like his mother’s, but it was at the awkward stage—too short for locks, too long for anything remotely presentable. And he was filthy. After riding fence all day, he needed a shower in the worst way. Which was, of course, when the girl of his dreams presented herself.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked once more.

      Holly walked toward the garden, settling herself on a wooden bench near the birdbath. “I came to find you,” she said, stroking her dog’s head as she glanced around at the ranch. “I assume your presence here means you’ve resigned from your job?”

      Flint sat next to her, his elbows resting on his knees. “Yeah.”

      “Good.” She was silent as she watched a few sparrows play in the birdbath.

      “Why are you here, Holly? And how did you find me?”

      She stood up and walked toward a rosebush. Leaning down, she touched one of the blooms. “This is a great place. Are you happy, Flint?”

      “More or less. I’ve always loved this ranch.”

      Straightening, she patted her thigh to call her dog. “Okay. I mean, that’s good.” Biting her lip, she looked away as she searched for the puppy. “I’d better take off and leave you in peace.”

      “You didn’t drive two days to check on the state of my job, kajira.” She stiffened as he grabbed her hand. He pulled her into his lap, keeping hold of her wrist. “You can forget about leaving until I get some answers.”

      And maybe not after that. Now that he had her, he wasn’t going to let her go. She squirmed and he tightened his grip on her waist. “First, tell me how you found me.”

      She huffed out a breath and relaxed against him. “I found your parents, actually. You told me where you grew up, and I started looking there.”

      “There are lots of Turners in Alva, honey.”

      “Yes, but none with a Jamaican mother who’s also a schoolteacher,” she countered. “It wasn’t that hard.”

      Her hair brushed his face and he inhaled the sweet scent of flowers. She was so soft and warm against him that he never wanted to let her go. “Okay, fair enough. Why are you here? And how did you figure out I wasn’t dead? You weren’t supposed to know.”

      Shrugging, she said, “I took a guess. It didn’t seem logical that you were the only one who died in that explosion, and it would have made a perfect cover for your disappearance.” Shifting in his arms, she faced him and touched his cheek. “Especially when you probably watched Carmen set the explosives.”

      Flint barked out a laugh and tucked a piece of hair behind Holly’s ear. “Smart lady. Now, tell me why you’re here.”

      “Sprout wanted to see you.” She looked away and pointed at the puppy and Flint had to hold back a laugh as the dog growled, baring his teeth in a show of protective aggression, although he didn’t approach.

      “Why you adopted him will be a question for later.” He pinched her chin between two fingers, forcing her to meet his eyes. “Why are you here? Last chance before I take you out to the barn and introduce your ass to a piece of leather tack strap.”

      Holly flushed and her eyes dilated with what he hoped was arousal. “I wanted to see you, okay? I probably shouldn’t have come, but I wanted to tell you…” Her voice trailed off as she bit her lip and tried to look away.

      Gentling his tone, he asked, “What did you want to tell me?”

      “I missed you,” she whispered. “When I thought you’d died, it broke my heart. And then I got mad and quit my job because I never said the things I wanted to say. When I realized that you probably hadn’t died, I found your family and drove here, hoping I was right.”

      His chest felt like he’d been kicked by his daddy’s old mule, but it was a good hurt. “Oh, honey.” Lowering his head, he kissed her, tasting the sweet gloss on her lush mouth. When she sighed and wrapped her arms around his neck, he pulled away and asked, “What did you want to tell me?”

      Her cheeks turned pink and she looked down, a soft smile on her swollen lips. “I think I’d rather show you. May I stand, Master Flint?”

      Letting her up, he crossed his arms over his chest and tried to give her a stern glare. He wasn’t sure if he was successful, though. He was too happy to hear his name from her. “All right. Show me.”

      Turning to the side, she lifted the hem of her dress. He leaned forward to stop her, knowing his mother was probably watching from the kitchen window. But the breath stalled in his throat and his heart stuttered when she bared her upper thigh.

      A freshly inked kef, still swollen and pink, rested on her lush flesh. The sight dropped him to his knees at her feet and he wrapped his arms around her hips as he tried to hold back the tears clogging his sinuses.

      “My God, Holly! Why did you do this?”

      Lowering herself to her knees, she cupped her hands around his face. “Because I wanted to show you what you mean to me. I want to be your kajira, Master.”

      Sinking his fists into her hair, he kissed her again, pouring every bit of passion and love he could into her parted lips. Their teeth clicked as he plundered her, and he relished her whimpers as he nipped her lower lip. “Jesus, Holly,” he whispered against her mouth. “You fucking slay me.”

      “Does that mean you’ll accept me as yours, Master?”

      He stood, pressing down on her shoulder when she tried to join him. “That depends.”

      Her lower lip trembled as she looked up at him. “Do you want me to be branded, Master?”

      “No!” He shuddered. Though he couldn’t help a spark of arousal at the thought, he would never ask her to submit to such a thing. The tattoo was more than enough for them both. “No,” he said, gentling his tone. “I’m thinking a different kind of permanent mark. You’re going to wear my wedding ring and my collar, kajira.” Helping her to her feet, he wrapped a hand around her throat. “Do you know why?”

      She shook her head, her eyes wide.

      “Because I’ve loved you since the first time I looked into your pretty eyes. And now that I’ve got you, the only answer you’re allowed to give to my proposal is yes.”

      Her smile was like a sunrise. She threw herself into his arms, knocking him backward a few steps. “Just try to get rid of me,” she whispered. “Can we get married in this garden?”

      “Sure. My parents would love that.” He gave her a wicked smile and squeezed her generous ass. “And we’ll honeymoon in Ohio. I never did get to take you down into the Dungeon.”
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      “Please. Please don’t kill me!” His deep baritone voice, strangled by terrified sobs, filtered into the almost empty warehouse. Positioned on his knees on the broken concrete floor, blood dripped from his mouth and nose, products of an earlier beating.

      “Mr. Timmons, it seems we have a problem,” Sebastian Roberts stated, enunciating his words. He glanced across the perimeter of the shadowed space, eyeing the row of oil drums lining the long wall. “You seem to have forgotten that you owe money, a hefty amount I might add, to the Sanduchi family.”

      “I’m trying to pay what I owe. I swear to God, I’ll have something next week,” Mr. Timmons blubbered, gasping for air.

      “Shut the fuck up!” The soldier issued a series of hard kicks across the face and into the man’s gut, laughing before jerking Mr. Timmons’ head into an awkward position.

      “Enough!” Sebastian abhorred this kind of Neanderthal violence, preferring a clean kill, but his boss subscribed to the old school methods of torture. Crouching down only two feet from the weasel, he inhaled, resisting gagging from the stench of piss. He gave the goon a single look, one that made certain his orders were followed, before turning his attention to the twitching ball of flesh. “Unfortunately, Mr. Timmons, you’ve been given three extensions, at least one too many in my humble opinion.”

      Mr. Timmons sniffed, his eyes growing wide. “But I have money coming in next week. I promise. I swear to God on my mother’s grave.”

      Sebastian had heard every excuse during his tenure, growing weary of the constant overhaul of those seeking salvation from the most ruthless crime family in New York. “I’ll tell you what we’re going to do.” He moved to a standing position, giving another one of the hired guns a nod.

      “Anything. I’ll do anything,” Mr. Timmons squawked.

      “I know that you will.” He watched as the second goon removed the lid from one of the barrels, clanging his gun against the side in order to garner a reaction from the soon to be dead man.

      “Oh!” Mr. Timmons whimpered, his body crumpling.

      Rubbing his palms together, Sebastian gently guided Mr. Timmons to his feet, wrapping his arm around the man’s shoulders as he walked him in a wide arc before heading to the open barrel. “You said you anticipate money coming in next week. Is that correct?”

      “Yes. Yes, sir. Top of the week. I swear on my mother’s grave.” Mr. Timmons’ eyes enlarged, his jaw falling slack as he glared at the barrel.

      “Well, then you might have a chance, especially if we’re talking early in the week,” Sebastian half whispered, keeping his tone of voice nice and even, almost sweet. When they were within a foot of the oil drum, he gave Mr. Timmons a squeeze on his shoulder. A single authoritative glance was all he needed, and the two goons snagged the smaller man from the floor, shoving him feet first into the barrel.

      “No! No!” The screams echoed in the wide-open space. Mr. Timmons struggled, but was no match for the power of the two men.

      The soles of his shoes clicking on the concrete as he walked, Sebastian paced an area in front of the drum, rubbing his index finger across his lips. “I’m no expert with regard to suffocation, but I suspect that if you take very shallow breaths during the course of the next several days, it’s possible—granted, a minute chance—but possible that you could survive. I’ll make certain that I have someone come and check on you.” Grinning, he cocked his head as he gave Mr. Timmons a solid smile. “Nice doing business with you.”

      He didn’t wait until the deed was finished. He simply walked toward the exit, whistling when the screams were muffled as the lid was pounded into place. “Goodbye, Mr. Timmons.”

      God, he loathed this shit, no matter his appearance to everyone else. He liked to think he was an ethical killer, eliminating only those who were already horrible human beings. How many times had he thought about leaving the organization, finding work anywhere else in the world? The truth was ugly. If he even considered breaking his contract with the Sanduchis, he’d end up tortured, his body washed up on the Jersey shore. He was locked in for the time being.

      Less than twenty minutes later, he’d parked his car in his usual spot, far removed from any of the other customers. He needed a little R & R after getting his hands dirty. Knowing the owner of the posh club certainly had its perks. He was in the mood for entertainment, as well as a tall Canadian whiskey, and not for interference from anyone, including patrons of a kink club.

      Sebastian breezed past the bulking doormen, heading straight for his usual table. Within thirty seconds, a drink was placed in front of him, the demure waitress his favorite. The exclusive and very private club allowed him continued anonymity, a requirement in his business. Only three of Mr. Sanduchi’s employees knew of his existence and they would be erased if Sebastian’s privacy was so much as disturbed. He chuckled at the thought, bringing the thick crystal glass to his lips. The taste was magnificent after the rough night.

      This was his one free evening to himself. The next assignment was taking him out of town, to a castle no less. Well, what the hell. He was in the mood for escaping the dark and ugly streets of New York, if only for a little while. Tonight, perhaps he’d indulge in carnal activities. Yes, the thought brought a quiver to his balls.

      Sebastian had particular tastes and the majority of women would find them unappealing, if not downright disgusting. His tastes were considered sadistic, far too dominating, even in certain BDSM circles, making him careful about his choices, or trusting anyone. He sipped his drink, enjoying the atmosphere until a vibrant crimson dress caught his attention. The exquisite piece was body hugging, accentuating full breasts, a thin waist and long legs, the kind of legs meant to wrap around a man’s waist.

      “Fascinating,” he said under his breath, watching her almost glide through the room. He’d never seen her before, which made the mystery a wonderful aphrodisiac.

      The collar around her neck indicated she was ready for playtime, submission, to be exact, and he could tell every red-blooded man in the room was hungry for what she had to offer. He studied her for almost ten minutes, the way she mingled, respectful in her actions yet in control of herself. She was, by far, the best looking submissive in the room, her eyes shimmering from the metal flakes clinging to her porcelain skin, her long eyelashes and scarlet lipstick, the color accentuating full lips. Even her dazzling copper colored hair, pinned in a tight bun, was desirable. She was beautiful.

      She was also out of place, unescorted. Club Noire was known for catering to the upper echelon of society, but experienced participants only. The guests were all hand selected by the owner, a discerning and influential New Yorker. The lovely woman was obviously searching for someone, if not to break free of her confining mask, hence the garish makeup. He snickered and fingered the rim of his glass, rubbing the tip around in lazy circles. An ingénue to consider playing with, teaching, training.

      Capturing.

      The thought was delicious indeed. One night would be enough. At least for now. He’d never fallen for anyone, submissive or otherwise. He enjoyed taking and tasting but refused any entanglements. The bitter involuntary sigh reminded him that he was also hungry for a change in life. Given the abusive requirements laid out by the Sanduchi family, he refused to bring a woman, or anyone, for that matter, he cared about into the mix. They’d become an immediate target, the attachment a known weakness to exploit for any reason.

      When she disappeared into the crowd, he was unable to resist, taking his drink and following her, his cock now throbbing, aching. He hadn’t experienced this reaction in quite some time. Remaining in the shadows, he trailed behind her as she moved from room to room, her eyes wide with delight. When she slipped inside the pony play area, he was forced to admit he was intrigued. He studied her for some time, the way her hand brushed across her neck, an obvious nervous habit. She remained in the back of the room, her eyes fixed on the Dom centered in the middle of the room. A flogger in one hand, he was parading his pony around the room proudly, whipping her naked ass for the slightest infraction.

      Sebastian took another sip of his drink, able to see by the woman’s reaction that she was fascinated but frightened. Perhaps this was too much to begin with. He inched closer, until he was directly behind her. Inhaling her perfume, the exotic scent filling his nostrils, he envisioned his particular methods of training. He would enjoy breaking her down to a basic level, providing discipline as well as pleasure, but only if she was a very good student.

      She tensed, as if knowing he was standing only a few inches away, yet a smile curled across her lips. The woman didn’t fidget, nor did she cower, two traits he abhorred. Additional points in her favor.

      “You seem quite interested,” he stated as he lowered his head, allowing a single hot breath to cascade across the back of her neck.

      Her breath skipped, her lips pursed. “Very much so.”

      “You are submissive.” Sebastian fingered the leather collar surrounding her neck, a rather crude leather piece unbefitting her gorgeous attire.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good, you can be trained.”

      She darted a quick glance in his direction, blinking several times. “I’d like to be, sir.”

      “And you’re not owned?” He had to admit, he was more than curious.

      “No, sir. I’ve been told I’m… difficult, untrainable.”

      Her statement brought a chuckle to his lips. “All women are trainable. The method used is the key.” He allowed his finger to travel down her neck to the area just above her spine. Electricity shot through him, forcing his balls to swell.

      She remained quiet, only the slightest moan escaping her mouth.

      “I believe you require a very firm hand, harsh discipline and strict rules. You crave the darker side of kink, being captured and caged, your body used while enjoying the taste of ecstasy.”

      Shuddering, she nodded before answering. “Yes, sir.”

      “Training takes time, effort and location. I can only offer you a taste of discipline tonight. Is this something you desire?”

      “Very much so, sir.” Her words were whispered, the lilt captivating in sensuality.

      “What is your name?”

      She licked across the seam of her mouth, as if buying time. “Winter, sir.”

      “Lovely. A woman as warm and beautiful as you should have an equally stunning name. Follow me, Winter.” Sebastian didn’t look back to see if she would follow. He prided himself on being able to read people, especially women. She yearned for an experience she’d only read about in horrific books depicting S & M as easy to understand. Being welcomed into the club was the first step. The owner must consider her worthy. He moved in absolute silence toward a more suitable location, the room known as punishment to the regulars. Taking her hand, he led her inside, securing a location in the back before placing both hands on her shoulders. “Watch and learn.”

      Winter was wide eyed as the first demonstration was given, a masked Dom securing a woman to a steel ‘X’ cross, her naked body quivering as the shackles were placed around her wrists and ankles. The rubber ball gag positioned in her mouth was no doubt to keep her screams from interrupting the others during playtime.

      Sebastian was well aware certain rooms within the club were more for show than any aspect of true BDSM, but he’d always enjoyed the various acts, if only from afar. He’d never brought a submissive to this location, or to any for that matter, and certainly never engaged in play. Why, tonight, was he breaking his own rules? The question was intriguing.

      As the first strike was made, the six-tailed leather piece slicing across the young woman’s buttocks, Winter whimpered, blinking several times. When the second and third were issued, she clamped her mouth shut, tilting her head in order to catch every aspect of discipline.

      “Can you see yourself tethered to the cross, succumbing as I wield a leather strap, punishing you for various infractions?” He was able to see her hardened nipples, outlined given the thin material of her attire. He wanted nothing more than to pinch and twist, giving her a taste of pain. The things he imagined doing to her were some of his darkest visions, his deepest desires.

      “Yes. Sir.” The words said with conviction, she swallowed hard, her lower lip pouting.

      Rubbing the palm of his hand down her spine to her ass, he cupped and squeezed, enjoying the electrifying sensations in his hand. His fingers tingled, longing to strap her naked ass, her breasts and thighs. He could envision her beautiful nipples clamped, a silver chain dangling between her legs. He tapped on her ass twice before crawling the material of her dress past her thighs, rubbing her naked ass cheeks. A simple ‘G’ string was placed between the cheeks of her rounded ass, the lingerie alluring. He traced the line of the thin lace, wiggling his finger between her ass cheeks. “Tell me, are you wet?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Open your legs for me.”

      Obeying instantly, she didn’t utter a sound as he slipped his hand between her thighs, savoring the heat.

      Sebastian eased his finger past the elastic, flicking the tip back and forth against her pussy lips. “Wet and hot, just like you would be every day.”

      She sagged against him, one hand fluttering to her mouth.

      The flogging continued, dragging their attention back to the engaging performance. He smacked her ass with his hand the second the leather strap hit the girl’s behind, following with a second and third, the cracking sound muffled by the murmurs of approval.

      Winter swayed forward and backward, her eyes closing. “Oh!”

      “Watch for me. Pay close attention. One day, I will direct you to remove your clothes and tie you to a similar cross and on that day, I will leave welts on almost every inch of your body.” He smacked her several additional times until the audience began to applaud. What she would never know was that he was extremely observant, knowledgeable regarding body language as well as certain tendencies.

      He also knew two things and only one he had the opportunity to handle.

      One, Winter was on the hunt for certain prey. Her occupation? Law enforcement.

      Two, one day in the not so distant future, he would own her.
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        * * *

      

      “Asshole! I am going to personally hunt this man down and put a bullet in his brain,” Cassandra Wright stated outright. Quite frankly, she didn’t care who heard her exclamation. She was pissed. No, she was enraged to the point of losing her diplomacy, perhaps even her rationality.

      “You’re not entirely certain he was even at the club.”

      Her partner would have to make fun of her, especially given she’d insisted on going to the BDSM club alone and without backup. She paced the area in front of her desk. How stupid of her to allow a man to entice her, even for a few moments. God. What had she been thinking? “I know Slice was there. I could feel him, almost taste him. The creative bastard.” She glared at Tom, longing to wipe the smug expression off his cherub face.

      “Getting a little personal about a criminal asshole, aren’t you?” Tom leaned over, lifting a single eyebrow. “Or maybe we should say, Master Dom?”

      “Very fucking funny.” She’d followed information about the elusive criminal and expert assassin for two years. Two long years of being one step behind. Known as Slice in both the mafia underground as well as among law enforcement, he’d never been arrested, photographed or seen outside his illustrious circles. His real name wasn’t known, a sticking point in the craw of every law enforcement officer. The Sanduchi family kept his identity top secret, a brilliant method of keeping his enemies on their toes. How many murders had the FBI attributed to the highly skilled assassin? One too many.

      “Hey, you did something that no one else has thought of. You went to the devil’s lair. More than I can say for any of the other agents,” Tom stated, giving her a nod of respect. “Besides that, you were able to get your freak on.” Taking a giant step backward, he held up his hands, laughing as two other agents overheard, chuckling from behind their desks.

      Cassandra gave him a death stare before glancing down at her notes. At this rate, she’d retire before catching another lead. Her thoughts drifted to the stranger, the mysterious, alluring man who’d managed to slide past her mask of steel, finding the very woman inside she’d kept secret her entire life. Longing to be a submissive, perhaps even a slave, had been her greatest fantasy for some time. She snarled and continued pacing the floor. After his untimely departure, she’d found and grilled the owner of the club as to the man hiding behind his own mask.

      The club owner had maintained a friendly relationship with their office, but she was well aware the man was a snake. He’d sell his own soul for capital if necessary. However, at least he’d been somewhat forthcoming given her grilling session.

      The sexy stranger was simply a regular with particular tastes and she must not have fit the mold, according to the pinch-faced man who hadn’t taken kindly to her forceful demeanor. She’d Googled the name provided, finding enough to convince her he was merely another rich man preferring play things in his life, much like his yacht and expensive cars. And she’d allowed herself to be caught in a moment, forgetting all about her job. Never again.

      Then why was her little voice nagging her?

      “Uh, don’t look now, but I think the boss wants to have a word with you.” Tom nodded to the person in charge. Sheila Applegate was one of the most formidable women the majority of agents had ever come in contact with.

      Seething, she darted a glance in the director’s direction, trying to accumulate the right words to appease the Ice Queen, as she affectionately called the statuesque blonde. “My day is now complete.”

      “And it’s only ten in the morning,” Tom quipped.

      She shot him the finger as she grabbed her iPad, heading toward the director’s office. Once inside, she closed the door automatically, exhaling in order to control the edge. “I’m certain you’d like an update.”

      Sheila gave her a harsh look before walking to the window behind her desk, folding her arms and peering out at the skyline. “I understand that hunting and locating Slice is primary on your agenda.”

      “He is a wanted man, responsible for killing at least twelve individuals that we know of. He’s cunning, intelligent and no doubt harboring an agenda for his next planned assassination.”

      “Said like stating a resume.” Sheila shook her head. “Granted, word on the street is that he’s been very active as of late, reducing the gambling population in a significant manner.”

      Cassandra let out a long breath. “How many bodies?”

      “Only two have been found, along with a member of the Gambini family, and all three attributed to this assassin’s particular method of killing.”

      Skilled in various weaponry, his preferred method of killing was a knife; hence the nickname garnered several years before. He enjoyed the up close and personal aspect over a gun or various other weapons. “And no new leads?”

      Chuckling, Sheila turned. “Well, there has been a significant amount of chatter, a few of our illustrious informants providing information. I wouldn’t have thought anything about what I heard, except, the data came from three different sources.”

      “Interesting. No one has talked in months.”

      “I know, which makes this daunting and dangerous. It’s come to my attention that Slice has been directed to perform a particular assassination. This one is considered high profile and could lead to certain difficulties.”

      “Okay. Who are we talking about?” Her interest was piqued.

      “Carmen ‘The Butcher’ Massino.” She smiled, lifting a single eyebrow.

      “What? Are you certain?” A notorious hit man, the fact another mafia gun was out to take his life meant The Butcher had crossed a line or was a danger to his organization.

      “As certain as I can be. As you are well aware, Mr. Massino has also been a thorn in our side for years. His planned demise could prove to be… interesting.” Sheila snickered.

      Cassandra walked closer to Sheila’s desk. “A mob assassin taking out another mob personality? This is unusual.”

      “Not necessarily. The number of victims, including several witnesses that Massino has clipped over the last few months, has increased. Some say The Butcher is out of control, creating certain difficulties for other mafia families. From what I’ve heard, there was a messy operation recently, several witnesses left, and all because of The Butcher’s carelessness.”

      “The Butcher is slipping,” she mumbled, taking in the information.

      “Evidently. Slice’s anonymity makes him very useful in certain ways. He takes out a rival with little or no fanfare and the Sanduchi family strengthens their hold on New York, perhaps sliding down the East Coast. The kill will no doubt be blamed on some other organization that has nothing to do with the Sanduchis, possibly starting another turf war. Brilliant, if you ask me. Plus, in various eyes, including some agents with the FBI and even the CIA, Slice will look like a golden boy, redeemed.” Sheila whisked her hand in the air, providing a moment of utter drama.

      A golden boy, her ass. The man was ruthless in his executions. There was nothing redeemable about the asshole. She thought about the ramifications, shaking her head at the very thought. “Why did you want to see me?”

      “There is information that this assassination is going down in the next few days. Further, we have reason to believe that the hit itself is taking place at the Castle. I have the file on a recent case. Already several of the eyewitnesses have turned up dead in mysterious and, I might add, horrific manners. The Butcher is trying to clean up his mess. The last remaining possible witness is no doubt a target of our illustrious Butcher. The thinking is that this young lady may be using the location as secure grounds. She has a formidable family, in other words, members of the Castle itself. Safety behind stone walls.” Sheila waited, her face pensive.

      “A castle? What castle?”

      “Not a castle, Cass, the Castle, an exclusive BDSM resort located in Ohio. Have you heard of it?”

      Her thoughts drifted to what she knew about the kink community. “I don’t think so.”

      Sheila slid a paper file across her desk. “Well, time for you to read up on the location. Supposedly it’s one of the most well-known kink resorts in the country. They’ve got a website, brochures, ads posted everywhere, including Fetlife. Anyone with the funds can buy a vacation here, but they’d better have a lot of it. I was on the website for at least an hour this morning. It’s expensive.”

      She fingered the file, her nerves on edge and she wasn’t entirely certain why. “And you’re telling me this information because?”

      Moving from behind her desk, Sheila stood within two feet of Cassandra. “Because I’m placing you on a particular assignment. This one is top secret. Only necessary personnel will know you are being assigned this case. Called in a favor or two to secure a ticket we didn’t have to pay for out of department funds. You are the perfect candidate.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Sheila had a smug look on her face. “I’m aware of your visit to Club Noire last night. The concept could have worked, if you’d been able to catch Slice in action. However, your visit, given what you’ve learned, suggests that he has a penchant for BDSM. Actually, there are a number of circles that consider Slice a Master Dom and I’m certain you’re aware of what this status means.”

      Was she being scrutinized, even chastised for her particular proclivities? If anyone found out, her career could be ruined. “I’ve done significant research on the BDSM community, if that’s what you mean.”

      “Excellent, then this might be your perfect opportunity to catch him, literally, in the act.”

      Cassandra held her breath, her mind reeling. “You want me to go in as the FBI? I doubt they’ll talk. I mean, seriously.”

      Sheila chuckled before shaking her head. “I want you to go in undercover as a submissive, seeking training from experts.”

      Bile formed in her throat, her heart racing. “I don’t think I can do that.” Visions popped into her head, the most incredible vibrant images of being tied to a cross, her body whipped, taken and used, submitting in every manner as required. She blinked several times, beads of sweat sliding down the back of her neck. “Sheila, I…”

      “You are the only person who can handle this, Cass, and you know it. There is no other way of infiltrating the Castle. The owner is not particularly friendly to outsiders. Even the town of Granger has a distaste for the facility being in their midst. This is a once in a lifetime opportunity and I expect you to be a team player. Besides, everything is already set in motion. The Castle takes new arrivals only once per day, a 10:00 a.m. bus that picks up at a local coffee shop. To make sure you’re on it, given tomorrow is Friday, you’ll be taking a red-eye flight tonight. I’ve taken the liberty of including your current medical records in the file and there’s an accountability waiver you’ll need to sign and present upon checking in.”

      “You’ve thought of everything,” Cassandra huffed.

      The flash of Sheila’s eyes stated in no uncertain terms to take this seriously. “If my informant is correct, then Slice will indeed be a guest, perhaps already having arrived at the illustrious location. I’m certain there will be other law enforcement officers carrying out undercover roles as well. I know you. You can smell a cop from a mile away. I’d maintain your role at all times, refusing to trust anyone. Read up on the area, the Castle has a hell of a website and they’re pretty free with their information and requirements. Pack your clothes and get ready to leave. And yes, that’s an order.”

      Terror ripped through her, creating a wave of nausea. There were no worries about opening up to some outsider. That wasn’t in her nature, and besides, she’d been burned on one too many occasions on various assignments. This case wasn’t about just being undercover. This was about finding the frightened and yearning woman inside. Unable to focus, she gripped the file, fighting back tears. “I’ll do my best.”

      “I’m certain you will. Just remember that this assignment is extremely dangerous. You could have not one but two assassins in the same location. Be careful. I don’t want to lose you over this. You’re far too valuable. If there is a single hint that your cover has been blown, I’ll pull you off this case.”

      Cassandra nodded, her mind reeling.

      “Certain modern conveniences, such as cell phones, are only allowed in certain locations within the Castle; however, I expect you to keep me updated. Call me after you are settled. I’ll do what I can to find out more about the remaining witness and you’ll have everything I know about Massino’s messed up hit.” Sheila’s smile faded, her expression stoic. “By the way, inside the folder is some paperwork for you to fill out immediately, an email address for you to send the information.”

      Cassandra absently wiped perspiration from the top of her lip. “What kind of paperwork?”

      Shrugging, Sheila walked back around her desk, obviously uncomfortable. “Likes. Dislikes. Tolerances. Kinky shit, if you ask me, but you have to maintain the role. I’ve already sent everything else they require, including your picture. You need to handle the rest.”

      “I’ll take care of everything right away.”

      “Good luck. I have a feeling you’re going to need it.”

      As Cass walked out of Sheila’s office, she realized for the first time in her life that she could be freed from the very chains she’d suffered her entire life.

      This could be a new beginning.

      Or, this could mean her death.
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      Granger, Ohio. Cassandra was stuck in the middle of bumfuck pastureland. The plane ride from New York was supposed to allow her time to investigate, develop a plan. Instead, she’d fretted the majority of the time, concentrating on her own fears of the unknown. Was she really going to be forced to submit to some stranger? In all her undercover roles during the last few years, this might prove to be the one capable of breaking her. Her wonderful boss was relying on her; how many times had she heard that statement?

      She removed her sunglasses before going inside the Starbucks. Maybe a jolt of caffeine was exactly what she needed prior to the bus ride taking her to the Castle. Sheila had been correct; there was a ton of information freely available on the web. Most had been in the form of reviews from happy guests, except for one fascinating article written by a local reporter. The girl had spent time behind the hallowed walls and her review had been more than helpful.

      The nagging little voice inside Cassandra’s head had been continually reminding her that her recent visit to Club Noire hadn’t been the first time she’d gone to a BDSM club. She’d certainly had her share of experimentation during college, but given what little she knew about the Castle, what she’d experienced had been child’s play in comparison. You can do this. Uh-huh. As if the pep talk was going to do her any good. What if the Dom she was paired with was a pudgy used car salesman? What if he smelled? No, what if he was a true sadist? Safewords. She knew there were safewords. Either that or she’d secure a weapon to use.

      She certainly did have her gun with her. The thought gave her a needed smile.

      There were certain aspects she knew about her personality. One of them had never varied. She hated surprises of any kind. At least she’d been able to read over the file on the girl The Butcher had been hired to eradicate. There was no indication she was staying at the Castle, but the innuendoes and leaked information pointed more fingers than Cass knew what to make of. The Butcher had never missed his target, even if his reputation was sloppy. One thing was for certain, Slice had his work cut out for him. A ridiculous giggle slipped past her lips, causing the diminutive young girl behind the counter to scowl.

      After grabbing a Mocha Latte, she waited on the sidewalk for the bus, anticipating or maybe praying that she’d be alone, very much alone on the ride. At least she could take the time to prepare herself. Submission. You can do it. Now, her pushy little voice and the grating vibe was akin to some sports pep talk, but damn if she didn’t need one. She controlled her breathing, savoring the flavor of the latte, pretending this was just another assignment.

      She thought about the questionnaire she’d been required to fill out and send. She’d never felt so uncomfortable, even during gynecological examinations.

      What do you enjoy? Check all that apply.

      Spanking

      Flogging

      Pet Play

      Medical Experiments

      Bondage

      Age play

      Check. Check. Check. No check. Check. Maybe.

      “Whew.” The list was almost two pages. Then the form had asked about her limitations. As far as hard limits? She wasn’t entirely certain she’d even answered. Suddenly, her mouth was dry, unable to remember anything she’d marked. Except for spanking and… She’d actually marked she was interested in pet play, kittens and puppies and rainbows, oh my. She had to be out of her mind. Simply going to Club Noire, engaging with the stranger, the sexy, rugged and engaging stranger had pushed her boundaries.

      Leaning against the outside wall, she took a few sips before donning her sunglasses and closing her eyes.

      “You will submit to my every desire, no matter what I ask.” His deep voice resonated in the room, his hot breath cascading across her already heated face.

      “Yes, sir,” she answered without hesitation, her ass stinging from the punishment she’d received earlier.

      “Kneel at my feet.” His arms remained on his hips, his luminescent green eyes reflecting his displeasure.

      Dropping between his legs, she lowered her head, awaiting his command.

      “I have a surprise for you, my sweet pet.”

      The feel of fur dangling across the back of her neck and shoulders gave her a series of shivers. When he lifted her chin with a single finger, she fought the nervous whimper threatening to expose her trepidation. The bulbous ass plug was attached to a long, silky tail. A cat’s tail.

      “You will wear this for the entire weekend.”

      “Squee! I’m so excited. I can’t believe we’re going.”

      The southern twang as well as the sharp cry dragged Cassandra out of her latest fantasy. She blinked several times in an attempt to focus, finally realizing she was no longer alone. At least two dozen women and a few men were crowding the sidewalk near her, all of various ages, sizes, and heritage. Another quick glance at her watch forced a slight groan. She’d been in la-la land for a solid ten minutes.

      “I know. This is the highlight of my month, my year. Oh, who the hell am I kidding? My life,” another shrill voice exclaimed, as if letting everyone else know her thoughts were vital.

      Cassandra crowded closer to the corner of the building, her anxiety building. Why couldn’t she have the same level of excitement? The studious, intelligent, conservative agent inside poked her hard, a solid reminder that she was here to do her job and nothing else. Besides, fantasies weren’t real. She listened to the banter, learning tidbits about why the women were so excited, their hopes and dreams in being assigned the perfect Master, and all she wanted to do was vomit.

      Thank God, less than ten minutes later she was safely tucked all the way in the back of the bus, with at least two seats between her and the rest of the motley crew. And they were still jabbering about how this was going to increase their sex life. Uh-huh. They had no clue what the true meaning of BDSM entailed. This was nothing but a game to them.

      After the bus jerked to a start, rolling away from the small town, she went over the various details in her mind, all the information safely tucked away in a hiding place in her suitcase. No one could know her true identity or her purpose. Being kicked out was the last of her concerns.

      “I had a girlfriend who came here last year. She purchased this as a gift for my birthday.”

      Cassandra noticed the blush creeping up along the younger woman’s cheeks, the way she continued to fiddle with her hair. At least someone else was just as uncomfortable.

      “Don’t worry, Jenny. The Masters are highly skilled in all aspects of bondage, punishment, figging, cupping, and so much more. You’ll be in safe hands.” The older woman’s appearance was pleasant, and no doubt she was someone’s grandmother. Comforting and caring.

      The image floating in Cass’s mind was of PTA meetings. She bit back a laugh, homing in on the engine sounds as the bus made a wide right turn, swinging past several columns. All she could see was acres and acres of wheat, the green tendrils flowing in the light breeze. There was no way an actual castle had been built on the outskirts of an Ohio town.

      But she was very wrong.

      “Oh, gosh! Look!” Another series of squeals was met with whistles as several of the women clambered to the other side of the bus, drinking in the panorama.

      Cassandra didn’t have to move anywhere. As the gothic structure came into view, she shrank further into her seat. There was no adequate way to describe the massive building; the intricate stonework and impressive architecture breathtaking. Everything seemed to be completely true to history, as if the castle had been brought over from England, or perhaps Scotland. From the curtain wall to the various portcullises, the drawbridge and even… As they pulled closer, she could see an actual moat. “What the hell?” Well, maybe she could drown Slice. Perhaps there were alligators. That would solve her issues.

      She couldn’t help but smile.

      Two buses were in front, the majority of guests already having disembarked. Cassandra was the very last person in line, the group spilling out onto the drawbridge, allowing her an opportunity to scan the exterior. She had no idea of the square footage, but the intrinsic configuration, the way the footprint seemed to go on forever meant there were dozens if not hundreds of places to hide within the hallowed walls. Then again, did Carmen The Butcher have a need to hide?

      The various outbuildings and fencing, even several corrals, were truly beautiful, highlighting the pristine landscaping, the peaceful countryside. A flock of birds passed overhead, giving her a moment of peace as she tilted her head, enjoying the warmth of the sun. A reflection caught her attention and even with her sunglasses, she was forced to shield her eyes. There was a lone figure standing in the window, watching. Studying her.

      Craning her neck, she removed her glasses, trying to get a better look. Her instinct kicked in, telling her in no uncertain terms she’d seen this man before. Where? Her mouth was dry, her pulse racing. If only she could get a better look. She crowded closer, squinting in an effort to focus. Hmm… Her instinct was flying high.

      “Right this way. We have a busy agenda this afternoon.”

      “Yes!” She realized she’d actually snapped at the poor woman and offered a kind smile before darting another look at the window.

      The stranger had disappeared.

      Maybe her mind was playing tricks. Cassandra counted to three before walking toward the shaded canopy.

      “And you are?” the woman asked.

      “Winter Simmons,” Cassandra stated, although she heard angst in her tone. She remembered she’d used the name Winter at the club. Maybe not the best choice, but one that had been placed on her application by the director. Along with occupation: Paralegal. At least she could fake that if necessary.

      “Yes. Here we are. You’ll need to wear your bracelet at all times and you will use the name given. Orientation will begin in less than fifteen minutes. All the information you need to know is in your packet. Please stay in character and have a wonderful time.”

      “Thank you.” She was fascinated by all the red tape required for entrance alone. After climbing the stairs, she was led down a series of corridors, trailing behind at least forty other people. Everything about the interior was glorious, meticulously decorated with ornate rugs and tapestry, gilded sconces and velvet drapes. Whoever owned the Castle must have millions.

      “Bracelets, please.”

      The command came from the other side of the room. Opening the folder, she noticed her name first and a cold chill swept down her body. This was real. This was happening. The letters, written in a script signature, the ink bold and black, meant the beginning of an adventure. Scarlet. The chill moved into a wave of heat, sliding ever so slowly straight into her pussy.

      She was wet and hot.
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        * * *

      

      Sebastian waited just at the top of the stairs, uncertain whether he would be allowed to participate. While his reputation as a true Master had no doubt preceded his arrival, he wasn’t here to make waves of any kind. He was, in a sense, at the mercy of a man he’d only met once. Would Eric remember? He stood by the window, studying the people as they left the bus, crowding together as if swapping stories or sharing their excited anticipation of the weekend events.

      He’d often though about coming to the Castle, but his work prevented indulging in his pleasures. This would prove to be an interesting challenge. At least he had a distinct advantage. He knew exactly what Massino looked like. Sadly, vice versa, although Sebastian’s appearance had changed during the last ten years. Unfortunately, Massino could stay masked or behind closed doors, but not for the entire stay. Noticing the last guest leaving the bus, he could tell she was hanging back. A trickle of recognition flagged the back of his mind, forcing him to look closer.

      The woman was dressed in blue jeans and a light-colored shirt, her long red hair sweeping past her shoulders, blowing lightly in the breeze.

      “Mmm…” He realized his cock was twitching, awakened by some primitive need. Shifting until he was out of the direct sun, he was able to catch a better look. Fascinating. “Why hello, Miss Law Enforcement Officer.” He was almost positive she was the same girl from the club two nights before. Karma had a sick sense of humor. If he was right about his suspicions, then someone had talked to the police, informing them of his weekend plans. Or perhaps this was about Massino’s side of brutal justice. Either way, he would be forced to find out what she knew.

      The weekend had just taken a delicious turn for the better.

      “Sebastian, or I should call you Master Sebastian.” The man’s tone was light, welcoming.

      Sebastian smiled before turning away from the window, his hunger increasing. “Master Eric. Been a long time.” He held out his hand.

      “Yes, it has. Welcome. I see you finally took me up on the offer,” Eric said as he grinned.

      “I’ve been so busy with work that this was my first opportunity. I appreciate you squeezing me in.”

      “We had a cancellation, so the timing was perfect. I have a basic set of rules and all the information you need regarding the Castle. The Meet and Greet will be in about thirty minutes, so you’ll have plenty of time to get into costume. We have your list of requirements for a submissive and I’m certain we can find you the perfect woman to suit your needs.”

      Hmm… Perhaps the costume was an excellent idea. Sebastian took the folder, contemplating. “There is one submissive in particular that might be of interest to me.”

      Eric laughed. “You have a preference already. A feat, given some have just arrived. Well, we can certainly arrange it, as long as I can locate who you are talking about before the orientation. We’ll need to check with Master Marshall, it’s his decision. I’ll have to see if he’s in.”

      “Whatever I need to do. This is very important to me. I plan on indulging the lovely woman with her greatest desires.” Sebastian followed behind Eric, a calculating smile remaining on his face.

      “Sounds like a very lucky lady.”

      “I can’t say luck is going to be involved.”
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        * * *

      

      Sebastian wasn’t entirely surprised at Scarlet’s choices on her questionnaire, especially given the way she’d reacted to the play room at the club. Having changed into black pants and a peasant shirt, his rendition of Zorro, complete with the fabric mask, it was actually to his liking. From his vantage point, he was able to enjoy watching his new submissive from across the ballroom. If Massino was in the room, all the better, although given the wide selection of costumes, the man could simply be hiding in plain sight. He adjusted the two bracelets he was required to wear at all times, turning his attention to the others in the room. At this point, there was no sign of anyone resembling The Butcher. Perhaps the assassin was arriving at another time or already sequestered in one of the guest rooms.

      Or even hiding in the Dungeon.

      His eyes fell once again on the lovely submissive, allowing his gaze to fall from her kitty cat ears to her collar, the slinky bodysuit and, as she turned, her long tail. Mesmerized, he took several steps closer, amused at how uncomfortable she seemed. He gathered a feeling about her, his keen observations coming into play. She was normally very much in control, but was completely out of her element in this environment, a far cry from her actions at Club Noire. He’d been correct in his assumptions.

      She was here on assignment.

      As he moved through the crowd, the various guests parted, allowing him to pass, their eyes sweeping up and down his massive frame, lingering on the peace-tied sword attached to his belt. He stood several inches taller than the majority of men in the room, including the servants. In his mind, another advantage. Walking slowly, he wanted her to notice him, to understand that she belonged to him, if only for a few days.

      He stopped just two feet away, waiting as patiently as possible until she noticed him, her eyes opening wide. Holding out his hand, he beckoned with his fingers, saying nothing, but knowing his demeanor was one of complete control. She studied his eyes, as if able to gather a sense of him behind the mask. There was a flicker of recognition, a moment of direct and very electric connection, taking his breath away.

      Scarlet pressed her hands down the front of her outfit, hesitating before taking cautious steps toward him. “Master Zorro, I presume?”

      “When I command you to do something, you will not hesitate again. That is cause for your first demerit.” Her brazen attitude suggested she had no clue about what she’d gotten into, but her demeanor was beguiling, reminding him of his thoughts only hours before.

      She furrowed her brow, sensing that others were looking on then grasped his fingers.

      “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

      “I said, yes. Sir.” Her words laced with defiance, she locked eyes with his for only a moment, lowering her gaze as if realizing her faux pas.

      “I can see you need a significant amount of training. We shall begin at once.”

      She opened her mouth, as if to rebut, then became thin lipped.

      “And when I say anything to you, you will respond with either ‘yes, sir’ or ‘no, sir’ as appropriate and without the attitude. Direct questions you may answer. Are we clear?”

      “Yes, sir.” Scarlet’s face flushed.

      “I am Master Diablo, your selected Dom for the duration of your stay.” Sebastian pulled her closer, inhaling. The scent of her perfume was scintillating, intoxicating in a way he hadn’t anticipated. They would remain in character, at least in front of the others. Only after he’d ripped away her mask would he approach the situation differently. His cock twitched, creating a wave of heat in his groin. He wanted this woman like no other. “Come, my kitten, your first lesson needs to be addressed.”

      While he longed to take her to the Dungeon, that time would come later, after their initial interaction. He pulled the leash out of his pocket, a prop he’d selected just prior to the Meet and Greet.

      She dragged her tongue over the seam of her mouth, blinking several times. She was very much out of her element.

      “And you are?” He wanted to hear the velvet intonations of her voice.

      “Scarlet.”

      “Scarlet. Perfect for a woman in need of absolute obedience. Even cats need a leash.” Clipping it to her collar, he wrapped the end around one hand, using the other to brush strands of hair from her eyes. “If you’re a very good little kitty, I may allow you off the lead during certain times. We shall see.”

      “I…”

      “Do you feel the need to ask your Master a question, kitty?” He was goading her.

      “No, sir.” But her eyes told a different story.

      “Then come. We shall begin.” Sebastian took long strides, heading to the second floor and to his room. To her credit, she remained quiet as she trailed behind him, her high heels clipping on the floor as they made their way out of the ballroom toward the stairs. His grasp around the leather lead was firm, his pull on her forceful as they headed down the first hallway, turning onto a second, finding the room number with ease.

      Once inside, he unclipped the leash, moving past the suitcases already placed in the room and dropping his phone. The rules were strict regarding modern conveniences. There were to be none outside of the regular guest rooms. Fingering the case, he was anticipating incoming updated information regarding Carmen. That would have to wait.

      He admired the four-poster bed, particularly the bondage rings permanently attached. They would be used later in the evening. His dick twitched again, reminding him that he was all male and his submissive a beautiful woman. He removed the sword, brushing his fingers down the thin blade. The weapon could easily be mistaken as real. A chuckle slipped past his lips. He was beginning to like this game.

      Scarlet seemed to be studying the room, making note of every attribute, the position of the furniture. She was thorough in her observations and all the while maintaining a defiant expression. He was amused more than anything.

      “You’re very stubborn. That is easy to tell from the other night. I must ask you, why are you here?” Sebastian was more than curious as to how she’d answer. He decided to remove the mask, untying and slowly lowering the slip of silk.

      Her suspicions confirmed, she took a step back. After her initial reaction, she exhaled and glanced toward the window, shaking her head. “Zorro is very fitting.”

      “I can see we’re going to need an immediate understanding of following the rules.” He headed for the dresser, opening the top drawer, delighting in the array of options for toys, lubricant, and various spanking implements. He studied the items, making his selection of a well-crafted wooden paddle and a single tailed, short leather strap. He placed the paddle on top of the dresser, allowing her to see his action, followed by rubbing his fingers down the length of the strap. “These will come in handy, at least for now.” The look in her eyes was one of terror as well as excitement.

      Scarlet took a step back, keeping her head held high. “No matter what you think you know about me, I assure you, you’re wrong.”

      “Hmm… Speaking without permission. Another infraction.” Excitement surged through him at the thought of training her. He could envision bending her will, perhaps breaking down her every defense. He gathered she was FBI, given crossing the lines of jurisdiction. Formidable on one hand, but easy to peg on another. “And what should I know about you?”

      “This isn’t me.”

      “Submitting you mean, and to a stranger.” He tossed the paddle, preferring the strap. As he walked closer, he fingered the leather, easing the strap under his nose and inhaling. “Fine elk leather. Only the best.” The words alone were enough to create beads of perspiration over the top of her luscious lip. Yes, he wanted her on edge, defenseless in a way she wasn’t prepared for. Subterfuge was amusing, more so than staking out another assassin. All in a day’s work.

      Swallowing hard, her eyes never leaving the strap, she nodded.

      “I didn’t hear you.” Sebastian snapped his wrist. The slight whooshing sound was enough to bring the slightest whimper to her mouth. He was pleased with her reaction.

      “Yes, sir. I haven’t done this before. At least to any degree.”

      “A weekend submissive? A boyfriend who purchased fuzzy red handcuffs and a purple flogger.”

      That statement brought another nasty glare, a deep sigh. She tilted her head, gritting her teeth.

      “We all have to start somewhere. Seeing you in the club was exhilarating. You were more than curious, even eager.”

      “Yes. Yes, sir, I was. I am.” Her words trailed off.

      “And you’ve desired to have a taste of the lifestyle, perhaps submitting to the correct man your entire life. Isn’t that true?” He proceeded to walk closer, moving around her in a complete circle. Using just a single finger, he eased her hair from her neck, exposing her jugular.

      “Maybe. Sir.”

      “There is no maybe with regard to longing to submit. You know in your heart what you desire. Answer me again. Only this time, I want the truth. I will know if you’re lying and that is a trait I will not tolerate.” He kept his finger trailing down her arm as he waited for her reply.

      A slight short and very ragged breath was followed by a tilt of her head. “Yes. I’ve yearned to find a strong man, dominating me, controlling me.”

      Owning me.

      The words were ghosted, as if they’d both only thought about the provocative idea. Sebastian held his breath, allowing the concept to linger in his mind. Yes…

      “Excellent. But you’ve never found anyone who understands your needs.” He slid his finger down the length of her neck to her spine, moving all the way down to the top of her thigh. She shivered from his touch. The words weren’t a question but a statement that he understood.

      “No, sir.” This time, her words were said through clenched teeth, still so defiant. Yet her body was giving her away.

      He gathered the scent of her arousal, the fragrance invigorating. Her nipples were hard, pushing against the constraints of the bodysuit. “You came here for a reason, a deep longing to find the woman inside. The question is, why?”

      “I heard this was a special place, where you could find any fantasy you were looking for.”

      “True enough. Pleasure as well as pain.” He slipped his hand between her legs, grinding his fingers into the material.

      “Oh!” She jutted forward, losing her step but catching herself, clenching her fists.

      “You’re very wet, sweet kitty, but you aren’t allowed to come until I allow it. Keep that in mind.” He eased around to face her, studying her face, her long lashes. She had a remarkable beauty, but he suspected she had no idea. Her career was her life, pretending to be the strong woman, full of authority. “We all must face the person inside at some point or we’re swallowed by the requirement to please everyone but ourselves. You didn’t list any hard limits. Tell me now what they are.”

      Her lower lip quivering, she darted her eyes back and forth, a slight laugh erupting. “I don’t know.”

      “Certain Masters could take advantage of the non-disclosure. I’m not that kind of man. However, you will tell me prior to an event if you are uncomfortable. As far as discipline? That’s another story entirely. I will decide. While you have a safeword, be careful how and when you use it.”

      “Is that a threat, Master Diablo? I don’t like threats. At all.”

      “Interesting, Scarlet. That outburst will cost you. I never threaten. I only make promises. Another aspect that you should keep in mind.” He took her by the wrist, his grip more forceful than he had originally wanted. She was going to try him, to push his buttons. Did she have an idea of his true identity? He would certainly hate to eliminate her so early in the weekend.

      She didn’t fight him yet the look in her eyes was cold, calculating.

      “Remove your clothes.”

      Scarlet darted a look over her shoulder, the first real sign of fear. “Yes, sir.” She held her head down as she wrangled to remove her attire, her arms shaking as she took the time to fold and place the items on the dresser. When she moved her hands to the cat ears, he cleared his throat.

      “Keep those on. I find them particularly sexy on you.” He was salivating as he gazed on her naked body. She was a masterpiece in his eyes. He’d been with many women during his life, but she was exquisite. Strong shoulders and back led to a narrow waist, rounded hips and long legs. Her breasts were full, voluptuous by anyone’s standards. And her nipples were the perfect shade of rose. His cock was now throbbing, pinching against his linen pants.

      “Yes, sir.” She blinked several times, her body swaying as she awaited direction.

      “For this afternoon, we will handle this round of discipline crudely. After dinner, we’ll explore, satisfying your curiosity.” He would also be able to use her as a guise, searching the buildings and grounds. As long as he could pinpoint Massino, even if by his selection of a submissive, he would begin to build a plan. He wasn’t a passionate man, not by traditional standards, but this woman created electricity in him that he hadn’t experienced in far too long.

      “That would be enjoyable, sir.”

      She was definitely on the prowl. The game playing could be very fun indeed. What he did next was completely out of character and not simply for his dominating side. Yanking her against his chest, he crushed her mouth, raking his nails down her naked back, clenching her buttocks.

      Scarlet pressed her hands against his shoulders at first, pushing with significant force, her fingers digging into his jacket. Her lips and body were stiff.

      He thrust his tongue inside, tasting her sweet essence, craving this woman, his hunger raging off the charts. The intensity of the kiss was powerful, his actions brutal. The way her breasts crushed against his chest, the scent of her perfume, everything was intoxicating.

      Her body sagged against his, as if she was relinquishing control and she opened her mouth wider, permitting access.

      For the next few seconds, he was lost to the passion, squeezing her buttocks, grinding his hips, his heart racing. When he finally pulled away, his grip remaining on her arm, he gave her a smug smile. “You will belong to me, sweet Scarlet and I assure you, by the end of this weekend, you will beg to surrender to me.” Freeing her, he took a step back, running both hands through his hair. This woman could be his undoing. “On the bed, hands over your head and you will not move. Am I clear?”

      “Yes, sir.” Her smile wry, her eyes twinkling, she crawled onto the thick comforter, following his command. Her arms and feet together, she kept the expression on her face, the sly look.

      As if she knew what control she had over his libido.

      He took a deep breath and twirled the strap between his fingers. Yes, he was practiced. Yes, he knew exactly what he was doing and as he issued the first strike, the thick tail slicing across the center of her buttocks, he shuddered.

      Her body tensed, but there was no other reaction. No cries of pain. No cries for mercy.

      Sebastian issued two more, carefully positioned, redness appearing immediately. “All bad kitties need whippings.”

      She didn’t acknowledge him in any manner.

      He realized he was slightly riled, expecting more emotion. He smacked the strap across her upper thighs once, twice and a third time.

      Her toes curled, her breathing heavier.

      The stripes were beautiful in his mind and he lowered his hand, caressing his art. “You wear my marks well, sweet kitty.” He smacked her ass again, and again, delighting in the crisp sounds made by the snap of his wrist.

      Scarlet clenched her fists, her breath sounds scattered.

      Damn if the woman wasn’t well trained, if only to accept a high tolerance of pain. He wielded the strap several additional times until he was able to tell by her skin that she’d had enough. For now. He carefully placed the strap on the dresser. What he craved had little to do with anything he would find in the room. Wine. Candles. Time away and completely alone. Why was he having this strong a reaction?

      Because she was a challenge in every regard. In order to break down her defenses to any degree, he would need to take her to a primal level, needing him as well as accepting her desire. She would require being taken to the most basic level within herself.

      Challenge accepted.

      “On your knees,” he commanded.

      There was only a slight hesitation before she responded, easing off the bed and crouching on the floor.

      He stood several feet away, pointing to the floor just in front of him. “Crawl to me. Come, kitty, kitty.”

      A curl on her lip, she inched toward him, crawling on her hands and knees, slinking forward, almost the way a cat would do.

      Impressed, he stood with his arms folded, his legs spread far apart.

      Scarlet dipped her head, moving her body in a stealth-like manner, a slight purr coming from her throat.

      The game had just changed, shifting up another notch. This was more than fascinating. “Come.”

      She stopped for a moment, sitting back on her haunches as she drew her arm to her face, dragging her tongue all the way down the inside to her wrist.

      His balls were fucking swollen, his mouth dry as he watched her play, her tongue moving in swirling motions, elongated licks on her ivory skin. Mesmerized, he was unable to move, watching her as she accepted her position. He was curious if this was more of an act than anything, but at this point, he was far too entranced by the moment.

      Meowing, she crawled closer until she was only a few inches away from his legs. In what he knew to be an uncharacteristic move, she rubbed her head against his shin, deepening her purring sounds.

      A shiver raced down from the back of his neck to his spine then crept along his thighs. “Good kitty.” He reached down, petting her on the head as she gave him a longing look. Good kitty, indeed.

      She rolled her head along the inside of his leg, moving to the other, crouching lower as she performed the deed. When her hands crept up the inside of his legs, shifting to his crotch, he closed his eyes.

      He could tell she was unfastening his belt, every move slow and deliberate, her fingers working the button then the zipper. A waft of air crossed over his shaft and balls as she freed his cock, her long fingers rubbing up and down in languishing motions.

      A slight breath slipped past his lips. “Yes, you can suck me.”

      The purring sounds continued as she peeled back his pants, freeing his balls. She rolled them between her fingers, taking her time to explore. Using her other hand, she raked a single nail all the way down his shaft, twirling the tip back and forth across his cockhead.

      Sebastian was forced to swallow and kept his hand on her head, his fingers digging in. “Mmm… Yes.”

      Scarlet darted her tongue around his bulbous head, ever so lightly, her fingers squeezing his testicles. The pressure was almost perfect, creating just enough pain. The woman was practiced at performing oral sex.

      Her purring becoming more pronounced, she licked all the way down his shaft until her lips touched his balls. She blew across both before taking one into her mouth, sucking, using her strong jaw muscles in a controlled fashion.

      The sounds were exaggerated, driving him into what could only be described as a heightened state of bliss. This was far too enjoyable, sating a portion of his raging hunger. He gazed down at her, his eyes already having difficulty focusing. “Wonderful.”

      She parted her lips, taking his other testicle into her mouth, repeating the action as before, her tongue darting back and forth. Pumping the base, she twisted her hand.

      The friction was almost too much to take. He was throbbing to the point of near anguish, a moan pushing past his lips. “Yes. That’s it, little kitty.”

      Licking the underside, her tongue moving from side to side, she reached his cockhead and took the tip into her mouth, sucking. She took the opportunity to lift her gaze, her eyes remaining unblinking, as if looking for encouragement.

      “Suck me. Take all of me.” He placed both hands on her head, jutting his hips forward, rolling onto the balls of his feet.

      She fingered his balls, stroking with her other hand, her mouth opening wide.

      He pumped his dick inside her mouth, forcing her to take several inches. When she didn’t gag, he shoved the rest deep inside until the tip hit the back of her throat. “Fuck.” He fucked her mouth, going in slow and even drives, his pulse skyrocketing as he continued the actions. She was experienced, practiced in a way he wasn’t used to.

      Accepting his full control, she dropped her hands to her sides, now a look of longing sliding into her eyes.

      As he face-fucked her, thrusting harder and faster, wanting nothing more than to have his cum slide down her throat, he realized she was playing him, giving him what he wanted. What he craved. Two could play at this game and he would be happy to oblige.

      Her sounds were muffled, yet the strangled noise was just enough to drive him to the point of letting go. Instead, he pulled out completely, leaning over and tsking. “Very nice try, my sweet kitten, but you aren’t in charge.”
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      Chances. Cassandra was taking every one of them she could. She’d realized almost the second they were in the room that he was the elusive Slice. There was no doubt in her mind. While he was cunning in his actions, even able to pretend to a point, she was no fool and refused to succumb completely. She would remain in control, even if performing was the only option. Why had she been so damn blind at the club? His exquisite good looks? His sexy demeanor?

      What she hadn’t anticipated occurring was desire sliding past her wall, electrifying her entire body. He was powerful in many ways, including infusing her body with the kind of longing she’d only dreamt of during long, lonely nights. The feel of the man, the taste of him on her lips had been unexpected. And she’d almost let go. Almost.

      She knew what the alluring assassin craved more than anything. A woman who desired him. His wall had crumbled just enough to allow her to see inside the man. His longing was his nemesis, a method in order to gain his trust then break him as necessary.

      The whipping had been another unexpected lapse of judgment, enjoying the almost savage pain too much. His questions, his words, as if he’d seen right through her had been blindsiding, a break in her synapses. When he tossed her onto the bed, pushing her legs back in an awkward position, the gasp was real.

      “You play me for a fool, kitten. I’m not the kind of man you’re used to playing with.” He was on his knees on the floor, his face hovering just inches over her cunt. The look on his face was ravenous; the type of hunger only seen in ‘X’ rated movies. “I’m going to drive you to a point of nirvana, but only if you beg me to let you come will I allow it.”

      Biting back a cry the second he blew a swath of hot air across her pussy, she was forced to grip the comforter, blinking as she squirmed in his hold. She was splayed open wide, every inch of her exposed. This man was driving her to new heights of pleasure, but for entirely the wrong reasons.

      Master Diablo’s eyes never left her as he lowered his head, the tip of his tongue darting across the inside of her thigh. “I have no doubt you’ll taste delicious, my kitten.” A slight snarl escaped his lips as he bent his head, dragging his tongue around her clit.

      Unable to stop the moan, she sucked in her breath, her chest rising and falling as she clenched the bedding. She was shaking all over, her nerves remaining on edge, but she wanted this. She would indeed almost beg to have him lick her, to drive his tongue past her folds, lapping her cream.

      He took his time, swirling the tip of his tongue around and around her clit in lazy circles, his fingers pressing against her inner thighs.

      Cassandra willed her legs to remain open, so exposed for the enemy, for the monster who’d killed dozens of people. But right now, she no longer cared.

      His tongue continued licking, moving in deliberate actions for a full minute. Then he slid the width of his tongue all the way down her cunt, sliding just past her folds.

      “Oh…” She bit back another cry as he inserted a single finger into her pussy, wiggling back and forth. Every nerve ending was alive, on fire and her skin was covered in goosebumps.

      He toyed with her, darting his tongue and the one finger inside, a chuckle bubbling up from his throat. “I could feast on you for hours. Draw you close to an orgasm then back off. Is that what you’d like?”

      “No.” The word came easily, the tone inflected with a husky note.

      “Then learn never to tease me again.” He added a second then third finger, thrusting in and out as he licked in a languishing fashion. Taking the tender flesh of her labia inside his mouth, he sucked, rolling the tissue between his lips, as if savoring the flavor.

      Panting, her legs were shaking, her heart racing.

      He added a fourth finger, driving deep inside, flexing his fingers open as he drilled into her. His tongue roamed up and down the length of her cunt, sucking on her clit, biting down until she cried out. “You see what good kitties are allowed?”

      She hated herself and her body for the way it responded, her chest heaving, her fingers digging into the material, but she’d fallen into an escape, wanting nothing more than to let go. Was this wrong? No doubt. But she was able to let go of the majority of her usual reservations, the event taboo.

      Master Diablo slid his wet fingers down to the crack of her ass, wiggling them until he was able to drive inside her asshole. “Tight. We’ll take care of that.”

      A laugh came from out of nowhere and she tossed her head back and forth. When he shoved two more fingers inside her dark hole, she jerked up from the bed. “God!”

      He chuckled, blowing across her cunt as he used a combination of his fingers and tongue, plunging in and out, his actions almost manic.

      She was going to come. There was no way to push aside her body’s reaction. Sweat rolled down both sides of her face as he continued, his moves so practiced, bringing her to the edge then pulling back, driving harder, then easing off. Lurching, she cried out, the sounds floating above them.

      He licked down the inside of her thigh and added yet another finger in her asshole. “You are not used to a man’s cock inside your ass.”

      “No, sir. No.” But the thought was delicious, forbidden and something she craved more than almost anything.

      “Training, my sweet pet. Training.” He sucked on her clit, fingering both holes then pulled completely away.

      “No!”

      “You haven’t earned the right to come yet, my sweet. The privilege may be allowed, but with absolute obedience.”

      Cassandra could see by the look in his eyes that he was playing a game. Touché. The moment had been won, the stakes rising even higher. She would win this and by the end of this weekend, the man would be behind bars. She closed her eyes, controlling her breathing until she heard a sound. Blinking, she was taken aback by the man standing in front of her.

      Naked, he gazed down at her shaking form, a smug smile on his face.

      She was breathless, her nipples aching, her pussy clenching. Everything about this man was gorgeous, chiseled in all the right places. He had a broad chest, sculpted arms and a thin waist. The single tattoo on his chest was vivid in color, the dragon in brilliant ink. Another crawled up his shoulder, moving toward his neck. She blinked several times, wanting to reach out, but was confused at her reaction. She wanted this man. She craved this man. Enemy. He’s the enemy. But her little voice was laughing at her.

      “I’m going to fuck you now.” The statement was telling. He was serious about owning her.

      And she was forced to admit, she yearned for nothing less. As he rolled a condom over his throbbing cock, she was immobilized, tranquil in her desires, her blazing hunger. And terrified that she wouldn’t be able to perform her job. The danger was an intense draw, bridging the fine line between sanity and blasphemy.

      He stood over her for an instant, his dark eyes penetrating. When he crawled on top, forcing her arms over her head, he grunted like an animal. This wasn’t about shared passion to any degree. This was taking control, dominating perhaps the single woman who could derail his assignment. However, they both seemed taken aback by the chemistry, fueled to the extreme, so powerful his pupils reflected the sizzling current.

      She had difficulty breathing, palpitations generating a lump in her throat. His touch, the way his mouth had felt was incredible. She was covered in a thin layer of perspiration, her pussy still quivering. Even the scent of her cunt juice was stronger. God, she was losing her mind.

      Keeping her legs wide open, he drove the entire length of his cock inside, the vigor significant, shoving her hard into the soft bedding. His husky chuckle was laced with darkness, the vibe chilling. He kept his head above hers as his thrusts became more brutal, savage.

      Cassandra was locked in the moment, unable to move, unwilling to try. Her breathing heavy, her resolve was soon shattered, breaking apart like pieces of fragile glass. She’d longed for this very moment, a man possessing her body and soul. She wrapped her legs around his thighs, locking her feet together as the brutal fucking continued, the bed squeaking from the harshness of his actions.

      Cocking his head, he lowered his face until his lips were mere centimeters away, blowing hot air.

      She shivered, desperately trying to maintain focus, a slight smile on her face. There was no way she would allow this man to see her tattered state. Or her desperate need. This was only a game. This was…

      Master Diablo plunged harder and faster, his grunts becoming feral. Everything about this man was powerful, a fully functioning psychopath.

      Stretching, she arched her back as much as possible, struggling to gain some level of control. There was no chance, no possibility. She was locked in his prowess.

      His breathing became shallow, his hips swiveling, pumping in short jabs.

      She clenched her pussy muscles, studying his face as his mouth twisted, his eyes clamped shut.

      “Yes. Yes!” Tipping his head back, his entire body began to shake.

      This wasn’t about any pleasure for her, at least not at this time, but her joy was in seeing his loss of control, if only for a brief period of time.

      Beads of sweat dripped off his face, cascading down to hers. He yanked back his head, releasing one of her arms as he wiped his face. “This is only the beginning, my sweet kitten.” He climbed off the bed, removing and tossing the used condom into the trash. He seemed to be smiling to himself as he raised his trousers, taking his time to button and zip, fingering the belt twice before buckling.

      Visionary methods of asserting his authority?

      Condom or no condom, the scent of him covered her body, filling her nostrils. Sitting up, she folded her arms, studying the bracelet. They’d been matched together on purpose, but by whom? Perhaps he had a friend located in the Castle, one of the other Masters. There could be no other way. Did Slice have an inkling of her true identity? She had her suspicions, making the charade even more disconcerting. When he moved toward the dresser, she grew curious. What would be the next festive course on the feasting menu?

      “As I mentioned, you’re in need of adequate training. I plan on using you in various methods, including every hole in that enticing body of yours.” His selection complete, he held an ass plug in the air, twisting and turning the toy in the natural light. “I think this will be an excellent tool.”

      If he was looking for some reaction, she refused to give him one. The particular design was almost egg shaped, appearing to be four inches or so long. What she noticed immediately was the brilliant red jeweled end.

      “And red is very much your color. On your knees, precious kitten.” Master Diablo lifted a single eyebrow when she hesitated. He grabbed a tube of lubricant, popping open the cap. “You’re lucky I’m not a true sadist.”

      The two women inside were distinctly different, a trait that had never clashed. Until now. Until this man had unraveled a portion of her. She slithered onto the floor, exaggerating her crawling motions as she’d done before, her lower lip pushed out, giving him a sultry stare.

      “Delicious, my pet. You’ll wear this tonight as the perfect jewelry. Now, lean down and open those pretty ass cheeks of yours.”

      A portion of her wanted to spit out ‘bastard,’ because this was his ruse, his manner of grabbing the reins. However, she enjoyed the odd revelry shared between them, the electricity that she’d never felt with another man. Arching her back until her face was only inches from the floor; she reached behind her hips, gripping both sides of her ass cheeks. As she pulled them apart, she gasped, fighting a rush of tears. Her emotions were on a roll, instigating turmoil. Want. Need. Requirements. Everything was meshing together, almost blinding her. Perform. Just keep performing. She held her breath as he brushed the tip of his finger down the crack of her ass.

      “This will look beautiful and will be our secret. Shame I can’t use the Wi-Fi controller while in the rest of the Castle. I would so enjoy being able to provide vibrations.” He twisted the plug, wiggling it as her asshole expanded.

      A series of quivers raced down her body and her fingers were sweaty, making it difficult to keep her cheeks pried apart. She bit back a moan as the plug was pushed in further, past the tight ring of muscle, her tissue expanding to accept the thick invasion.

      Once inserted, he patted her ass, wrapping his finger around a portion of her collar and yanking until she was in a crouching position. “You are not as you seem, sweet Scarlet, but tonight you will learn to trust me. In doing so, you will follow my orders to an exacting ‘T’ or I will inflict the kind of punishment only witnessed in nightmares. Do. You. Understand?”

      “Why, yes, sir. Absolutely, sir.” Cassandra licked her lips, the answer nothing more than a husky purr.

      “Excellent.” Releasing his hold, he took a step away. “I suggest we explore the grounds and the various rooms in the castle. I will allow you to settle into your room. The cat suit remains, the plug as well. Keep in mind, you will be staying with me tonight.”

      “More fun and games. Sir?” she challenged, unable to stop the words before they were blurted out. His hand was around her throat within two seconds, pushing her hard against the wall.

      “You forget your place, my tasty kitty-cat. I am not the kind of man you want to cross.” His fingers dug into her neck, even around the thick collar. “You will be back here in fifteen minutes sharp. I will not have to search for you.”

      She slapped her hands over his, gulping for air and all she could do was nod. When he let her go, she slumped against the wall, rubbing her neck. For a split second, she saw the real man inside.

      He was the one who was afraid.
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        * * *

      

      “Goddammit!” Hissing, Sebastian paced the floor of his room, a bitter taste of anger remaining in his mouth. He was furious with himself for reacting the way he had. The lovely Scarlet was pushing every button. Scarlet. The name did suit her. The basic identification used on her form was no doubt her undercover name. He was now convinced she was a plant. He’d seen more than a single glimmer in her eyes, and not just ones of defiance.

      She was indeed searching for someone in the Castle. Coincidences weren’t in the cards, even though karma might be. He wanted a damn drink, a tall bourbon. No, he wanted more. The woman had a way about her, easily getting under his skin. He stormed toward the suitcase, retrieving his phone, navigating to his private email address. The secured information was as promised. The items in code, he was forced to read over twice before understanding what he was seeing.

      Carmen Massino had indeed been sent to find the particular witness and eliminate her, but there were suggestions there could be more. What else could the monster possibly have on his mind? Perhaps, The Butcher knew that he’d been assigned to eliminate him. If he’d been informed earlier, he would have come better prepared. At least the hitman was inside the Castle, having arrived on Thursday. He grabbed his suitcase, unlocking and sliding his hand in the hidden compartment. Taking a chance carrying his favorite knife was significant, but in this case, required.

      Grabbing the Emerson P-TAC, he slipped the folding knife into his pocket. He’d used the blade on more than one victim in recent months. The benefits, including a silent kill, far outweighed the disadvantage of needing to get very close. While he doubted he’d find an opportunity tonight to carry out his assignment, he would be completely prepared. His thoughts drifted to Carmen. How times had changed over the years. Would the man carry the same hatred, a need for revenge? He would see soon enough.

      After glancing at his watch, he slid his phone into the suitcase. He’d follow certain rules, at least for now. He re-tied the mask, grinning at his appearance. Fifteen minutes on the nose, he heard the knock on his door. Sweet Scarlet wouldn’t risk his rage. She could indeed be trained.

      “Right on time.” Her appearance was different, her eye shadow more prominent, her hair piled on top of her head, her lips painted a ruby red, black lines drawn on her face mimicking whiskers. “Provocative. I will enjoy parading you around this afternoon as my pet.”

      Grabbing and securing the leash, he moved out into the corridor. He’d gotten a basic layout of the Castle, the various rooms, including those off-limits, including the third floor. As he led her down the hallway, she never muttered a word, trailing behind him as if during the limited time alone she’d made a decision to submit to him fully.

      He knew better. She was playing her part, nothing more. Which made this even more enticing. “Why don’t we visit the art gallery?”

      “Why, of course, sir.”

      They passed by several guests, all nodding in recognition, various costumes depicting the time period as well as their level of play. There was no one fitting Carmen’s size or appearance, at least from what he remembered. He scanned every location, every person’s face as they walked into the impressive area.

      The gallery itself was yet another moment out of a medieval period, the same velvet draperies, the ornate carpeting. The pictures adorning the walls were rich in detail, vivid in color. The expansive location appeared out of a museum with the exception of a single detail: the majority of paintings depicted acts of BDSM, carnal desires meant to entice.

      Even tethered to the long leash, Scarlet made her way to one of the paintings, blinking several times as she studied the canvas. “Amazing.”

      “Stunning,” he added, his gaze locked on the feisty woman. He darted his glance toward the piece, taking in the subject’s face, her expression one of utter joy. And all the while as she was shackled, a masked man wielding a long whip. “Tell me, what do you see?”

      “Rapture,” she whispered, reaching out as if to touch the woman’s cheek.

      He slid his hand against her backside, pushing the material into the crack of her ass. “You wear my marks well, and there will be more. I would enjoy piercing your nipples.” He heard the slight whimper coming from her throat. She was hungry to experiment indeed. “And perhaps we will, if you’re a very good kitten.” A deep chuckle created another moan pushing past her full lips.

      Scarlet lowered her eyes, a slight blush cresting along her jawline.

      As much as he adored studying his prized pet, he was here for a reason and the need to find Carmen had escalated. If The Butcher was searching for him, Sebastian needed to get the upper hand. “Come, kitten, let’s continue our tour.”

      Her demeanor remained docile as they walked the entire gallery, yet her eyes never stopped roaming. Observing.

      When it was evident that Carmen wasn’t interested in fine art, Sebastian grew bored, the desire for a drink increasing. “I think a drink is in order.” He led them out into the almost empty hallway. Feeling a slight tug on the leash, he twisted his head. “I can see you are longing to speak.”

      “What are you looking for inside these hallowed grounds, a submissive to do your bidding or something else entirely?”

      The question wasn’t a surprise. He twisted her leash around his hand, slowly pulling her in his direction until their lips were only inches apart. “I know you’ve heard the term ‘curiosity killed the cat,’ my sweet. I suggest you choose your questions carefully and we will have no problems.”

      A smile curled on her lip, a flicker in her lovely eyes. “Ah, but you’re intrigued by the fact I’m not a true submissive.”

      “That may be true, but our reasons for being in this castle, in this place and time, are subject to scrutiny. I suggest you remember your place.” He brushed his knuckles down the side of her face. “You will tell me your true reason for being here.”

      “And you will tell me yours. Trust is the only way that I can fully submit. But you already knew that.”

      “I know many things about you.” Cupping the side of her face, he rubbed his thumb back and forth, sliding his finger across her lips before lowering his head. “I’m a dangerous man, Scarlet, but you crave what that danger can provide, shoving through your structured life. My question to you. What if I offered you more?”

      “More?”

      “After this… game. What if I wanted additional time with you, to train and nurture? To provide the greatest joys you’ve never experienced. What would you say?” Before she had a chance to answer, he crushed her mouth with his, sliding his hand to the back of her neck and dragging her onto her tiptoes.

      Stiff at first, she didn’t react until he slipped his tongue inside. She pressed one hand against his chest and relaxed in his hold, opening her mouth wide as he forced their tongues to entwine.

      The taste of her was remarkable, sweet in a way that captured the current shared between them, exploding until he was consumed with hunger. He pushed her against the wall, the French kiss becoming a roar of passion, hard and fast.

      She wrapped her leg around his thigh as she eased her other arm around his neck, twisting her fingers around strands of his hair.

      His actions became more brutal, his hand sliding between her legs, massaging her cunt through the thin material. He pushed aside the hindrance, thrusting his fingers deep inside.

      Moaning into the kiss, she undulated her body as he plunged in and out, flexing his fingers.

      Sebastian’s grip became tighter as his need increased until he was squeezing with enough pressure to choke her. She didn’t struggle or try and break the hold, yet her moans became guttural. He continued pumping in and out, stretching her pussy as he added his thumb, longing to fist her. When he broke the kiss, first biting on her lower lip before sliding his open mouth to her neck, she panted, her breath coming in short bursts. “Do you enjoy being taken forcefully?”

      “Yes… Oh, yes.” Her eyelids fluttered open and closed, a shimmer of ecstasy riding her face.

      Removing his hand, he rubbed his slickened fingers across her mouth. “A mere taste, my sweet.”

      Scarlet purred, darting her tongue to catch the drops of juice, licking up and down each finger, cooing as she performed the act.

      The scene was evocative, more intimate than various acts of sex. When his fingers were sufficiently cleaned, he gripped her chin with his thumb and forefinger. “Obedience will allow for additional pleasure. Time for that drink.”

      “Honor and obey, Master Diablo?”

      “Honor and obey, Scarlet, although I much prefer Winter.”

      Certain lurid thoughts drifted into his mind, those involving a long-term situation.

      But only if he wasn’t required to end her life.

      The Castle bar was similar to the other rooms, dark and luxurious with several secluded alcoves allowing for privacy. From where they sat, he was able to see guests as they moved from venue to venue. He fiddled with his drink, fingering the rim. “What do you do, Scarlet?”

      “My profession?”

      “Yes. I’m curious, given you’re tenacious as hell, refusing to give in to anyone, especially a man.”

      “I’m a paralegal with a county prosecutor.” Her answer was followed by a short laugh. “We work to imprison some of the most heinous criminals in the United States.”

      “Then I’m certain you can pick a true offender out in a crowd,” Sebastian said quietly. Her choice of profession gave him a feeling of amusement.

      “I am very good at what I do and you’re right. My sixth sense is almost never wrong.”

      Shaking his head, he fingered the collar surrounding her neck. “Some of the criminal masterminds hide in plain sight, able to mix with almost every type of situation. They are well trained, elusive and take pride in their work.”

      “You sound as if you know the occupation well, Master Diablo.”

      The moment Carmen walked by the bar, he bristled. The assassin’s appearance hadn’t changed to any degree since their last interaction. Thin and much shorter than Sebastian, the man exuded a certain air about him, even though only the practiced eye would pay more than a second’s worth of attention. Carmen was surprisingly by himself, the Greek Warrior costume exactly what he would have expected the man to select. The opportunity was too good to pass up. “I will be right back, and you will be right here, or I’ll strip you naked in front of the guests.”

      “I am your obedient servant,” Scarlet answered, licking her lips in an exaggerated fashion.

      Inhaling, he took long strides out of the bar, heading in the direction of the dungeon. He knew Carmen well enough to realize his sadistic proclivities would be satisfied prior to carrying out any assignment. As he rounded the corner, he sensed a presence.

      “Zorro. How fitting, my old friend.” The husky laugh was laced with amusement.

      Very slowly he turned, facing a man so many believed to be his nemesis. The man’s tone held the same disdain from years before. Memories of the vicious period of time would obviously never die. “Carmen.”

      “You’ve come here to kill me. What a perfect choice.”

      “And you’re here to locate and eliminate a witness,” Sebastian chided, keeping his voice under the radar.

      “Perhaps, but we shall see what the weekend brings,” Carmen stated, his grin widening. “You may find this surprising, but I have a business proposition for you, one I don’t believe you can pass by, especially given our past history.”

      Sebastian had regretted few things in his life and only one could cost him everything, including what could be the single reason to break him free of his self-imposed prison.
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        * * *

      

      She’d felt the knife in his pocket. Clever. He could use it with ease and no one would be the wiser. However, did the man really think he was hiding anything? The cat and mouse game was beginning to get old, even though she was forced to admit, their connection was something she couldn’t explain. She wanted to obey him, to follow his every direction. The understanding went against every aspect of her personality as well as her training. If she was seduced by his prowess, his dark and dangerous demeanor and sex appeal, she would never reclaim the conservative woman who followed every protocol.

      Then again, what did she have from her past life that even mattered? A sparsely decorated one-bedroom apartment. Zero plants. No pets. And certainly, no boyfriend. All she did was work.

      She gripped the edge of the table as he walked around the corner, no doubt following the warrior. Carmen. She was as certain of his identity as she was of Slice’s. Easing off the stool, she moved to the entrance of the bar, peering out. There was no sign of either man. She eased along the wall, smiling to guests as they walked by. What would Slice do at this point, cut him in the middle of the Castle? No, he’d wait for the perfect opportunity. Keeping her footsteps light, she rounded a corner, hearing the voices of two men.

      “Zorro. How fitting, my old friend.” The male’s voice was nasally, slightly high pitched. This had to be The Butcher.

      “Carmen.” The voice belonged to Master Diablo.

      “You’ve come here to kill me. What a perfect choice.”

      “And you’re here to locate and eliminate a witness.” Her eyes opened wide hearing the news.

      “Perhaps, but we shall see what the weekend brings.” There was a slight hesitation before Carmen spoke again. “This might surprise you, but I have a business proposition for you, one I don’t believe you can pass by, especially given our past history.”

      The two knew each other. This was entirely possible given what line of work they were in and the types of people they worked for. She crowded closer, waiting for Master Diablo’s answer.

      “I’m listening. However, you know what’s at stake for both our organizations,” Sebastian stated, almost off hand.

      “I do. I’m well aware there are many who would enjoy seeing my demise, including you. But you’re a businessman first. I’ve heard of your disenchantment with the people you work for.”

      Master Diablo laughed. “I enjoy my work. What could you possibly offer that would entice me to destroy my relationship with people who pay me very well?”

      “Freedom as well as silence.”

      “Oh, look! A kitty cat!” the woman exclaimed as she walked past Cassandra, squealing with delight.

      Sucking in her breath, hair stood up on the back of her neck. Turning quickly, she did her best to race back toward the bar, but the echo of her heels against the floor had no doubt caught their attention. She slid onto the barstool, grabbing her drink. What in the hell was actually going on? They were friends? They were working together? She was stuck in a fortress with not one but two murdering bastards? Something didn’t make any sense. Did The Butcher have a secret he was holding over Slice’s head? There were suddenly too many pieces to the puzzle and she’d only been here a few hours.

      Only seconds later, Master Diablo walked back into the bar, his expression blank, his eyes sweeping the table.

      The leash that had been coiled on top of the table slipped off, the metal buckle tinkling as it hit the ground. She cringed, resisting bending over to retrieve it.

      His gaze followed the trail as he moved closer to the table, a hint of anger crossing his face. “You didn’t follow instructions.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You left the table as well as the bar. Didn’t you?” His tone had altogether changed, gruffer and demanding.

      Swallowing hard, she could sense a bead of perspiration over her lip, a dead giveaway. “I did.”

      He kept his eyes locked onto hers, the stare cold and icy. “Retrieve the leash and follow me. You are going to learn, one way or the other and I’m the man to teach you respect as well as obedience.”
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      The Dungeon. Her gut told her in no uncertain terms that he was taking her toward the basement. She’d read over the map of the Castle, had a good sense of various locations. Her heart remained in her throat as she struggled to keep up with his long strides. He hadn’t bothered to attach the leash, but simply ordered her to follow him.

      And she did.

      As they proceeded into the entranceway, toward the curved staircase, she fought the prickling nerves settling in her stomach. She couldn’t break her cover at this point, especially for a killer. What the hell was he planning on doing?

      The half-hidden entrance was located under the stairs and it was obvious that Master Diablo knew exactly where he was going. As she passed through the door, she felt as if she was going back in time. The electric torches lining the passageway flickered, creating an eerie ambiance. The sound of dripping water was almost soothing, albeit the entire stairwell was claustrophobic. She held her breath as they entered the Dungeon proper, a long room with several adjoining ones, their appearance she could only describe as prison cells.

      Goosebumps remained on every inch of naked skin as they passed what had to be a Dungeon Monitor. She could see several other rooms and another hallway. Muffled sounds of various scenes could be overheard, the various noises echoing in her ears.

      Master Diablo selected an empty cell, moving into the center of the room. He turned in her direction, the anger now replaced by a bland expression, as if this was nothing more than a training session.

      She had never felt so subdued, so uncomfortable even though a portion of her was tingling in anticipation. This was nothing like the BDSM clubs she’d experienced. There were various implements hanging on the wall from floggers and leather straps, whips and canes to Lexan paddles. What drew her attention the most was the St. Andrew’s cross positioned in the corner. She realized she’d taken a full two steps backward when he finally spoke.

      “Remove your clothes.” There was no inflection in his tone of voice, no indication that he remained furious with her. He unbuttoned his sleeves, rolling them past his elbows. “If I have to ask you again, the session will be longer and much more severe.”

      While there was little to remove, she still hesitated, her nerves on edge, her heart racing. She was breathless with excitement, yet her stomach churned. Trust. The word remained, a desperate need to feel secure in this man’s hands. She blinked several times as tears formed in her eyes. This was her fantasy, the very one she’d thought about, read about and investigated for years.

      As if sensing her inner turmoil, he softened his expression. “Undress, Scarlet. I promise you that I know what I’m doing. I’ve been trained for years and while I will hurt you, I won’t harm you. Do you understand the difference?”

      “Yes, sir.” Shit. Her teeth were chattering. She eased the leash onto the adjoining table, fingering the strap before lowering her head. Her fingers were so cold, stiff as she attempted to remove the catsuit, kicking off her heels and dropping the material on the small table. She’d already had sex with this man, had his cock in her mouth, yet this was far more vulnerable. Crossing her arms over her chest, she was more like a little girl waiting for punishment from daddy than a grown woman ready to experience a lifetime of desire.

      He cocked his head, his eyes moving all the way down the length of her body. “When I give you an order, you follow that order. There could be more than one reason, including keeping you safe.”

      The comment came out of the blue, an admission of sorts, but she didn’t react. “Yes, sir. I’m sorry, sir.” The butt plug remained firmly in place, another reminder of his clear authority. As the air moved across her naked ass, the silicone plug was more noticeable, her muscles constricting around the thick invasion.

      “Come here.”

      Her feet were heavy as she walked in his direction, the cold and damp of the dungeon settling into her system. She had difficulty understanding her attraction and her desire for pain, the longing furrowing deep within her psyche. But this was everything to her, an awakening of sorts, an acceptance of the woman inside. The dichotomy of her feelings was irrational, keeping her pulse rapid, her mouth dry.

      Master Diablo brushed a strand of hair from her face, his fingers touching her skin in a gentle fashion, loving and caring. Even his eyes held a different appearance, the light within them full of a deeper emotion. “I’m going to whip you. The pain will be severe. You have the safeword and I will understand if you feel it necessary to use, but if you do, I will find another method of punishment.”

      “Yes, sir.” Had the words been spoken or only thought? She had no idea, no concept of reality as he walked her to the cross.

      “Arms over your head.”

      Cassandra obeyed instantly, stretching out her arms as she faced the cross. A quiet peace settled into her mind, relieving some of the angst, the sickening anxiety.

      Master Diablo secured one wrist then the other before moving behind her. “Spread your legs.”

      Again, she performed the task with ease, the shackling drawing her closer to the cross. When she was secured, she took several deep breaths, shifting her arms. A moment of panic washed through her, creating a wave of blinding fear and she struggled, jerking back from the bindings.

      “Shh… Relax. You’re safe in my hands,” he half whispered as he pressed his hand against the small of her back. “No one will ever harm you. Not as long as I’m alive.”

      Just hearing the words was cathartic, bridging the fear with her desire, creating a separate wave settling into her system. She knew he was telling the truth. He would protect her. She blinked hard and fast as he patted her ass and moved away. He was selecting an implement, a method of delivering pain. Every joyful desire was rolling into her mind, quieting the demons, enticing the woman hiding behind the mask.

      By the time she heard his footsteps again, she was salivating, her entire body tingling.

      Master Diablo eased behind her, sliding material down her spine to the crack of her ass. “Three-tailed flogger.”

      He didn’t wait, nor did he tell the number of strikes that she’d receive.

      The first crack hit her firmly across the ass, the pain tolerable. She clenched her fists, gritting her teeth as her legs trembled. The whooshing sound prior to the second remained in her ears as the leather was slapped against her ass again, this time the jarring sensations rocketing through her. “Oh!”

      He rubbed his hand across her ass before continuing, striking her four times in succession. Each one was harsher than the one before, leaving her breathless, pain tearing through her.

      Gasping for air, she struggled against the bondage, the anguish excruciating.

      A few seconds passed before he issued four more, one coming after the other, two across the tops of her thighs.

      “Oh. Oh!” She knew she’d screamed, the sound floating into the air, but she was lost in a fog, tears slipping past her eyelashes. She could never endure. Never.

      Master Diablo smacked her upper back, his actions controlled and even. “Pain and pleasure. Agony and ecstasy.”

      She heard the words, knew what he was saying, and she closed her eyes as a buzzing noise replaced the echoes. The snapping of his wrist brought a smile to her face as he whipped her ass again, moving to her thighs, only this time, the pain was almost pleasurable, the sensations electrified, current seeping into her muscles.

      The crackling sound of the flogger against her skin was beautiful, like sweet music filling her ears. The combination of pain and joy, pleasure and agony were thrilling, sending her mind reeling.

      Cassandra had no idea how long the session lasted, but as he brushed the back of his hand across her face, she finally opened her eyes. What she could see in the man standing in front of her wasn’t what she expected. She could swear in her dream like state that what she noticed was the onset of love.
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        * * *

      

      Sebastian’s entire world had changed in an instant. His understanding of the man he’d been inside, the careless and reckless asshole was tainted, no longer the kind of man he wanted to be. He was shattered by the realization and as he eased the damp hair from Scarlet’s eyes, he noticed the expression on her face. Absolute trust. She’d placed her entire amount of trust in him, to protect and care for her.

      A lump had formed in his throat and when he dropped the flogger, his hand was shaking. Yes, he realized she must have overheard a portion of his conversation with Carmen. And yes, by all rights he should eradicate the threat, but there was no way. He would protect her with his life. He wiped his face with his sweaty hand, trying to rationalize his thinking. If Carmen had realized she’d heard any part of their discussion, her life would be in danger.

      He was stiff and tense as he moved to the wall of implements, selecting one of the canes, rolling his fingers down the smooth surface. His mind shifted to the task at hand, his need to control her, dominate her and her desire to find a man who knew her inside and out. He was determined to be that man.

      Tapping the cane across her buttocks, he reveled in the sound of her soft mews, the way her fists clenched in the tight bindings. He parted her ass cheeks, twisting the ass plug. “Just imagine my cock buried deep inside.”

      “Mmm… Yes, sir.”

      The snapping sound as he wielded the cane was magnified by the stone walls, at least in his ears. The instant welt along her reddened ass cheeks was a powerful aphrodisiac, giving him a series of chills. He swung again, catching her along her sit spot.

      Scarlet muffled a cry, stretching and twisting, her toes curling.

      He issued two along the tops of her thighs before rubbing his fingers across her skin. She marked well and would wear them for at least a couple of days. He could envision her body if she belonged to him, her nipples and clit pierced, his brand on the top of her ass. His cock twitched at the thought alone.

      After issuing another series of strikes, the welts crimson in color, he brushed his hand through his hair. Her face was covered in light perspiration, her skin glowing. He cracked two more before pulling away, staring at the cane. A smudge of blood covered one side. No more. “You’ve done very well.”

      “Thank you… sir,” she breathed, twisting her head in order to try and see him.

      He noticed the tears on her cheeks, beads remaining buried in her lashes. As he unfastened her shackles, taking her into his arms, she clung to him, sobbing against his chest. He rubbed his hand across the back of her head, keeping his actions soothing.

      Seconds later, she lifted her chin, her eyes searching his. “Thank you.”

      The sentiment caught him off-guard, sending a chill into his heart. He dropped his head, kissing her gently on the lips, cradling her quivering body against his. Gathering her into his arms, he held her until she stopped crying before easing her down to her feet. “Can you dress?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I’ll be back to take you to our room.” Our room. As he grabbed the implements used, heading for the return station, the irony was there, smacking him in the face. He wanted her with him at all times. When he returned, he stood admiring her from a distance before walking back inside the cell. “Let’s go.”

      She was unsteady on her feet, still shaking from the round of punishment. He hadn’t bothered to attach the leash, this time wrapping his arm around her as he walked her down the hallway to his room. She was quiet, her head resting against his chest the entire time. When they were behind closed doors, she stood in the middle of the room, breathing in and out, the sounds more like ragged purrs.

      Sebastian ripped off his mask before moving in front of her. He unpinned the cat’s ears, removing them then unbinding her hair. As he ran his fingers through her long strands, smoothing down her hair, she gave him a slight smile. “How do you feel?”

      “Wonderful. Sated.” Scarlet half laughed. “How did you know?”

      “How did I know what you needed?” Sighing, he gently lowered the outfit, carefully pulling the material down from her welts.

      “Yes. I mean, yes, sir.”

      He chuckled more to himself as he eased around her, taking the tip of his finger and tracing several of the marks. “I could read you easily. Every push back you gave me was only another indication that you were offering me full control. I knew what had to be done, especially after you ignored my direction.”

      “Mmm…” She parted her legs as he traveled further down her back, sliding them between her ass cheeks. “Will you fuck me now?”

      “First things first. You can go and remove the plug. We’ll continue with your training later.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Sebastian waited until she’d gone into the bathroom before glaring at his reflection. She didn’t need a monster like him in her life. The revelation was as gut wrenching as his knowledge that he wanted her in his world, more than he cared about money or possessions. He moved to his suitcase, pulling the flask of bourbon onto the dresser. Contraband, but he had no doubt she needed a drink. He certainly did.

      He grabbed two glasses, pouring as the door opened. She’d found a robe and while he should be angry she hadn’t asked permission, he had no desire to inflict any additional punishment. They were done for the day. “Here. Drink this.”

      “One drink limit, sir.” She took the glass from his hand, their fingers touching.

      “I’m aware.” The electricity was the same, heated to the point his cock pressed against his linen pants. The alcohol was soothing, the slight burn as the liquid slid down his throat exactly what he needed. The second swallow finished the glass while she was still sipping on hers. “I’m not a passionate man.”

      “So, you say.”

      “I prefer hard sex, not making love.”

      “I understand,” she countered, a wry smile on her face. “I don’t care.”

      He shook his head. “Go lie on the bed face down, unfasten the robe.”

      “Yes, sir.” Carrying the glass with her, she took another sip before obeying his command, positioning the glass on the dresser before crawling onto the bed and lying down.

      The salve in the bathroom was positioned alongside the shampoo and conditioner, no doubt refreshed daily. He moved beside her on the bed, lowering the robe from her shoulders, helping her ease the thick material down to her waist. There was no need for words, no reason to discuss what he was doing.

      Scarlet slid her arms over her head, closing her eyes.

      The lotion was cool to the touch and as he used only his index and middle finger, running them down and across the various welts on her back. He rolled the material down to the tops of her thighs, caressing both ass cheeks.

      “That feels good, sir.”

      “You may bruise.”

      “I know,” she whispered, her expression one of contentment. “As I should.”

      He opened his mouth to talk to her, to open up and share aspects regarding his life, but what could he tell her that she could possibly understand? That he was a brutal killer? That he’d spent his entire life destroying lives? How could she possibly understand?

      “You have a gentle touch,” she said, the sound muffled.

      “Only with you. That, I can assure you.” He continued rubbing, his fingers moving in circular motions. Stroking her was medicine for his soul, allowing him to push aside his requirements, his anger and his concern. They were behind locked doors, playing an act, if only for a little while. He planned on enjoying the weekend.

      Then there was Carmen. If the man was being serious, Sebastian could possibly get out of what he was doing, leave the country. He had enough connections to make it work, but he would leave behind all he knew, never to be able to set foot in the United States again. Even then, he’d be on the run from the Sanduchi family, always looking over his shoulder. However, he’d be free of whatever debt owed to The Butcher. Either way, he was completely fucked. For all his intelligence and planning, including offshore accounts, real estate purchased with cash he’d never figured on this kind of scenario.

      He should have known better accepting the assignment, but he had no choice. Whatever his decision, he would need to make it quickly.

      The smile on her face had changed, her fingers squeezing the pillow, her hips shifting back and forth across the bedding. When he seemed finished, she opened her eyes.

      Bending down, he pressed his lips across her forehead. “You should rest.”

      “I’m not tired. I’m euphoric,” Scarlet said with conviction in her voice. Sitting up, she didn’t bother to cover her breasts, didn’t try and move away from the bed.

      Everything about her was enticing, and his cock remained aching to the point of near anguish. He opened his fingers, crawling them down the side of her neck to her breast, cupping and squeezing with both hands, swirling his thumbs around her already hardened nipples.

      She arched her back, wincing as she placed both hands behind her, her offering blatant.

      He pinched her nipples between his fingers, delighting in her simple moans, the way her face shimmered in response. She wasn’t afraid of him in any regard, her body reacting as if she craved no one but him. As he twisted and pulled, she whimpered, her mouth pursing. He was hard as a rock, ready to drive his shaft inside her cunt at first, then her tight ass. He would take every inch of her, claiming what he believed to be his.

      Tossing back her head, she panted when he lowered his head, sucking and nipping on her nipples, biting down until she issued a single cry.

      Sebastian pushed away her robe, yanking and tossing the unwanted item. “Lie down. Hands over your head.” There was no way he could hold back any longer, his desire was too great.

      “Yes, sir.” She eased onto her back, lifting her arms, eyeing the shackles. She stretched her hands to meet the straps, knowing what he was about to do.

      When her wrists were secured, he tugged his shirt over his head and moved to the dresser, selecting a pair of nipple clamps. The nickel-free iron clothespin design was perfect, especially for a beginner. He’d never cared about whether or not his actions went too far during any episode before today. Perhaps he’d lost some of the bastard aspects corralling his soul. Or maybe he was simply fooling himself that he could provide tender care, certain aspects of romance. He pressed on the opener as he turned around, allowing the chain to dangle between his fingers.

      She sucked in her breath as he advanced, her breath skipping.

      Straddling her waist, he rubbed her breast with one hand as he squeezed the clamp open with the other. Placing the rubber tips on her nipple, waiting as she wiggled. “Pain and pleasure, my sweet kitten. Never forget.” When he released the hold, she gasped. He repeated the move with the other, pulling on the chain when he was finished.

      “Oh… Yes.”

      Sebastian adjusted the tension and tugged again, keeping his hold on the chain as she became used to the pressure. “You look beautiful in jewelry.”

      “Yes… Sir…” She blinked several times and bit her lower lip.

      He moved between her legs, opening and lifting, dropping his head and licking around her clit. The taste of her was sweeter than before.

      Moaning, she struggled with her bindings, pulling hard against the tight restraints, her head moving from side to side. “God!”

      His entire body was tense as current rolled through him, coursing through every cell and muscle. He shoved two fingers inside her cunt as he sucked on her clit, biting down with just enough pressure. She was wet and hot, her juice making the insides of her thighs sticky. He slid a finger into her ass, wiggling and thrusting. The plug had certainly relaxed her muscles.

      She panted, her hands clenching, her back arching, moans turning into whimpers.

      He licked up and down the length of her pussy before thrusting his tongue all the way inside, using his finger in a perfect orchestration. He added a second then third finger inside her ass, pumping in and out, his fingers flexed open.

      Her eyes were glassy, her mouth slack.

      Reaching for the chain, he tugged again until she cried out and he feasted on her, licking and sucking, drinking her sweet juice. He pumped harder and faster, watching her reactions, the way her face was contorted. His heart raced, blood pumping to the point he was lightheaded. And he wanted her to come, exploding inside his mouth. He grunted, the sound feral as his actions became wild, the force of his hand driving her up from the bed.

      “Oh, yes… I… May I come?” Her voice was strangled, breathless.

      “Not yet.” He flicked his tongue inside as her pussy muscles clamped around his fingers, drawing them in deeper.

      She bucked wildly, perspiration running down both sides of her face. “Please!”

      He hesitated, waiting until just the right moment and pulled the chain. The need to allow her pleasure overrode his desire to dominate. “Come. Now!”

      Her face pinched, she screamed out, tossing her head back and forth, her legs shaking uncontrollably, the single climax moving to a wave.

      Holding her fast, he continued nipping, sucking on her juice, drinking every drop of her cum. He kept her legs pressed apart, burying his face. Quite frankly, nothing had stimulated him as much in a very long time. Only when she’d stopped trembling did he ease back, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

      Scarlet’s breath was rapid, her eyes closed, an expression of rapture covering her entire face. She emitted soft purring sounds as her hands opened, relaxing.

      Sebastian climbed off the bed, removing the remainder of his clothes. He would claim her ass this evening, whether she was ready or not.

      She heard the rustling sounds as he undressed, curling her body as much as the restraints would allow, her eyes mere slits as she watched. “There is such darkness in your eyes.”

      Her voice was unsteady, as if her whispered words would rile the monster lurking inside. “I have no reason to find light.”

      “That’s very sad, but we’re all hiding from who we pretend to be, the personality and lifestyle others expect. We run from ourselves, terrified that if we admit who we are, there’s no turning back.”

      The words themselves were profound enough, but the way in which she stated them provided a clear insight to the woman inside, one so petrified to be herself. “We all have our reasons.”

      “Yes. I’m afraid one day it’ll all be too late.” A single tear slipped from her eye, trickling toward the pillow.

      There was no reason for his heart to ache, the dull pain thudding against his ribcage. She was only part of the act, a charade in order to perform a task. Yet she wasn’t. He was unable to think clearly as he rubbed his hands down his chest, wrapping one around his swollen balls, the other around his cock. He didn’t want to think about the future or his responsibilities. “Only if we allow time to slip away.” He was tired of fighting the demons inside, anger and resentment that clouded every action, every decision. He was finished with kowtowing to worthless dictators, who believed they were far superior to everyone else.

      And still he ached.

      A choking sound came from her throat, the anguished guttural moan a telling statement. She’d resigned herself to an unfulfilled life.

      Sebastian unfastened her wrists, caressing each hand, his fingers dancing along the insides of her arms. She shivered from his gentle touch. Capturing her mouth, the passion was subtle, calming for both of them, keeping them tethered while everything seemed to unravel around them. But he was still a man, his needs increasing. Positioning her on all fours, he rolled his fingers down her spine, taking his time.

      Her fists clenched around the bedding, her head lowered.

      He adored the feel of her, the way rippling sensations tickled the tips of his fingers. Spreading her legs wide, he pressed his hand against the small of her back as he fisted her hair, yanking back.

      “Oh!” She gasped from the force, her fingers now clawing the comforter.

      “I’m going to fuck you now.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      His rage was bridging the surface, blacking out every enraptured feeling. This was all about his need. His needs. She was merely a vessel, a toy to use. Yes. That’s the way he had to think about her. There was no other choice. None. Everything was a blur, his head pounding from the pressure.

      He slapped his shaft against her ass before thrusting the entire length inside, tossing back his head and issuing a keening roar. Adrenaline pumped wildly in his veins, constricting his muscles as he plunged deep inside, using the strength of his thigh muscles to pummel into her wet cunt. He kept his fingers intertwined in her long strands of hair, the fingers of his other hand digging into her hip.

      She arched her back, meeting every savage thrust, her breath sounds now animalistic.

      Images from the past rushed into his mind, dragging him straight into the same private hell he’d fought to destroy. The only woman he’d ever cared about, stripped away, taken from his life. The only time he’d ever let down his guard. In his mind, Carmen was to blame. Yeah, karma was a supreme bitch.

      He plunged harder and faster, skin slapping against skin, the massive bed creaking as sweat beaded across his forehead. His actions were wild, brutal and she accepted every primal thrust as if she’d been waiting her entire life for exactly this moment. Fear and self-loathing clamped around his throat, closing off his air supply. Panting, he tossed his head back and forth, his balls filling with cum, his shaft swelling.

      Scarlet moaned, undulating her hips as he picked up the pace. “Oh!”

      Grunting, he knew he would come soon and willed his body to obey. There were too many questions, bold images playing in his mind like motion pictures, jerking through every frame. Death was raw and pure. Death was the only real understanding. Removing his cock, he squeezed the base, twisting his hand until the friction reminded him he was very much alive.

      “Fuck me, sir. Please.”

      There was no need to answer. He placed his slickened cockhead between the cheeks of her ass, pushing until the tip was just inside. Using both hands, he cupped her breasts, his grip firm as he slid inside inch by inch.

      “Oh…” Her voice rattled, she threw her head back, her face glistening, her mouth slack, her ass muscles clamping around his wide girth.

      “Fuck,” he hissed, electricity shooting down the backs of his legs, rolling into the balls of his feet. On fire, he drove all the way inside, blinking several times. She was hot, her asshole tight and he wanted the single moment of personal bliss to last.

      Scarlet slapped her hand on the bed, her face pinched from the pain. “I…”

      “Now, you belong to me.” Inhaling, he pumped in slow and easy motions, savoring the intensity, the rush of full domination, her complete submission to him, to his will. A wave of satisfaction, even peace settling deep inside, allowing a smile to cross his face.

      Jutting her hips backward, she stole a glance over her shoulder, her face pensive. “More.”

      Chuckling, he smacked her ass several times. “You will experience much more, sweet kitten.” He kept his thrusts slow and even, pulling almost all the way out then plunging deep inside. Exhaustion mixed with euphoria until he was unable to hold back any longer. As cum rushed up from his testicles, filling his shaft, he was forced to accept the one thing that would no doubt end her life.

      He was falling in love.
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      “Now, you belong to me.”

      As he lifted her chin with a single finger, she realized, gazing into his soulful eyes, that there was nothing she wouldn’t do for him, no matter what he asked. “Yes, sir.”

      “My sweet kitten.” Taking the leash, he guided her through the house on all fours, slowly taking the stairs and into their bedroom. “You are the love of my life.”

      “Yes, sir. And you are mine.” As he stopped in front of the cage, she rubbed her face and head against his leg, purring.

      “God, what you do to me.” He unlocked the cage door, swinging it open before unclasping the leash. “Time for bed, sweet kitten.”

      Cassandra blinked, her eyes remaining heavy as she rubbed her face against something soft and cool, the visions from seconds before fresh in her mind. However, the dream wasn’t real. Shifting, she winced as she rolled over, the crisp sheets rubbing against her ass. After she became accustomed to the darkness, she put the pieces together. She’d stayed in Slice’s room, in his bed.

      The clock on the nightstand read 3:30 in the morning. Turning her head, she was almost surprised to see his sleeping form, his chest rising and falling in a way she could tell he was fast asleep. She hadn’t expected anything like the experience in the afternoon, nor had she anticipated the man she’d called a monster to have any level of a conscience. However, she reminded herself that this could be a complete act. The way her body and mind responded to him, the warm simmer exploding into utter fusion had left her craving more, questioning her rational mind.

      Shifting onto her side, she could just make out his features in the limited moonlight. He was far more attractive than she would have imagined. With a strong jawline and chiseled features, wavy black hair and a sculpted body, he seemed almost aristocratic, rather than a natural born killer. Yawning, she dared to brush just the tip of her finger across his cheek.

      Murmuring in his sleep, he nuzzled into the pillow, now only inches from her face.

      Unable to keep her eyes open, she curled on her side, placing her hand on his arm. He didn’t flinch or pull away and as she drifted off to sleep, she had a smile of contentment on her face.
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        * * *

      

      Her eyes shot open, a different kind of tingling encompassing her entire body. The room was still completely dark, but a sliver of light came from the bathroom. A quick glance at the clock and she was surprised only forty-five minutes had passed. What had awakened her? The covers were pulled back, the other side of the bed empty. A muffled sound, no a voice came from behind the bathroom door. She crept closer to the end of the bed, craning her neck in order to listen. When he spoke, his words were riddled with anger.

      “I don’t care and yes, I’m well aware of what I’m required to do.” Slice’s words seemed carefully selected.

      She waited, holding her breath.

      “Complications? You know what I do with complications. You do not tell me how to run my operation. That will never happen.” He swore under his breath, a hard thudding sound floating into the bedroom as if he’d slammed his hand down on the counter.

      Cassandra scampered to crawl under the covers just as the door was flung open. He stood in the doorway, the garish bathroom light highlighting his still form, as if waiting to see if she had awakened. She feigned being asleep, her eyelids mere slits, but was able to see that he’d dressed in dark clothing.

      After turning out the light, he padded to her side of the bed, peering down. He reached out, as if to touch her, then recoiled his hand. Seconds later, the dim light from the hallway indicated he was leaving.

      The second she heard the door click, she rolled out of bed, tiptoeing toward the door. She counted to five before opening and glancing out into the empty corridor. Wherever Slice was going, he was certainly in a hurry. She closed the door with a soft click before taking long strides, yanking the robe from the floor. Her room was merely around the corner, a benefit. She grabbed her clothes, finding the small pouch built into the costume and secured her keycard.

      She had maybe ten, fifteen minutes tops before she knew he’d return and he wouldn’t take kindly to the fact she was missing. Leaving the door ajar, she raced around the corner, heading for her room, throwing the card into the slot. When she was safely inside, she rushed to turn on a light and grab her phone. Even in this hour of the morning, Sheila would no doubt be monitoring her calls.

      “Come on. Come on.” Cassandra remained in a cold sweat.

      “You were supposed to call when you arrived,” Sheila stated, her tone carrying a distinct edge.

      “The Castle runs a tight schedule. There was no time, especially when I was paired with Slice as my companion for the weekend.” She heard the slight gasp and cringed.

      “What? You are kidding me?”

      “No. What are the odds?” She grabbed her suitcase from the closet, tossing it across the bed. At this point, she was going to need all the protection she could get. Pressing the speaker button on her phone, she placed it on the dresser.

      “That’s it, Cass. We need to abort the mission. Your cover has been blown. Far too risky.”

      She located her handgun, pulling out the clip, her hands shaking. “I don’t think you want me to do that since I think Mr. Massino and Slice are actually working together on this particular operation.”

      “You’re certain of this?” Sheila demanded.

      “As certain as I can be. While everyone wears disguises, The Butcher is here, and I overheard a discussion he had with Slice. I can confirm that The Butcher is here to kill the witness. Have you confirmed that Grace Barnes is in the Castle?”

      “As you can imagine, her whereabouts are being kept on the hush-hush. No one is talking at this point, including our informants. For all practical purposes, Miss Barnes has all but disappeared. However, if two assassins are working together, then you can be certain there will be additional bloodshed. I’m pulling you off this case and calling the local authorities. They can handle this bullshit.”

      “No,” Cassandra said defiantly.

      “And you will follow orders.”

      “This is the only chance we have to arrest two significant players. Slice has no idea who I am, so I have a distinct advantage.”

      “And you have zero way of confirming his identity. That is, unless he spills his guts to his submissive.”

      The words rang true. She could be completely off her game at this point, blindsided by a good-looking man with a penchant for danger. “I’m following my gut, Sheila. This is as close as we’ve ever been. I know what I’m doing. Trust me for once.”

      “This isn’t about trust, Cass. This is about your life. Do you honestly think that Carmen Massino will allow you to live if he finds out who you really are?”

      “I can handle him.” Cassandra slipped the magazine into place, holding her Glock in both hands.

      Sheila exhaled. “While I appreciate your exuberance, this isn’t the kind of case you can handle alone. Massino is bound to be working with someone at the Castle. He has powerful friends in all the right places.”

      “Then connect me with the other five or ten officers and agents that are running around this elaborate castle. They stick out like a sore thumb. Some undercover operation. All amateurs and you can bet, every criminal in the state of Ohio is keeping a wide berth from Georgia, the Southern peach from South Carolina, who just happens to crave having three men whipping her. Or perhaps Master Ronald, who has utterly no idea how to control himself out of a paper bag. You forget how observant I am. I suggest you call your buddies from other FBI departments and get them the hell out of here, because they’re the ones who might end up dead.” She slipped the gun into the pocket of her robe.

      “The next bus leaves later this morning. You will be on it. Am I clear?”

      She stood in front of the mirror, turning and lifting the edge of the robe. The welts on her ass and thighs were a light purple and the spot where the cane had cut her could barely be seen. She fingered the marks, shuddering from the memory of how they were received. “Thank you for everything, Sheila, but this is something I have to do.” As she ended the call, she heard a snippet of what might happen to her if she didn’t follow orders.

      She would be terminated for insubordination. Somehow, she didn’t think Sheila’s threat was idle this time, especially given her boss had no doubt crossed the line even assigning this case. Everyone wanted to catch Slice in action. The collar would advance their careers. She snorted and placed her hand over the leather collar strapped firmly around her neck. The irony was delicious indeed.

      After turning off her phone and dropping it into her suitcase, she moved quickly toward the door, cracking it open and darting her head into the hallway. There was no one in sight. She crept along the hall, heading back to his room, determined to find a hiding place for her gun, one that was easily accessible. There would be no way to explain her desire to carry a piece, not to a man like Slice.

      The door was still ajar, the room just as dark as when she’d left. She scurried into the room, closing the door softly.

      Whoosh! Bam!

      Tossed against the wall, the breath knocked out of her, she struggled to breathe. One hand was wrapped around her throat, the other grabbing one of her wrists and yanking it over her head. She jerked forward, gaining enough momentum she was able to lift her knee, catching the attacker in the groin.

      While the perpetrator grunted, the sound winded, he only lost his grip for a split second.

      The hard smack against her face forced ringing in her ears. She shoved her one hand out, slapping against the attacker’s chest. The man didn’t budge. Another hard kick connected, and the asshole tumbled backwards. Scuttling away, she ran into the dresser, pain tearing into her left side, but she was able to grab the gun, swiveling as she placed both hands on the barrel.

      A blur rushed forward, knocking the Glock out of her hand, his arm pinned around her throat, cutting off her air supply.

      Wheezing, she grabbed his arm and knew the tip of a knife was placed against her cheek.

      “Stop struggling, kitten. Now.”

      Slice…

      A cold shiver raced down her spine. His hold was too strong, and she was dragged backwards until a bedside lamp was turned on, flooding the room with a warm glow. Blinking in order to focus, she noticed her gun on the floor in plain sight. Shit. Shit. Shit!

      He lessened his hold, still keeping her in place and lowered the knife. “This is a fascinating scenario.”

      “Let. Me. Go.” Cassandra was livid even as a strong wave of terror remained. She’d been an absolute fool to trust him or to try and pretend that she was anything but an agent searching for a perp.

      Exhaling, he waited for a solid five seconds before releasing her.

      She spun around to face him, coughing and rubbing her throat. The gleam of the knife in his hand was enough to shake her fear, replaced with blinding anger. “What do you think you’re doing?” She took a side step, trying to move in front of the gun.

      “I wouldn’t try it, Scarlet, or should I say Agent Cassandra Wright.”

      Cassandra bristled yet refused to give him any indication she was flustered. “Should I address you as Master Diablo or the assassin known as Slice?”

      “Touché, Miss Wright.” His eyes twinkled as he said the words, obviously amused with the predicament.

      She had never been so damn uncomfortable, let alone felt so utterly stupid in her entire career. She’d allowed her guard to fall, including having sex with the man. Undercover or not, he no doubt banked on her desire to submit. “We should talk.”

      “You’re right. Why don’t you have a seat?”

      “Put your knife away,” she countered.

      “Then hand me your gun and I’ll be happy to. We are going to make a deal, you and I,” Slice stated as he held out his hand. “And you are still my submissive.”

      The audacity of the man was blasphemous. She wanted to rip out his eyes, feed them to whatever creatures she could only hope lived in the moat. Yet, she had absolutely zero choice at this point given her vulnerable state. She crouched down, her eyes never leaving the hulking man as she picked up the gun.

      He kept his smile as he beckoned, curling his fingers as if requesting her complete submission. “Come on, kitten. Trust. We need to relearn trust between us.”

      She almost laughed as she took two steps closer, handing him the Glock.

      Nodding, he placed the gun on the nightstand before snapping his knife shut and doing the same with his weapon. “I assure you, my beautiful submissive, I have no plans of hurting you. That is unless you do something ridiculous like that again.”

      “I am not your submissive.”

      He chuckled as he shoved his long sleeves up over his elbows. “That is where you are very wrong. This game is just getting heated and we will need to maintain our enchanting identities.”

      “You are serious.”

      “Very much so.” He closed the distance.

      She backed away two feet.

      Slice took another stride, lifting a single eyebrow.

      Cassandra took another step, hitting the edge of the dresser. My God. She was acting as if she’d never confronted a criminal before. This man was about to derail her entire career, if not end her life.

      He towered over her, studying her eyes, his gaze dropping down to her chest. “You are truly a beautiful woman and quite formidable. No other FBI agent has been able to get this close to me in the entire ten years I’ve been doing this. Give yourself a round of applause.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “That will cost you, sweet kitten, in more than one way.”

      She was shivering, and her condition had nothing to do with his threat. Biting back another caustic remark, she held her head high, refusing to blink or give in to the man. Not now. Not ever.

      Her little voice laughed hysterically, creating a wave of heat between her legs.

      “You need significant training, but I will enjoy taming you, garnering your full surrender.”

      Her laugh was laced with a bitter tone. “And you really believe that I’ll submit to you fully.”

      “Yes.”

      The single word couldn’t have riled her any more.

      Slice brushed hair from her face before taking a step away. “Sit. We will talk.”

      Resigned, she inched toward the set of chairs near the window, the small table between them the only protection she would have. When she sat down, she made certain her robe was closed as well as trying to keep her hands from shaking.

      Slice eased onto the chair opposite and crossed his legs, looking very comfortable in his skin. “Your assignment is to catch and arrest me. Yes?”

      There was no sense in lying. “Yes. You are on every most wanted list.”

      He appeared delighted as he shook his head. “I’m certain I am. Why were you able to get so close to me and how?”

      “Informants. You may think you have anonymity, but junkies and gamblers have no issue giving out information for a few hundred dollars.”

      “And here I thought the FBI ran on the cheap.” He gave her a heated look. “I also thought the FBI was comprised of male geeks, trying to lengthen their dicks. Then there is you. Mmm…”

      The way he was undressing her with his eyes was far too intimate, yet the electricity crackled between them, desire raging strong.

      “You are also slipping in your techniques, your calling card far too noticeable. You’ve pissed off a good number of people.”

      “I’m certain I have, and I couldn’t care less.” He looked away, his expression pensive. “If you’d like to know the truth, Agent Wright, I’ve grown weary of the profession. I’m ready to find another career.” He laughed again.

      “How did you find out who I was?”

      “Oh, come now. The men in my organization are considered criminals to the rest of the world, but I assure you, our techniques are sophisticated. All I had to do was search the internet. Well, that isn’t completely accurate. We have various sources, lists of agents. You are actually quite well known within our ranks.”

      Another chill oozed down her spine. “Why are you trying to kill Carmen Massino?”

      He continued to appear amused. “Because the man has become reckless. Certain entities have grown tired of his antics. He is no longer of use.”

      She leaned over the table, plastering a smile on her face. “But this is much more personal. Isn’t it? You have a past with this man and he has something on you.” When his look of amusement failed, she pressed further. “You have no issue seeing him dead, although whatever he has hanging over your head could end your career in the posh ranks of the criminal world.” Seeing the bead of sweat on his brow was enough to make her giddy.

      Slice exhaled and placed open fingers from both hands together, his eyes narrowing. “You have keen observation skills. However, I would consider where you are and how vulnerable your position is, sweet kitten. I wouldn’t want to consider you baggage.”

      “And I wouldn’t want to have to shoot you.”

      “Fair enough. Now that we have our cards on the table, what are we going to do about this situation?”

      He asked the question as if there was a decent answer. “If you turn yourself into me, then I’ll make certain you receive a fair trial.”

      “Nice try, but you and I both know that will never happen. I’ll simply disappear, never to be seen again by the ranks of the FBI.”

      Cassandra knew this was very much the truth. He had ways of disappearing and had before. “Then what are we going to do?”

      Slice looked away, his brow furrowed. When he turned back in her direction, the almost joy had returned in his eyes. “We work together.”

      “Meaning?”

      “You need to take down a criminal and I need to have Carmen eradicated. I couldn’t care less whether he rots in prison or dies by my hand. Either way, I’ll get exactly what I want and what I’m required to do.”

      She was actually contemplating the idea, the suggestion perhaps the only one that made any sense. “What would that mean?”

      He leaned forward, taking her hand into his, his thumb rubbing back and forth, the touch gentle but utterly commanding.

      While she wanted to pull back, to rid herself of the insane attraction, she simply was unable to do so. Everything about him had captured her very soul.

      “That would mean your complete submission to me for the remainder of this weekend while we establish what Mr. Massino is planning. Appearances are everything and Carmen will be watching. You have to know how dangerous this man truly is. He will stop at nothing to get what he wants. Not a single witness has ever testified against him or his organization. He has never been arrested. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      She swallowed before answering. “He’s no more dangerous than you are.”

      He brought her hand to his lips, kissing her knuckles. “Trust me. I’m far more treacherous, sweet and beautiful kitten.”

      “You already know what this man is planning. Don’t you?” Tingles popped along the back of her neck, heat cresting between her breasts. Her mouth was dry, and she envisioned the time they’d spent together, the intensity of their connection. No. Stop this. Willing her inner mind to break the passionate electricity was useless.

      “Tsk, tsk, bad kitty. You were eavesdropping.” His hand wrapped around hers, squeezing.

      “Enough to know that he needs… No, he requires your help in order for this debt to be paid.”

      Slice cocked his head. “That is true. You do your job very well. However, what Carmen doesn’t know is that I’m never going to become his flunky. The hold he has will be broken, but my way. He is planning on killing a witness and, as of yet, I haven’t seen her. I assume you know who she is.”

      “In a manner of speaking. I have no doubt she is very protected. However, I still don’t understand what you are willing to do and why I should bother helping you in any manner.”

      “A subterfuge, my pet. I’ll pretend to go along with his request. He is no doubt working with someone in the Castle, an employee who has working knowledge of every guest, every room.”

      She held her breath. “Then we have to stop him. If you help in this investigation, I’m certain you will be given a lighter sentence.” As if he would allow himself to be arrested.

      He pulled her across the table until their lips were touching. “Don’t be a fool, Cassandra. I will never be taken alive.” Pressing his lips against hers, he darted his tongue inside, tasting, taking.

      Every cell in her body was on fire, so alive and laced with energy. And all from a single kiss. She was hopelessly lost to his control, his domination and God help her, but she would submit in every manner. When he broke the kiss, she licked her lips, the taste of him remaining in her mouth.

      Inhaling, he smiled, his whisper husky. “Do we have a deal?”

      “Tell me your name.”

      “Mmm…” He wrinkled his brow.

      “You know my name. Only fair that I know yours.”

      “Ah, but you’ll try and find me.”

      She gave him a half smile as she shrugged. “Trust.”

      He snickered, pulling away a few inches. “Very well, kitten, although you’ll have to earn anything more than my first name, which is Sebastian. Now, I ask you again. Do. We. Have. A. Deal? You need to answer the question in order for me to protect you.”

      The threat was subtle, but in his eyes, there was no conviction. However, he had the upper hand. Her heart racing, she knew the answer that she should give, the one that was expected of her, but at this point, she belonged to him, to Master Sebastian. “Yes. But I’ll need my gun back.”
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        * * *

      

      Her gun. Sebastian had been amused at Cassandra’s attitude, brash and bold, just like the redhead he’d come to… Maybe his concept regarding love had been more an act of extreme lust. His primal instincts were on overload, his need to keep her safe and protected more like a mother hen than anything else. By all rights, he should have taken her life, ending the possibility of any leaks. She could certainly betray him, enlisting the help of the half dozen law enforcement officers pretending to be something they had a difficult time faking.

      But she’d pointed out every one of them they passed in the corridors, providing an agent’s inside view on their capabilities. Then again, she could be lying. She had her gun in her possession, tucked away in a much more elaborate kitten costume. He allowed images to float into his mind, keeping her in this very outfit as he locked her away in his house, perhaps even the basement. Yes, he could see a special cage in his bedroom on the occurrences when she disobeyed his command. The vision was enough to force his cock to half attention.

      Sebastian kept his hand firmly wrapped around Cassandra’s leash as they entered the dining room. He had thought of nothing for the last two hours but his ‘deal’ with Cassandra. Finding out she was an agent hadn’t been any surprise, but the confirmation had been necessary. At least they were no longer hiding behind lies. He almost rolled his eyes. Everyone in the Castle was lying to some degree. “Are you hungry, my pet?”

      “Famished, sir,” Cassandra mewed as she slunk closer to him.

      “Then we will feast, especially since you’ve been such a good little kitty.” The words were said just loud enough that several of the guests overheard, giving their nod of approval. If anyone asked, they would seem like a happy couple. He wasn’t necessarily concerned about Carmen at this point, but if the man had someone working with him, the employee would be ordered to do the dirty work. And he would indeed kill any man or woman who attempted to lay a hand on Cassandra.

      A plan. Yes, the lovely agent was correct in that they needed to formulate a plan. Playing along with Carmen’s wishes wasn’t his style, and little did she know what he really had in store for The Butcher. What she didn’t know could allow him to keep her safe, if only she continued to play her part. They moved toward a table, a position that would allow him to notice if Carmen entered the room. He would do nothing in the daylight, but tonight he would attempt to carry out his personal plan, well after Cassandra was asleep.

      “Do you see him anywhere?” Cassandra asked, keeping her voice low.

      “No, but I doubt he’s going to make an appearance for breakfast.”

      “Then what are we doing here?”

      He almost laughed as he rubbed his hand down her neck. “Having breakfast, my kitten. I kept you from having any food yesterday and for that, I apologize.”

      She blushed as she was seated, the leash removed and coiled on top of the table. “True enough, my Master.”

      “You play the part very well.” He’d struggled with whether or not to allow Carmen to complete his assignment. There was no sense in having innocent people killed. That wasn’t his method of operation. He’d never assassinated anyone who hadn’t already given themselves over to one devil or another. And violence against women he abhorred. The fact Carmen had sunk this low was enough of a reason to cut and gut the man.

      “I have an excellent teacher.”

      Seeing Master Eric out of the corner of his eye, he decided what had to be done. “If I leave you here, you will not wander off. You will abide by my rules just as we discussed. Correct?”

      This time, she didn’t hesitate. “I will obey your rules, sir.”

      The defiant inflection had returned, giving him a smile. “I’ll be right back.” He followed Master Eric until he was out of the dining room, heading for the stairs leading to the second floor. “Eric. May I have a word?”

      Master Eric seemed caught by surprise. “Are you enjoying your stay and the lovely submissive we secured for you?”

      “Very much so. Can we talk in private?”

      “With this crowd?” Master Eric laughed then gave a single nod. “All right. There’s a semi-private patio just off the kitchen.”

      As they passed through the crowded area and toward the back door, he could tell the various staff members were more than curious as to what they were doing. Once outside, he waited until the door was closed. “Eric, you and I only know certain aspects about each other.”

      “True enough. What’s wrong?”

      Sebastian wasn’t the kind of man who trusted anyone, especially those who didn’t run in his tight circle, but at this point, he was determined to keep tragedy from happening. “You can’t ask me any questions, but I am aware of a hitman who is here to hunt and kill a young woman, a witness to a murder.”

      “Excuse me?” Master Eric narrowed his eyes, a look of surprise on his face.

      “You may not have been told, but she has been brought here for security reasons, only the bastard who will stop at nothing to end her life is here too. I’ve seen him.”

      “And how do you know this, Sebastian? How are you involved?”

      “As I said, you can’t ask me any questions. I don’t know anyone else in the Castle. Trust is important to me, so giving you this information could place my life on the line.”

      “Now you’re scaring me.”

      He wasn’t certain the man was taking him seriously. “Please convey the information to Master Marshall. I believe before the weekend is out, an attempt will be made on her life.”

      “Jesus, buddy. What you’re telling me is far-fetched. The security here is very tight. If there is any attempt at something like what you describe, the security personnel will be all over it.” Master Eric took a step back.

      “Not if you have an employee working with him.”

      “Wow. That’s a serious accusation.”

      “And one I hope I’m wrong about,” Sebastian stated as he glanced from side to side. He was taking a huge risk telling anyone.

      “In order for me to believe you, you’re going to have to provide additional information, details.” Master Eric’s expression was contrite, as if having difficulty keeping the charade.

      “I can’t do that. Not at this time, but please heed my warning. I’m not joking, and neither is this monster. He will not hesitate to eliminate anyone who gets in his way.”

      Blinking several times, he rubbed his jaw. “All right. I’ll mention it to Master Marshall, but he’s not going to take kindly not knowing who this came from.”

      “I understand.”

      Master Eric exhaled. “Why are you really here?”

      The question was a difficult one to answer. “I have my reasons.” As he walked toward the door, he realized everything about his decisions had changed.

      Second guessing could cost Cassandra her life.
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      Fretting. Cassandra’s mind had formulated far too many scenarios, but there were no concrete answers. The time spent at breakfast hadn’t provided any information, not that she’d expected Sebastian to be totally honest with her. She wasn’t going to be played for a fool, no matter her attraction to the man. He’d gone off twice, leaving her alone, his only comment that he’d warned someone in the upper echelon about the planned witness kill. She had no way of knowing if he’d told her the truth.

      Trust.

      There was that word again. Hell, she couldn’t even trust herself at this point. She paced her assigned Castle room, glancing several times toward the clock. Almost 1:30 in the afternoon. Where in the hell had he gone? To talk to Carmen? Maybe he’d just left the premises, especially given his cover had been blown. “Ugh!” She clenched her fists, wanting nothing more than to tear off the costume.

      Frustrated as hell, she couldn’t stand being cooped up, not able to perform her job. She grabbed her hotel key, made certain her Glock was in position, and stormed toward the door, throwing it open.

      “Going somewhere?” Sebastian stood on the other side of the threshold, his air of domination cutting through their normal connection.

      “To find you. Where did you go?”

      He pushed her inside, closing the door. “I told you exactly what I was going to do, have a conversation with Carmen. Only the bastard didn’t show.”

      “Why does that not surprise me?” As he crowded her space, walking her backward until she was against the wall, she blushed, pushing her hands against his chest.

      He palmed the wall beside her head. “Why were you given this assignment?”

      “Why?”

      “Yes, out of all the agents who could have been tasked from New York, why you?”

      She opened her mouth to issue a smart retort but knew anything that rolled out of her throat would sound like a blatant lie. “Because I’m exceptional at my job and because I’ve tracked you for two years.”

      “Two years. I didn’t realize you cared that much,” he said as he lifted a single eyebrow. “And it would have nothing to do with the fact that you frequent BDSM clubs, searching for someone, anyone who will see through your terminal bullshit?”

      God, how she wanted to slap him. “Bastard.”

      “I’ve been called worse, Cassandra. But I read people very well. Everything I said about you last night is the truth. Isn’t it?”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Playing coy is beneath you. Since we’re laying all the cards on the table, why not trust me enough to state the truth?”

      Cassandra huffed. “As if you ever speak the truth.” She thought for certain he was going to strike her or worse, but instead, he took her by the hand.

      “This location, the Castle is all about fantasy, but for those who’ve accepted their proclivities and desires, no matter how dark or scandalous to others. You haven’t reached that point as of yet.”

      “I am happy with who I am.”

      “And you called me a liar. Why don’t I go down the list? See how well I do. You’ve had several boyfriends in your life, even at least one fiancé. You were the one to break off the relationships because there hasn’t been a single man who has ever understood your needs, let alone had the balls to discipline you. You work long hours, fixating on whatever criminal activity is shoved in front of you, dogging it until you arrest the man or woman. You find little joy in anything outside of work because you refuse to allow anything to be out of order. But what you crave you dream about every night. My guess is that you have a drawer full of sex toys, vibrators and dildos, even nipple clamps and all the while you search for aspects of BDSM on the computer. In the privacy of your own tiny home.”

      The truth was difficult to hear, leaving her full of anxiety, sweat trickling down the back of her neck.

      “How am I doing?” he asked, blowing a swath of hot air across her face.

      She swallowed twice, controlling her nerves before replying. “And you’re the kind of man who’s only gotten close once. When you did, you were hurt to the point you refused to lay your trust down ever again, finding women in kink clubs to fulfill your needs. You want nothing more than to enjoy a relationship, but you are a broken man inside, incapable of loving anyone, including yourself. That’s why you murder people in cold blood. The only way you can be scintillated is through killing.”

      The way he blinked, his pupils almost dilating, meant a direct hit. Then it dawned on her.

      “That’s what Carmen has over you.”

      Sebastian turned away from her, rubbing his forehead.

      “I’m right. You were in love with a woman and he… He killed her. No, you weren’t supposed to be with her. She was someone important to Carmen. Wasn’t she?”

      He held out his hand, his chest heaving. “Leave it alone.”

      “I’m right.”

      “I said. Leave. It. Alone,” he snapped, his voice booming. As if realizing that she’d seen right through him, he sucked in his breath and walked toward the window, staring out at the cloudless day.

      Cassandra could see the anguish he carried, the guilt in his body language. He was indeed broken in a way, molded into something that he hated. She walked closer, longing to touch him, to comfort in some odd way. “You’re right.”

      He only darted a glance over his shoulder.

      “I’ve been hiding my entire life. I think I’ve always known I was submissive, longing for a different kind of relationship. Nothing has worked. I was engaged once. He was a good guy, an attorney and we seemed like the perfect couple, but at the end of two years and in the middle of planning our lavish wedding, I called it off. I couldn’t go through with the lies I’d been telling myself. He was devastated, refusing to talk to me afterwards. I tried dating other types of men, but nothing fit. I was introduced to a BDSM club almost three years ago and honestly, I felt my soul coming alive. I could breathe and enjoy. I loved the anxiety and anticipation and even though I experienced very little, my entire being knew what I’d missed and what I craved.”

      Sebastian nodded, blinking once.

      “Somehow my boss understood. She realized I could pull this off, pretending to be a submissive when the truth is, I am one.”

      “Do you want to do this with me?”

      The question seemed so forlorn. Cassandra couldn’t lie any longer. “Yes. I shouldn’t. I should pick up the nearest phone and call the police. I should leave this building and never look back, but I can’t. I won’t. What you allowed me to experience in a few short hours was the most enjoyable time of my life.”

      “Your choice. I’ll understand either way.” He palmed the glass, his lips pursed.

      “Who was she?”

      A groan slipped from Sebastian’s mouth. “A woman who pretended to be something she wasn’t. Sound familiar?”

      “And you trusted her.”

      “More than I’d ever trusted anyone. I also loved her. I think I fell in love with her the minute I laid eyes on her.”

      Cassandra closed the distance, allowing her index finger to touch the side of his hand. When he didn’t recoil, she wound their fingers together. “Who was she to Carmen?” She didn’t think he would answer given his hesitation.

      “His sister. At the time, I had no idea. She wanted nothing to do with her family, renting a little apartment in New York, working as an administrative assistant. The day she walked into a corner café, I couldn’t take my eyes off her. She had such light and a laugh that lit up the entire place. We started talking and one thing led to another.”

      “You never told her who you really were.”

      Sebastian shrugged. “Didn’t seem important at the time. We had our time together and I had the rest of my life. Every day was happy, a simple adventure. Ice cream in the park, going to the damn zoo. She didn’t care as long as she was with me.”

      “What happened?”

      He shifted until he was able to see her, his grip getting tighter. “She asked me to come to a restaurant she adored. I thought nothing of it until her brother walked in. He knew exactly who I was and who I worked for. He simply removed her from the location, even though she did and said everything in order to stay. When she was safely in one of his cars, he dragged me outside, telling me in no uncertain terms that if I ever tried to see her again that I would meet an untimely death.”

      Shuddering, she placed her head on his shoulder. “But you did. Didn’t you?”

      “I couldn’t stay away. At least until the day she finally asked me who I really was. I told her. The single time in my life I didn’t lie.”

      “And?”

      Sighing, he grasped both of her hands. “She told me to get out and that she never wanted to see me again. I honored her wish and it broke my heart. Two months later, I was sent a very special package. Her finger wrapped up in pretty pink tissue. Seems Carmen found out that she’d agreed to see me after his mandate and made certain she’d never disobey him again.”

      “He holds that over your head.” His world was vile, degrading and cut throat, and she could tell he was on the verge of imploding. All the thoughts she’d had regarding the man seemed to fade away, placed in a black box that she longed to attach a padlock to. Her thoughts were tumultuous, like a noose being wrapped around her neck, a lasso around her soul. If she committed to following his guidelines, all that she knew in her life would disappear, fading into the what-had-been category, forcing her to face uncertainty.

      “That he didn’t kill her. Yes.”

      Unable to comprehend the life, she could only wrap her arms around him, pressing her face against his chest. “I’m sorry, Sebastian.”

      “No need. The man will die for what he did. That much you can trust me on.”

      “Be careful about the choices you make. You are on the precipice of change, your heart outweighing your training. I beg you to consider the consequences.” She debated before asking. “What is her name?”

      “Trinity. Her name is Trinity.”

      Cassandra made mental note, her thoughts delving into what she could possibly do.

      Kissing the top of her head, he made a series of strangling sounds. “I have no choices left, kitten. My life was mandated the minute I agreed to work with the Sanduchi family. There is no tomorrow, no future for a man like me, only constant bloodshed. You should leave this Castle and never return. One day, you will hunt the man you knew as your Master and you will catch him.”

      The words were haunting. She tilted her head, studying the man she was falling hard for, a wafting of desire replacing the regimented agent, the law-abiding citizen. Using both hands, she pulled his face toward hers, kissing his lips, darting her tongue across the seam of his mouth. “I want you, Sebastian. I need you.”

      Sebastian raked his nails down her back, cupping her buttocks and lifting her onto her tiptoes. “And I need you.” As he gave her an open-mouthed kiss, one full of a quiet sentiment, he crushed her against his chest.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck, drinking in the man’s essence, all male and full of testosterone, her heart skipping several beats. Her nipples hardened as she undulated her body against his, the yearning creating wet heat between her legs.

      He slipped his tongue inside her mouth, allowing their tongues to caress, to explore. Lifting her higher, he kept his grip firm, kneading her ass as the kiss became a roar, teeth gnashing, tongues entwining.

      Everything about the man, the moment, reeked of utter danger, taboo in a way she was unaccustomed to, but in her heart, she knew this was the right decision. With her eyes closed, the sensations danced across her skin until her pussy quivered, sending mere shards of current into her aching muscles. The embers shared between them had turned into a blazing fire, threatening to consume them both.

      When he finally broke the kiss, panting as his glassy eyes gazed into hers, he gave her a single nod. “We have work to do.”

      “I know.”

      “Come with me. We need to find Carmen. At the very least, I should confront him, lay down my law. Place him on edge.”

      “And what good will that do?”

      He rubbed his fingers down the side of her face, his carrying a pensive mood. “Honestly? I’m no longer certain, but he will know that I refuse to accept his killing methods. If he wants to play hard ball, then he’s met his match.”

      While she was well aware the statement held a dual meaning, she agreed. There was little else she could do. She’d committed to the man, to the change in operation and to her Master. The thought alone gave her the inner peace that she’d been searching for her entire life.
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        * * *

      

      The day was crystal clear, blue skies and fluffy white clouds high over the lush green landscape. Ordinarily, Sebastian would have cared less about the area surrounding his work zone. Today, the colors seemed more vivid, the scent of flowers and various crops infiltrating his nostrils, the enticing fragrances invigorating. He was now Cassandra’s protector, as well as her lover and Master. Accepting the position, the realization was freeing.

      As they walked toward the stables, passing by several guests, he kept his eyes peeled for the sight of Carmen. The thought was comical. He’d never known the man to enjoy or perhaps endure the outside for any reason.

      “When do you think he’s going to make an attempt on Grace’s life?” Cassandra asked quietly as they neared the corral.

      “I’m going to guess late tonight or early in the morning.”

      “Then there is no time to waste.”

      “Unfortunately, no.” Sebastian kept his hand on the small of her back, the simple touch more of a tether. He noticed two horses behind the fence, grazing on grass. He was surprised there didn’t seem to be any guests close by. “I’m going to check the barn. Stay here.”

      “Yes, sir.” Her hair was loose, blowing in the light breeze, the sliver of sunlight cascading across her face. She gave him a slight smile before leaning over the railing.

      He allowed his fingers to slide down her arm before heading in the direction of the stable, crowding close to the structure. They’d checked every other outbuilding, including the area surrounding the various cabins. This was the last location outdoors to check, even though he knew the odds were slim, the deed was necessary. As he neared the entrance, darting glances all around him, his sixth sense screamed that his nemesis was close. Perhaps the asshole was even stalking him.

      The fucker would have another think coming if Carmen thought he could best him.

      His hand on his knife, he entered the expansive barn like structure. The various stalls were decorated with plaques, indicating the areas of play. He crept along the outside wall, darting a glance into every stall. Seeing or hearing zero signs of anyone, he exhaled. Carmen had obviously figured out that he was no compatriot in this particular kill. Had his decision to inform Eric taken a wrong turn, even been overheard by another employee? There were many possibilities, all leaving a bad taste in his mouth.

      Carmen was slick, having survived more than one attempt on his life. He was also cunning, his ability to backstab anyone he believed to be his enemy legendary. After searching the remainder of the stalls, terrifying one couple in active pony play, he slid the knife back into his pocket, more anxious than he had been before.

      Taking long strides, he hurried back to the front entrance. There wasn’t any particular sound that drew his attention, no noises that should provide any concern. But he knew something was terribly wrong. Racing back toward the corral, there was no sign of Cassandra. His breathing heavy, he turned in a full circle, his eyes locking onto various possibilities. While his submissive had a mind of her own and no doubt had ideas that would push her required abilities, his gut told him this was something else entirely.

      Anxiety and rage turned into utter panic after searching the entire area and finding no sign of her. He stood in the middle of a group of trees, tipping his head as the wind whistled through the dense foliage.

      Then he heard the single sharp cry. Snapping his head in the direction of the agonizing wail, he took off running, sprinting over several fallen limbs and scrubby underbrush. The instant he noticed Carmen, a gun pointed at Cassandra’s head, he slid behind a tree, grabbing and opening his knife. He heard the vile words the man, he’d once called a friend, was saying and knew in that second, he was going to kill the motherfucker. The blood trickling from her mouth created the most intense reaction in his heart he’d ever experienced.

      He would die in an effort to save her life.

      “You’re precious to my friend,” Carmen said, laughing as his hand dug into Cassandra’s throat.

      “And you’re nothing but an asshole,” she replied, grinning as if this was an everyday occurrence.

      “He chose wisely. A beautiful yet stupid woman. Perfect for a man with no class.” Carmen jammed the gun under her chin, the force pushing her head against the massive oak.

      A split second later, Cassandra managed to drive her fist into Carmen’s gut, sending him reeling. She yelped as she tumbled to the ground, trying to regain her footing.

      Sebastian reacted on instinct, racing in their direction, catching Carmen by the neck of his costume. Using his powerful arm muscles, he yanked the man into a standing position, wielding the knife, the blade nicking Carmen’s jugular. “You motherfucker.”

      Carmen laughed as he was backed against the same tree.

      Cassandra snatched the gun from Carmen’s hand, directing the barrel toward Carmen’s face.

      “I suggest you command your pretty little kitten to drop her weapon or there will be dire consequences.” Carmen’s voice held no fear, only contempt.

      “Yeah? Seems like you’re at a disadvantage, Carmen. Did you really think I would allow you to kill anyone in this castle?” Sebastian huffed as he dug his nails into the asshole’s skin.

      Another laugh was followed by a wink. The fucker actually winked. “You’re going to want to listen to what I have to say, brother.”

      “You’re not my brother,” Sebastian said through clenched teeth. “Get out of here, Cassandra. Now.”

      “I’m not leaving you,” she stated, planting her feet wide apart as she kept Carmen’s gun pointed in his direction.

      “If you want to hear what I have to say, command your submissive,” Carmen said, the same glimmer of holding a secret highlighting his expression.

      “I said. Leave. Now!” Sebastian was through with the games, the innuendos and the threats. When he heard the click of the gun, he turned his head in her direction. “Please. I will handle this. Go.”

      Cassandra hesitated, her gaze moving from one man to the other. She said nothing as she turned, taking long strides as she walked toward the Castle.

      “Now, you tell me what you’ve been wanting to share, or I’ll gut you. Do you hear me?” Sebastian placed the tip of the knife to Carmen’s neck, digging in until a single bead of blood oozed onto the blade.

      “You were always so predictable, my friend. I knew you’d be here. I was looking forward to it, in fact.”

      He held his tongue, reeling in his anger, allowing the knife to dig into the man’s throat. “Talk or die. Your choice.”

      “Fine, brother. If you manage to assassinate me, my people will know, and they are prepared to do what is necessary to drive evil straight into your soul.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” Sebastian could only see blood in his eyes, the strangling hold driving him to the point of losing control.

      “My sweet sister,” Carmen commented, as if in passing.

      “What about her?”

      “Trinity never forgot about you. Did you know that?”

      He pierced Carmen’s skin in a second location, pulling his hand just enough a second area of blood appeared. “She has nothing to do with this.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” Carmen said with no inflection in his voice. “My directives are clear. If anything happens to me, she will die.”

      The words seemed to echo, floating around him like a tight vice. Unable to breathe, his mind fractured, moving to the only time in his life he’d been happy. Her face. Her sweet smile. Her laugh. Everything had come to this.

      “Your decision entirely.”

      He glared at Carmen, never moving, never flinching, but longing to shove the blade into the man’s heart.

      “And trust me, your latest conquest will also lose her life. You have no idea what I’m capable of,” Carmen added, glee in his voice.

      There was too much at risk, two lives that he’d allowed himself to care about. Sebastian took a deep breath, contemplating what choices were left on the table. In the next few seconds, he did what he’d never done before.

      He gave into his fear.

      Releasing his hold on his enemy, Sebastian took several decided steps backward, lowering his weapon. “You. Will. Die. And when you do, I assure you that you will have begged me to kill you.”

      Carmen rubbed his neck, moving his head back and forth. “We shall see, brother, for I hold all the cards.”
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra gripped the edge of the bathroom counter, scrunching her face. The direct hit along her jawline hurt like hell. She grabbed the washcloth, turning on the water. She remained rattled, more from Sebastian’s directive than the asshole threatening her. She’d been in dire situations more times than she could count in her distinguished career. Snorting, she slid the cloth under the water, soaking the material. She was certain that Sebastian hadn’t ended Carmen’s life but there was a distinct reason, and one he refused to explain. They’d gone to her room, the decision his and she understood why. Sebastian was concerned about what Carmen might do, even after the threat he’d issued.

      She’d remained close, unable to hear their conversation but seeing the way Sebastian had retreated, his body language that of a destroyed man, had created and solidified her decision.

      She would be the one to kill Carmen.

      As she eased the cloth to her face, the bathroom door opened, Sebastian walking inside. She darted a glance in his direction, giving him a slight smile. “Hi.”

      “How are you?”

      “I’m okay.”

      “The bastard.” Sebastian moved beside her, taking the washcloth into his hand and pressing it against her face.

      Wincing, she dutifully allowed him to wash away the dried blood, applying the warm compress more than once. “You don’t have to do that.”

      “Yes, I do. You almost died because of me.” His whisper was hoarse, his face ashen. He rinsed the blood from the cloth and gently rubbed the soft material against her lip.

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “I know that, Cassandra.”

      She shifted until she faced him. “What happened? Talk to me.”

      “A realization. That’s all. My work is done here.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      He gave her a half smile. “And I don’t expect you to. If my warning was heeded, perhaps no one will die. At this point, there is nothing else I can do.”

      “You’re giving up?”

      Sebastian dropped the cloth on the side of the sink, his eyes searching hers. “I’m sure at times, when you were hunting whatever criminal you were searching for, that you knew the end game. You may not have liked the understanding, but there was little you could do.”

      “But I never stopped trying, searching. That’s not in my nature,” Cassandra whispered, swallowing the bile in her throat.

      “That is very much what I’ve come to expect from you, but I have no recourse. Not for my position or my profession.”

      She realized he wasn’t going to give her any additional information, but she was determined to find out what had been said to terrify the man she’d… Blinking, she was forced to look away. The word ‘love’ had actually entered her mind. “I’m going to take a shower.”

      “A good idea.” He brushed his fingers across her jaw, the action so loving and so tender. “I’ll be in the next room.”

      She wanted nothing more than to ask him to stay, to share a shower with her, to hold each other, but he wasn’t that kind of man. After he left, his shoulders slumping, she turned on the water in the shower, her heart heavy. Trinity. The name was pinned in the back of her mind, her emotions raw.

      As she climbed into the shower, pulling the glass enclosure, she grumbled given her entire body ached, muscles and tendons. The experience with Carmen had left her in despair, but for all the wrong reasons. As the water pulsed over her head, she planted her hands on the cool tile, allowing the water to drip down, watching as the beads splashed into the drain. Everything was muddled, confusing the hell out of her. If she followed her heart, then… A series of tears formed, and she allowed them to fall, sliding down her face, choking on the lump in her throat.

      Cool air slid across her backside and as strong arms wrapped around her, hands clasped as they pulled her back against a man she had only begun to understand, she closed her eyes. There was no need to speak, no words that would alleviate the agony in her heart.

      Sebastian rubbed his groin against her ass, his hold more of a caress. “I want you more than any woman I’ve ever had, including Trinity.”

      She gulped back a cry as she rested her head on his shoulder, the water cascading down the front of her chest.

      He cupped and kneaded her breasts, every move tender, loving. Lowering his head, he nipped her earlobe before darting his tongue inside her ear. “You are so beautiful.”

      Lifting and placing her arms around his neck, she arched her back as he fingered her nipples, swirling the tips in a lazy circle until they were rock hard. Her breath sounds ragged as she panted, her desire building, she opened her legs in a blatant invitation. The sensations as he pinched her nipples between his fingers, a delicious moment of pain washing into pure ecstasy forced a moan from her mouth.

      His fingers twisted and pulled as he breathed against her neck, licking the tip of her earlobe. “Do you want me?”

      “Yes, oh God, yes.”

      Turning her around, he fisted her hair, tugging as he crushed his mouth over hers, sliding his hips back and forth in a slow and easy fashion. The kiss was powerful, his head pushing against hers, his tongue plunging deep inside her mouth.

      She clung to him, wrapping one leg around his, holding on as he explored the dark recesses of her mouth. Every cell was so alive, her hunger off the charts, the water unable to squelch the heat shared between them. Whimpering into the kiss, she had never wanted a man as much as Sebastian.

      He rubbed his lips up and down the side of her neck, crowding up to her jawline, shifting to her lips, his hunger evident by his throbbing cock pressing against her stomach.

      White light showered over her field of vision as he raked his hand down her arm to her hip, gripping and squeezing before forcing her legs apart. He slid his hand between them, cupping her pussy.

      Panting, she nipped his lower lip, taking the sweet and delicious flesh into her mouth, sucking.

      He fingered her clit, swirling first a single finger then two around in circles before pulling it between them, plucking.

      “God,” she whispered, her eyelids fluttering open. She was unable to breathe as he thrust his fingers inside, moving past her swollen folds, shoving deep inside her cunt. With every hard plunge, his fingers flexed open and she was jolted by a wave of heat thrashing her entire system.

      “I’m going to make love to you.”

      Just hearing the words sent another quiver deep inside, captivating her heart. “Yes. Please.” Whether she was acknowledging or begging, she simply no longer cared.

      Wrapping his hand around the base of his cock, he stroked as her hand fluttered down, landing on top of his, her fingers moving with him, pumping as he grunted. He pushed the tip past her labia, sliding just inside. He picked her up, gathering her legs around his upper thighs, pushing her savagely against the tile.

      As he thrust in and out, she planted her feet against the cool glass, slapping first one then the other in her struggle to remain in position. A moan escaped her lips as he continued driving in a wild and crazed fashion, his cock filling her, stiff and thick, throbbing. She clamped her pussy muscles, delighting in his guttural sounds, growls permeating the dense space.

      “Fuck, baby. You’re so wet. So tight.” His actions brutal, moving to the level of being savage, he thrust hard and fast, slapping her back against the shower wall.

      Water washed over them, as if cleansing their sin, trickling down, peppering against her tingling skin. She gripped his shoulders, angling until she was able to lick across his lips, dragging her tongue down to his chin. There were no words that would matter, that would change the course between them. She’d fallen desperately in love, longing to fulfill his every desire, as well as her own.

      Sebastian’s breath sounds were almost inaudible as he pumped, fingers finding her asshole, sliding all the way inside.

      “Oh!” The scream was filtered, yet echoing, and she could no longer focus, her pulse racing. Nothing had ever felt this right, this perfect. There was no holding back as the climax raced up from her toes, tickling along the insides of her legs. “Oh… I can’t…”

      “Come for me. Come with me,” he commanded, the husky tone of his voice nothing but authoritative. His body shaking, his muscles straining, he slapped his hands on the tile, pinning her against the wall, the look on his face nothing but carnal. “Come!”

      There was no need to instruct, no reason to deny her own pleasure. The orgasm ripped through her, sending shock waves into her heart. Then she said the words she thought she’d never say.

      “I love you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      “What do you wish most for?” Cassandra asked as she scooted forward on the bed, her fingers tracing a circle on the sheets. She gave him a coy smile as her robe fell open, revealing her cleavage.

      “In life?” Sebastian asked, laughing as he polished off his drink.

      She rubbed her hand along his forearm, her gaze concentrated on the colorful ink covering his arm and shoulder. “Life. Love. The pursuit of happiness.”

      “Mmm… Well, the pursuit of happiness is easy. I want a submissive who will bend to my every need, surrendering to me at any time of day or night.”

      The playful side of him was unexpected, his tone light and easy, almost carefree. “Do you think you’ll ever find that woman?”

      “Let me think. Possibly, but she has to learn to obey me at all times. Without question.”

      “And what will you give in return for such a glorious gift?” The fact she was giggling surprised the hell out of her. The shared lightheartedness was unexpected. The laugh created a slight ache in her jaw and she pressed two fingers across what had turned into a bruise.

      He exhaled, his eyes turning into darkened pools. “I will fucking kill that man for what he did to you.”

      “Don’t think about Carmen right now. We’re enjoying our evening.” She kept her fingers brushing up and down his arm, trying her best not to think about the plan she’d formed in her mind.

      “I would love nothing more than to let this go.”

      “Then do. We won’t be able to solve anything stuck in the Castle and you know that.”

      Sebastian rolled his eyes, pulling her hand against his mouth and kissing her fingers. “You may be right.”

      She knew he hadn’t shoved the incident aside nor would he. The deed would be completed at some point, the murder of Carmen necessary in order for Sebastian to move on. “I’m always right and finish answering my question.”

      “What question was that?” he whispered as he crowded closer, leaning forward and dragging the material of her robe away from her breasts.

      The feel of his mouth on her nipple created such an intense clenching deep in her pussy that she could no longer think clearly. “You have to stop.”

      “Not until I say, kitten. You forget who you belong to.”

      “Does that mean there will be more between us? I mean, after we leave?” The question obviously caught him off guard. She could tell by his waning expression the answer. “That’s okay. This was just a fantasy.”

      “This isn’t just a fantasy, at least not for me, but the life I lead isn’t one that…”

      “That I fit into?”

      Sebastian inhaled, swirling the ice in his glass as he eased back. “I want you to fit into my world, Cassandra, but you’re an officer of the law and I’m a criminal. That is never going to change. We can’t live the fantasy outside of these walls. You know that as well as I do. There is no scenario in which you can remain an agent and I remain a killer.”

      “What if I’m no longer an FBI agent?”

      He laughed for a few seconds then cocked his head. “You’re not serious.”

      “I don’t know what I want to do any longer. I’m not happy with my career, at least not in the way I once was. I’m no longer fulfilled.”

      “I’m not your answer, as much as I’d like to be. I adore you and that’s not easy for me to say. But I refuse to fuck up your life. What we’ve shared has been the best few hours of my life, but I came here to do a job and being unable to fulfill this assignment could force me to run, or into early retirement.” His voice was husky, breathless. “And that’s something I have to face alone.”

      “I understand.” Cassandra looked down at his hand, his long fingers. Everything about this trip had altered her meaning of life.

      “Time for another drink.” Sitting up, he swung his legs off the bed.

      “I’ll get it. Lie back. I’m still your submissive for a few more hours.” Her heart ached as she climbed off the bed. There was no way to make this any easier for either of them. As she walked toward the dresser, the glance in the mirror was a clear reminder of what she needed to do.

      And love wasn’t in the picture.
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        * * *

      

      “If anything happens to me, she will die.”

      Sebastian’s entire body was sweating, the volume creating a chill covering his naked body. He clenched his jaw, blinking away the vision of the bastard’s face, the man’s ugly words. Yeah, the asshole thought he’d managed to lord Sebastian’s past over him, he would lie in wait, resisting following his natural instinct.

      But the fucker would pay, his scrawny body tortured in every horrific method he’d been trained to use.

      At least the thought gave him a measure of comfort. He rubbed his jaw, shaking away the bitter demons, his mind shifting to Cassandra. Making love with her had been incredible, yet out of his comfort zone. The way she’d nuzzled against him afterwards had been almost too much, but soothing. Satisfying. Sighing, he allowed his eyes to become accustomed to the shadowed morning light streaming past the edge of the drapes before reaching for her, longing to touch her arm, her face. Feeling nothing, he jerked up, glancing around the entire room.

      She wasn’t in bed, nor was she anywhere in sight. There were no lights, no sign that she was anywhere close. Throwing back the covers, he clambered out of bed, taking long strides into the bathroom, flipping on the light. The robe she’d been wearing had been dumped on the floor in the corner, as if discarded in a hurry.

      Hissing, he rushed back into the bedroom area, finding the switch to the closest light then throwing open the thick, velvet drapes. His gaze homed in on her suitcase, a single piece of clothing falling just outside the case. “Fuck!” There was nothing else indicating where she’d gone. He paced the floor until he noticed the top dresser drawer was cracked. Seeing a laptop inside, the warm glow of the Apple indentation indicating she’d used the computer recently.

      And she hadn’t bothered to click off on the internet display. Cassandra had performed a Google search sometime after he’d gone to sleep. What had she found? Trinity Massino.

      “Goddammit!” The article was one he hadn’t read, but clearly indicated she was the infamous sister of a crime boss, a man who’d been touted as responsible for several unrelated murders. There was enough information that an intelligent and creative FBI agent could use in a ploy. Or in an effort to destroy an enemy.

      Cassandra was taking matters into her own hands.

      He searched the drawers, her suitcase and every hidden area in the room. There was no gun, including the one she’d confiscated from Carmen. And the worst part? He was unable to locate his knife. “What the hell are you doing, my very bad kitty?”

      After dressing quickly, he glanced at the clock. How in the hell had he slept until almost eleven? His thoughts drifted to the bottle of scotch she’d brought out, sharing more than one drink together. She’d slipped a drug into his drink.

      “Clever girl.” Almost impressed with her tenacity, he left the room, heading for his. Once inside, he secured his second weapon, sliding the hunter’s knife into his pocket. How appropriate. Locating his prey. He pushed aside the thought as he moved out into the hallway, heading toward the stairway. Where in the hell did she think she was going to corner Carmen? The entire Castle was teeming with activity, guests milling in the hallway, the sound of people talking, laughing all around him.

      There was a bus leaving in an hour and the entranceway, as well as the drawbridge, was filled with people waiting to leave, bags stacked along the wall. He weaved through them, moving from room to room, searching. There was no sign of her anywhere.

      He stood in the foyer and his skin began to prickle as he turned his head. Standing only twenty feet away was Carmen, a smile plastered on his face. The way his eyes bore into Sebastian’s slowed time around him, every motion almost ceasing. Whatever was going to occur would happen at any time. When Carmen pantomimed a bomb, he was floored. There was no way the asshole would stoop to this level. Then again, seeing the vile expression on The Butcher’s face, he realized his assumption was wrong.

      Anxiety remained high as he raced back to the second floor, heading in the direction of the nursery. Had Carmen locked her away, directly in the path of the bomb? Oh, God. This couldn’t be happening. He took off jogging until a hand reached out, snagging his arm.

      “Hey. I hoped I’d run into you.”

      Hearing Eric’s voice, he stopped, but he continued to scan the various groups of people. “I’m sorry about the warning. I was mistaken.”

      “Mistaken? Are you okay, buddy? You’re flushing,” Master Eric chortled. “There is someone being protected in the Castle. I wasn’t free to provide any details.”

      “That’s all right. I have to go.” He debated telling Eric about his suspicions. Perhaps Carmen was using another ploy in order to have complete access to Grace’s location. Yeah, he wouldn’t put it past the bastard. He decided against saying anything to Eric. There was no sense in creating panic.

      “Master Marshall did listen to me, and I think has taken steps to make certain this particular guest is safe and away from the rest of the family.” Master Eric kept his voice low.

      He shrank back, his mind processing what Eric was telling him. “She’s on the third floor.” His words weren’t a question.

      “That I won’t tell you.”

      Sebastian’s instinct kicked in again. “Eric, I’m going to strongly suggest you remove the witness from the castle.”

      He knew exactly where Cassandra had gone—to the source itself. He took off running, shoving his way past several men and women. All he could think about was getting to her, to the woman he loved.

      “Wait. Sebastian!”

      He swung his head from side to side. She had to be here. Time ticked away as he headed down the second-floor hall, the area leading to another. At this point, all he could do was pound on doors. No. Think. She was nowhere to be seen and if a bomb had been planted, the device would be hidden. He had to get her out of here. “Where are you?”

      He glared at his watch. Almost noon. Damn. Damn! This was getting out of hand. Exasperated, he turned in a full circle until a flash caught his eyes. Cassandra. “Jesus Christ.”

      “Sebastian. Don’t try and stop me.” Cassandra stood near the end of the hall, her hand firmly wrapped around a gun. Dressed in jeans, her hair pulled back in a ponytail, she bore the look of an agent on duty.

      “We have to get out of here. There’s no time to explain.” He remained in place, trying to calm his breathing. He knew enough about her to realize that pushing her wasn’t the answer. She’d only run away.

      Holding out her hand, she took two decided steps backward. “No. I’m going to take care of the situation right now.”

      “Listen to what I’m saying. We need to get out of here. Come with me.”

      “This is something I have to do.” She lowered her arm several inches.

      One additional glance and he knew what Carmen was planning. There was less than two minutes. “Absolutely not. You are coming with me.”

      “We need to find Grace.” She shoved the gun into the waistband of her jeans, crossing her arms, her eyes wild with concern.

      “There’s no time. She’s been protected. We have to get out.” Refusing to take no for an answer, he raced toward her, grabbing her arm and yanking her down the hall. His heavy footsteps seemed to echo even on the carpet and a series of visions flashed in front of his eyes as his heart matched the countdown of an invisible clock.

      He had no memory of running down a narrow set of back stairs, only the ticking in his mind.

      Five. Four. Three. Two. One.

      The blast tossed them down the last few steps onto the landing, pitching them forward. He covered her body with his as they hit the wall with a hard thud. Fire alarms shot off all around them, the high-pitched sound screaming above the concerned cries of guests and employees alike. “Are you okay?” Rolling over, he jumped into a crouched position, his ears ringing. Dust and debris covered almost everything, leaving a blanket of soot, smoke rolling from the upper floors. He prayed to God the local fire department would respond quickly.

      She groaned, giving him a short nod. “What in the hell?”

      “Carmen.” He gathered her into his arms, pulling her to her feet. “You’re injured.”

      “I’m fine, but why a bomb?” Her smile was warm but her eyes unfocused. “I need to make certain everyone else is all right. I have to do my job.”

      Sebastian hissed, brushing loose strands of hair from her eyes. “Maybe to eradicate any evidence. Do not try and approach Carmen alone. He’ll be prepared.”

      “I won’t. There are other agents and together we’ll try and hunt him down before he has a chance to get away. Stay out of this. Please.” She wiped her face, anger clawing against her features.

      There were so many things he wanted to say to her, a longing deep inside to take her away from the melee. “I’ll be waiting.”

      Kissing his lips, she allowed the touch to linger if only for a few seconds. “I hope you will.”

      As he watched her walk away, watching her turn a single time as if to see if he was indeed waiting, he sagged. Goodbyes were all he’d ever known, only this time, the requirement could quite literally break his heart.
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        * * *

      

      Almost three hours later, and after herding guests from the building and working with the fire department and the local police, she stood on the bridge, glaring down at the moat. Her thoughts were treacherous as her anger continued to build. If only she’d followed her instincts sooner, hunting and taking out Carmen, perhaps this horrific event wouldn’t have occurred. All she knew was that a body had been found in the debris, positive identification still pending, but from what she’d heard, one of the Masters was missing and someone, apparently, had been shot. But she didn’t have details on that.

      Still, the other person who hadn’t been found? Carmen. He’d completely disappeared, no doubt abled by the score of EMT personnel, employees and guests parading through the Castle. She’d given a description to the local police, complete with details of the man’s costume, in the hopes the assailant would be found.

      Somehow, she knew better. Criminals had a way of disappearing without a trace.

      There’d been no talk about Grace, but she assumed the young woman had been taken away to yet another safe location, away from the Castle. She gripped the railing as other guests headed for the busses, their late departure a necessity. Yes, she should gather her things and follow suit, but her time in the Castle hadn’t been concluded. Not by a long shot. She studied the murky water in the moat, still hoping for the appearance of an alligator. Allowing a slow breath to escape, she wandered back up the set of stairs, slipping past another set of paramedics on her way to the second floor.

      She kept her head down as she approached Sebastian’s room. Seeing the door ajar, her heart sunk, her cop instinct kicking in. Yanking out her Glock, she peered at the crack, unable to see anything. Both hands on the weapon, she gently pushed the door open with her foot, holding back, waiting. There was no flashing muzzle, no rush of men ready to complete her demise.

      There was only an empty room. As she walked further inside, sadness overtook her. Gone were Sebastian’s things, his suitcase and toiletries all scooped up, leaving nothing to remind her of the amazing two days she had spent here with him.

      She slid down the wall, moving the weapon from hand to hand, trying to reconcile his reason for leaving. His words the night before had certainly given her his inner thoughts, but she hadn’t wanted to believe he could leave so easily. As if he didn’t care. Maybe he never had.

      Cassandra wasn’t certain how long she kept her position crouched on the floor, but she was going to have to make a report, then find her way back to New York. As if she cared any longer. As she climbed to her feet, she took tentative steps toward the bed, brushing her hand on the pillow. There would be no scent of him given the change in bedding, but she was somehow comforted by the closeness of where they’d shared an intimate exchange.

      What a way to describe her experience. Sighing, she turned, noticing a slip of white on the dresser. She swallowed before advancing. Seeing her name on the outside of the envelope, the impressive scrolled text just another reminder how special the man truly was. Her fingers were numb, making it difficult to pull out the single sheet. When she did, all she could do was smile.

      She read his message several times, smiling at the fact he’d signed his name at the bottom.

      All my love,

      Sebastian Roberts

      “Gotcha.” Now, she would be able to find him.
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        * * *

      

      “Complete insubordination.”

      Cassandra heard the words and had known they were coming. She stood in front of Sheila, her hands behind her back, her head held high. She’d prepared herself on the plane ride back, her thoughts originally jumbled, but clarity hit her the moment she arrived back in New York.

      “Do you have anything to say for yourself?” Sheila demanded as she rose to her feet.

      “I was doing my job in the best method for the circumstances and the situation at hand,” she answered, trying her best to maintain a positive attitude.

      “Uh-huh. And in doing so, you allowed a bomb to go off, injuring half a dozen people and killing one.”

      “I don’t see how that’s my fault. I wasn’t there to capture and arrest Mr. Massino.”

      Sheila slapped her hand on the desk. “I gave you direct orders to abort the assignment. You could have gotten yourself killed.”

      “But. I. Didn’t.”

      “That’s beside the point.” She turned toward the window.

      Cassandra waited, remaining quiet.

      “I’ve been asked to suspend you pending a full investigation. I don’t want to do that, but I don’t think I have another choice,” Sheila said quietly.

      “You’re answering to your superior. I understand. There are a few things I need to tell you first.” She smiled as Sheila cocked her head.
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra glanced at the note for at least the tenth time today. She fingered the writing, her emotions all over the place. The choice had been hers alone. As she made the last turn, double checking the GPS coordinates, she held her breath. Finding the location had been rather difficult and the area very secure. The driveway was expansive, flanked on both sides by stone columns, orange trees flanking the aggregate, low hanging fruit threatening to fall into her convertible rental car.

      She pulled the car around the curve, parking directly in front of the set of double mahogany doors. Everything about the house and grounds was lavish, exquisite. And massive. After exiting the car, she reached over, grabbing her Glock from the passenger seat. She studied the area, searching for any sign of activity before taking quiet steps toward the set of stone stairs. She was nervous, her heart skipping and as she reached for the front door, a moment of uncertainty thwarted her actions. There were too many what-ifs but she was determined to see this through.

      The door was unlocked, opening silently into an impressive marble foyer, a winding set of stairs located on the back wall. Closing the door, she waited, listening. The lilting sound of music could be heard coming from somewhere in the house. She followed the trail, moving through an expansive kitchen, the area complete with stainless steel appliances and granite countertops.

      She rubbed her hand across the counter, searching for any sign of life. Everything was far too pristine, as if the owner never spent any time in the home. She bit back a laugh and continued her trek, moving through a library and living room. The set of French doors was lined by floor to ceiling windows overlooking a lagoon style pool and palm trees.

      The music was coming from outside.

      Twisting the handle, she crept outside, leaving the door wide open, and headed toward the edge of the pool. The scent of flowers and foliage filtered into her nose. Everything was serene.

      “I wasn’t certain you’d come.” The voice was husky, the tone one of desire.

      “I wasn’t certain I would, either.” Her words were only a whisper. She closed her eyes briefly as a hand was placed on her shoulder, turning her around.

      “Hello, Cassandra.” Sebastian’s eyes were twinkling. “I’ve missed you.”

      “I missed you, Sebastian Roberts.”

      “Are you here to arrest me or to submit?”

      She kept the gun in both hands for a solid minute before placing the weapon in her open hand, offering him the gun. “I left the FBI. I heard you disappeared. Word on the street is that the Sanduchi family is pissed.”

      “They’re always pissed about something.”

      “And what about Mr. Massino?”

      “Rumor is he died at the Castle. If not, our paths will cross again when the time is right.” Taking the offering and placing it on one of the tables, he exchanged the piece for a colorfully wrapped present. “I believe this belongs to you.”

      Quitting her job had been easier than she would have expected; but finding Sebastian had taken sleuthing skills. Luckily, the note not only contained his last name but also clues leading her to his address in Florida as well. The rest had been accepting her role, the one she knew to be the right thing in her heart. As she pulled away the bright red ribbon, sliding the paper away, she realized she’d never felt more at peace. The moment she opened the box, she knew exactly what to do. Taking the collar into her hands, she lowered her head out of respect. “Thank you, Master Sebastian.”

      “Welcome home, sweet kitten.”

      

      
        
        The End
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      Chris

      Chris Nelson leaned against the wall, waiting for the women to enter from the small bathroom off Marshall’s office.

      “Sorry about that.” Kaylee, Marshall’s wife, waddled to her chair, which her husband pulled out for her. “You know how it is.” She grinned and rubbed her very pregnant belly. She was due in eleven weeks and radiated a happy glow. So did the proud papa to be. Chris’ boss.

      Marshall smiled as he helped the second woman into her chair. Gorgeous. Tall, maybe five-foot-nine, possessing a willowy figure with perfect curves in all the right places. She beamed up at him from under her dark sunglasses.

      “Thank you.” Her voice was pure heaven, making Chris stand straighter.

      “All right, now that everyone is accounted for—” Marshall began.

      “Wait, you don’t want the rest of the staff here for this?” the new Dom, Stephen, interrupted.

      “Thank you, Stephen.” Marshall turned a sturdy jaw and piercing blue eyes toward the newest Dominant at the Castle. “Everyone I deemed necessary to be here is here. Have a seat.”

      “Yeah, okay.” Stephen puffed up his chest like he was the big boy on the playground and took a seat next to Grace. “Hey, we don’t wear sunglasses inside, little girl. Take them off.”

      What the hell? Before Marshall could say a word—and it looked like he was about to lay into the younger man, hard—the perfect brunette pushed back her chair and swiveled toward Stephen, whipping off her sunglasses to show the most beautiful blue eyes Chris had ever seen. Gorgeous, full of fire. But unseeing. Shit. The woman was blind.

      “I wear them so people don’t feel uncomfortable. Does my gaze make you uncomfortable?”

      If a blind woman could glare, that was what she was doing. Staring down the young punk whose cheeks were reddening as if he had been chastised for stealing the last cookie.

      “I-I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

      Marshall stood, clasped the woman’s hand, and gave it a gentle squeeze. “You okay, Gracie?”

      She turned toward him, then frowned and sat back down, leaving her glasses off. “I told you I can take care of myself.”

      “Very true.” Marshall nodded. “I’m nodding right now, Gracie. You just can’t see it.”

      She grinned.

      Marshall continued, “While I agree you can handle yourself in almost any situation thrown at you, and any man…” He paused to glare at Stephen again, whose swagger unpuffed just a little. “You can’t protect yourself from this, and you know it.” He passed around a stack of manila folders. Jackson strode over to stand beside Chris and share his folder.

      The room fell silent as they quickly pored over the information. The first section held a set of pictures of a bloody stairwell, followed by one of a body crumpled in the corner. Next were pictures of two more deceased men in different rooms.

      “One gunshot, point-blank to the head. The other looks like his throat was cut, correct?” Chris was just there to observe, but hell, he knew these pictures. He’d seen this kind of death before.

      “Yeah, how’d you get the second one figured out without seeing the front of the body?” Marshall asked him.

      “The blood spray, amount, trajectory, the way the victim is lying.” He glanced at Grace, sitting there so stoically, and wondered how she fit into all of this. “Sorry if I overstepped.”

      “No, you’re right in your assessment, and I have a job for you also.” Marshall stood and raised his voice. “Everyone, meet my cousin, Grace Barnes. As you can see, she is in the middle of some very nasty problems.”

      Kaylee squirmed next to him.

      “You’re telling me a blind chick killed three guys and is hiding out in our Castle?”

      Oh God, when would Stephen learn to shut up? Chris felt a tremendous urge to go over and punch the smirk right off the man’s face, but Grace’s fists clenched—she was prepared to take the guy down another notch. She didn’t need to.

      Kaylee jumped up and leaned her big belly right into his face. “All right, look. I don’t care if you are a new Dom here or not. Open your mind up for two stinking seconds and think about the possibilities. Does anything else sound feasible besides a beloved, blind family member going all Xena: Warrior Princess on three innocent people? And for the record, if you really think that’s the case, why are you still sitting so close to her?”

      His eyes widened, and he inched ever so slightly to the side. It could have also been to get the tummy away from him.

      Marshall gave a small sigh. “Thank you, pet. Now, have a seat before you get yourself all worked up again. We don’t want to stress the baby out, do we? Maybe we should do some more lines later to remember to take it easy.”

      Kaylee’s lower lip dropped, and she pouted up at Marshall as she sat. “Wish you could spank me instead of making me do those stupid lines,” she muttered.

      “Sorry.” Marshall smiled and pulled her onto his lap to snuggle her into his chest. “No spankings this late in the pregnancy. The doctor said to take it easy after that last test, and I want you both healthy, so I’m not taking any chances. You’re doing lines for now, but don’t worry, little girl. I’m keeping a list for after.”

      “You do know women have been having babies forever, right?” Grace turned to him grinning. “And working in fields, exercising, lots of things, right up until the baby comes.”

      “You two stop ganging up on me, or we’re going to have a problem.” Marshall’s voice lowered into the tone that made even the strongest Dom flinch and avert his eyes. Kaylee reacted accordingly. Grace shrugged and turned back to the matter at hand.

      “My cousin, here, has decided this is a safe place for me to hide out from the man who did these killings. The other two were witnesses to a murder, just like me.”

      “But how could you witness a murder? You’re blind.” Stephen spoke up again, his ignorance showing. Why the hell had Marshall hired him last month?

      “There are other senses, Stephen.” Grace sighed.

      “That’s Master Stephen.”

      “Not to me, you’re not,” Grace supplied.

      God, Chris could fall in love with this woman.

      Marshall took over the meeting again and explained what had transpired the past few weeks—the need to protect Grace, and what they had to look forward to—while Chris observed the confident, yet tired young woman. What was his job in all of this?

      “Okay, so, Stephen, you’re going to be Grace’s official chaperone for the next few weeks.”

      “What?” Stephen practically jumped out of his chair. “You’ve been giving me shit jobs like this for the past three weeks. I am ready for a real submissive.”

      “Sit down.” Marshall’s deep tones oozed venom. “When I say you are ready for a submissive, I’ll damn well give you one. And not a second before. I don’t care who your father is or what he’s done for my Castle. If you call my cousin a shit job again, you won’t have one here. Do you understand?”

      Stephen’s eyes widened, and he sat quickly. “Yeah, yeah, okay. What do you need me to do?”

      “For all intents and purposes, you two will act like any other normal new couple to the scene. You’re a boyfriend and girlfriend who want to try out the lifestyle while on vacation. You okay with all of this so far, Gracie?”

      “It makes sense. You don’t want me to stand out, but do I have to do stuff I’m not comfortable with?”

      “Of course not. One second, please.” Marshall turned his attention to Kaylee’s sudden grip on his forearm and had a quick, quiet conversation with her.

      It gave Chris a moment to really focus on Grace and her new Dom.

      Stephen leaned toward her and whispered something in her ear. Based on the leer and his body language, it was probably something sexually suggestive. Once again, Chris felt the urge to move forward. Just enough to get the guy into a chokehold, maybe choke the asshole right out of him.

      “Do I want to get my ass smacked in a BDSM resort while on my pretend vacation? Do I want to have an adventure and check out all the different ways the human body can be pleasured?” Grace’s loud, firm voice halted all conversation in the room. “Do I want to let go and have fun for a while and forget a psycho wants to kill me?” She glared toward Stephen. “Yes, to all of the above. Just not yet. I’ll let you know when I’m ready.” She stood. “Kaylee, do you need to go to the bathroom again? It’s been half an hour.”

      Kaylee grinned and stood. “Sure. You guys go on without us.”

      The two women, arm in arm, strode to the restroom in the corner and shut the door behind them. There went the woman Chris was going to fall in love with. He knew it in his heart.

      Damn.
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        * * *

      

      Grace

      Grace couldn’t see the pictures they discussed, but she didn’t have to. The details of the murder were firmly entrenched in her mind. Not the visuals—of course not. When Chief Becker had called her into the precinct to discuss the event and danger she was in, he’d vividly—quite vividly—described each murder. It was bad enough that poor man had gotten shot and killed in their apartment parking deck, but Mr. Smith and Mr. Hemsley? They hadn’t done anything wrong at all. Just been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Like her. They’d both lost their lives. Brutally, based on the descriptions. But Grace? Holy Hannah, she hadn’t even seen anything. But the murderer didn’t seem to have any prejudice against the people in his sights. And Chief Becker said she was next.

      She didn’t want to be here. Her cousin Marshall was really putting himself on the line for her. What if this bad guy found her and hurt Marshall, or Kaylee, or their unborn baby? Grace almost got up and walked out of the room. If she’d had a chance to explore a little, she might have just walked out of the Castle, altogether. Yeah, girl. How many steps is it to the stairwell? How many to get down to the bottom floor? Yes, she needed to go right. She was pretty sure she had been led left when she arrived, but, overwhelmed by the noises and Kaylee’s excitement at meeting her, she’d ignored her golden rule—know everything about everywhere you go—so she was stuck. Plus, where would she go if she did get out of the Castle? She couldn’t remember how often the bus came. Would Marshall send that dork Stephen out after her to throw her over his shoulder and carry her back in? Bet Stephen would love that. Stupid kid was probably barely out of high school, she sniggered to herself. Probably didn’t even have peach fuzz on his soft, smooth skin. Either that or he was one of those guys who liked to wear a beard just because it looked cool. So not her type.

      Then there was Kaylee, jabbering a million miles a minute, making Grace chuckle every once in a while, on one side of her, and Stephen on the other. Damn. She wasn’t going far. Not without an escort.

      Jackson, the really super tall, beefy guy who’d practically squeezed her to death when they met an hour earlier, seemed nice. Especially for being head of security at the Castle. Weren’t security guys supposed to be angry and mean… and scary? Not him. Jackson had already cracked three jokes since she’d been there.

      The only person she hadn’t figured out yet was Chris. He seemed to be Jackson’s friend and stood so quietly against that back wall she could barely hear him breathing.

      That was Grace’s thing. Figuring out what people looked like before she touched them. Added bonus points for figuring out what made them tick. If she’d met Stephen out on the street, she would have pegged him for a millennial, rich-boy gamer with a man-bun. The nasally voice, the way he cleared his throat when he got flustered, the low hum he did when pissed off. Heck, she’d only known him for thirty minutes, but she was calling big time dweebage.

      “What do you do when you’re not playing Dom?” Jackson asked from the back wall, and Grace could hear the grin in his voice.

      “I happen to be an independent contractor for some of the top gaming companies. My father belongs to the same country club as some of the big guys.” She could hear the pride in Stephen’s voice.

      Nailed it. She returned Kaylee’s hand squeeze as Kaylee chuckled under her breath.

      “Grace, we’ve put some thought into the different ways we are going to keep you safe here. We don’t want you to stand out.” That was Jackson. His low timbre practically rumbled through the room. He and Chris strode forward to sit at the table.

      The heavier man took a seat across and to the right of her. The leaner one, though he was by no means less muscular, sat across from her. That was Chris. The one whose boots barely made a sound, whose breaths were practically nonexistent, but whose bearing immediately brought her senses to life. He smelled like woods and musk. Like a man who enjoyed working outside, the subtle scent of pine and wood and leather wafting toward her nostrils. Then there was his mouthwash. Something crisp and clean but not overpowering. Unlike Stephen, whose loud, hissing mouth breaths were making her lightheaded from not only the nail-on-the-blackboard sound but also the smell. Gawd, floss much?

      “Grace?” Kaylee nudged her hip gently.

      “Sorry, what?”

      “It’s okay, you’re expected to be a little overstimulated right now. I was asking what code name you wanted to go by? We’re the only people who will know who you really are. We also are not putting it on paper like we do everyone else,” Jackson said.

      “So, the name is what I go by for the time that I’m here, right?”

      “We don’t want to take any chances on someone slipping up and calling you by your name when you leave your guest room.”

      “Yeah, I need to eat, and I’ll probably go stir crazy staring at a wall all day.”

      Stephen choked on his ice water. It was fun playing with him.

      “So, what do you think? Something cool and chic, rock and roll, sweet, fairy tale, sexy…”

      “I’ve always had a fantasy of being Cinderella. Maybe Ella? What do you think, Kaylee?”

      Kaylee laughed. “It’s perfect! I was afraid for a second there you were going to suggest Cinder Grace, which wouldn’t have worked well at all.”

      “Ella’s easier. Yeah, if you’re okay with that, Marshall, I think I’ll go with Ella.”

      “Yes!” Kaylee grabbed her hand. “We can be in the princess program together! I’ve been dying to try on the new, sheer maternity ballroom gown Marshall got me last month.”

      “I don’t know if I want to do much with the program.”

      “It’s okay, Gracie,” Marshall said. “You can do as little or as much as you want. This is just something to give you your wristband so you don’t stand out too much. But it’s up to you.”

      “Just consider it, please?” Kaylee said. “They have a masked ball on Tuesday night, and it would be so much fun to go with you.”

      “Well, we would be the hottest women there,” Grace said.

      “Totally. Wait, Marshall’s flicking me on the thigh again. I think that means I’m not supposed to push you too much. Ow. Stop it—”

      “Anyway,” Jackson cut back in with a chuckle. “Now that we’ve got the name and program picked out, we need to talk about the big stuff. First things first.” He riffled through a stack of papers in front of him. “When you leave your room—with your escort at all times—you will need to be blindfolded.”

      “Why the hell does she need to be blindfolded? She can’t see anything, anyway.” Ah yes, Stephen. He hadn’t fallen asleep during the meeting.

      “Because she’s the only blind woman here and will stand out like a nun in a porn shop if she wears her special sunglasses,” Jackson said, irritation lowering his voice.

      A heavy sigh came from the other side of the table. Chris?

      “That makes sense. Okay. But won’t I stand out also, if I’m the only blindfolded woman being led into the dining room every day?”

      “Gotcha covered there, too,” Jackson said. She didn’t know how she could hear a smile, but she could. When he smiled, his mouth opened wider, which elongated his vowels and his pitch. He continued, “Marshall is going to have different submissives, including Kaylee and some of the others, like my wife, Sara, blindfolded at different times throughout the next few weeks. There will always be other women and men being led through the Castle.”

      They spent the next twenty minutes going over the Castle layout, the emergency exits, guest quarters, and what could be expected while staying at the BDSM resort in rural Ohio. Grace was thankful someone had taken the time to put everything into Braille for her. It made her feel a bit more in control to not just count on someone to read everything to her.

      “Okay, that’s about everything. Do you have any questions, Ella?”

      Kaylee nudged her again. “Ella. That’s you, girl.”

      “Sorry. It’s going to take a bit to get used to being called something else.”

      “No worries. Just think of it as your very own witness protection program, complete with new name.”

      “Yeah, I listened to that movie. Didn’t the leader of the program try to kill Arnold Schwarzenegger and his protectee?” she sniped. Okay, maybe she was getting a bit tired after all.

      “It’s okay, we will do everything to keep that movie from playing out with you in the lead role. Besides, we have someone Arnie didn’t,” Marshall said.

      “Who’s that?” she grumped.

      “Chris Nelson. The best damn team leader and former Army sergeant you’ll ever have the chance to meet. Sitting right across from you and tagging along behind you for your whole stay. Where you guys go, Chris follows. When you go to bed at night, Chris bunks in the room on the other side of your suite. If you even look for a second like you’re in some sort of trouble, he will come into play. And my guy doesn’t play. He fights, he wins. He’s the big guns protecting you.” Jackson clapped the table hard. “Get used to having a shadow. You won’t even notice he’s there. But he will be. And he will protect you with his life.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered, tears filling her eyes. It had been so long since anyone had been quite so concerned about her safety, and it touched her. “If we’re about done, I wouldn’t mind taking a shower and resting for a bit.”

      “Let’s get you settled in, then. Work on your name in your mind while you walk, okay?” Marshall leaned over and gave her a soft kiss on the forehead, like he had when she was a kid.

      “Got it. Ella. Ella. Ella, Ella. Thanks, everyone. I appreciate it.” When she stood, she heard three chairs scrape along the floor. Marshall, who hovered near her like he always had when she was younger; Jackson, who was probably being gentlemanly; and Chris, former Army awesome-guy/shadow, who leaned across the table and gripped her elbows gently within his large hands to help her stand. That meant Stephen was still seated, probably with a goofy look on his face.

      Maybe the wrong guy was playing close-up bodyguard.
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      Grace

      Fourteen steps down the stairs. Left. Thirty more steps. Smooth wall with some sort of wainscoting about hip height. The smell of fresh paint in one section. Probably the reason her shadow stepped in quietly and whispered to her to stop touching the wall. Her ‘boyfriend’ would have been oblivious, let her run her hand over the still tacky paint along the wall. It was weird, she wasn’t normally the sort to just stop and obey someone’s directions. Even Marshall had laughingly scolded her as a kid, telling her she was a bit too rebellious for her own good sometimes. But this man, Chris. He hadn’t raised his voice. Hadn’t run to catch her hand in his or yank it off the wall. None of that. He just quietly said, from five feet behind and to the left of her, “Hand off the wall, Ella.”

      She’d obeyed. Yanked her hand back like the thing was on fire. She’d only met this man a few hours ago? But she must have instinctively trusted him. She pulled her hand back, clasped it to her chest, and slowed her walk.

      He cleared his throat, and Stephen seemed to take the hint. “Oh yeah, sorry, Ella. Wet paint for the next, um, five—”

      “Seven point five,” Chris interrupted him.

      “Yeah, seven and a half feet. You don’t want to get stained with that stuff. Sorry I didn’t notice.”

      “Thanks, so, what’s the color?”

      “Why do you care? You can’t see it anyway.”

      Chris’ exhales behind her changed. She’d heard his steady slow breaths earlier, but now they stopped.

      “Sorry, man, I wasn’t trying to be a jerk. I just happen to be unfiltered. Gr—Ella, I really didn’t mean any disrespect. Call off your attack dog?”

      She giggled and gave Chris an ‘it’s okay’ wave of her hand. Her attack dog? Interesting. She’d found her next physiological tell in her shadow. When he was frustrated—given Stephen’s response—he slowed his breathing.

      Friends teased her for doing this, but it’s how she read people, how she truly saw them. She remembered what frustration looked like on the face of her mother or father when she was younger. Their brows would furrow, their gaze narrowing. Sometimes, they’d grumble a little. But until her accident, she’d never paid attention to the stuff she didn’t see. It took becoming blind to really come in tune with her other senses. It took her a while, maybe a couple of years to understand her parents’ responses. All she had was her memories of the visual stimuli to connect with the new stimuli. Things that used to frustrate them—whining about not wanting to do her homework, arguing over bedtime, or refusing to eat Brussels sprouts—they all brought the same visual reaction. Which meant when she heard the different inhales and exhales, felt their bodies either tighten or loosen, they correlated. And everyone was different. There was a different tell for everyone. Chris seemed to have the same sort of physiological responses Marshall and her father had. Well, at least the breathing part. She couldn’t tell if his body was rigid and his shoulders tight and high. Could she?

      “Chris?”

      He took a breath, exhaled, and strode up next to her. “Yes, princess?”

      “Where are your shoulders right now?”

      He laughed. The kind of laugh that sounded like it came from the very bottom of his belly and erupted from his throat. It was beautiful, resonant, sexy, and it made her insides feel alive. “Until you asked, I would have told you they were right where they should be. But now that you mention it, they’re so high, I could play the Headless Horseman without the makeup and costume. What made you think of that? For the record, they are coming back down to my normal posture. I think laughing helped.”

      “May I touch you?”

      “Yes, you may.”

      She reached forward. His hard chest. She should have asked to do this an hour ago. It would have made her feel more comfortable if she could have felt and seen, in her own way, what her new bodyguards were like. She had to reach up farther, high, higher, higher. Holy cow, he was at least a foot and a half taller than her five-foot-two frame. Once she got to the top of his short military-type haircut, she brought her hands back down to his neck and shoulders. Firm, rigid, hard. A knot right above his right shoulder. She bet he carried all his stress right there. She should offer to massage it out for him. No. She shivered. That would lead to a lot more massaging of other parts she should not even be thinking about. Other firm, harder parts.

      “Okay, we’re passing the main dining room on the right.” Stephen took her left hand into his. “Hungry?”

      The sounds of silverware clattering against plates and people chatting amicably brought a smile to her face. It didn’t matter where someone went. Food and drink was a great way to bring people together—no matter their sex, size, race, or desires, everyone came together at meal time. “No, thanks. I had a late breakfast. I’d love to check out a bit more of the Castle while everyone is busy with lunch, if you don’t mind.”

      “Sure. I was going to take you up to our suite, but this is an even better idea.” He squeezed her hand gently. “I can show you my favorite place while it’s not too busy. Don’t get me wrong. The Castle never truly shuts down.” He continued leading her, right, through a door, down two flights of stairs, then to another door. “But if you want a moment with less activity, it’s usually during lunch or dinner. Cook Connie makes the best meals, and today is meatball sandwich with homemade potato chips. Don’t scoff. You haven’t truly lived if you haven’t tried them.”

      “Okay, I’ll keep that in mind for next week. Thanks.”

      “Dude, you okay? You look like you saw your mom making out with your uncle or something?”

      Grace turned away from Stephen and focused on the large man behind her. His breaths were getting choppier, and she could practically feel the anxious energy pouring from him in waves. “Chris, what’s going on?”

      Chris cleared his throat, a low rumbling sound that brought his breathing back to his normal even, slow cadence. “Yeah, don’t worry about me. Hiccups or something.”

      “Yeah, okay, well don’t barf on us.” Stephen turned back from them, and Grace felt his arm graze hers. “This is really cool, Ella. Sorry you can’t see it, but it’s like a huge, wrought-iron latch. Kinda gives the place an old torture chamber sort of vibe.” He chuckled. “Torture chamber, get it?”

      The door slid open, and Grace was surprised there was no creak to it. She followed Stephen’s echoing voice as he led her down the narrow stairwell. Was it bright or dark? It was pretty tight, maybe four feet wide? But not suffocating if you got stuck behind a line of people. Fifteen stairs later. The sounds of moans and shrill cries got louder the lower they ventured. Chris’s footsteps got clunkier. His hand scraped along the right wall then smacked it. By the time they were on the ground floor and the cool air rushed into her face, the large man’s breathing was two times faster than before.

      A low, almost impossible to hear strangled mewl came from behind her.

      “We need to leave this place.” She yanked at Stephen, but he kept pulling her. She dug her heels in and leaned back—holy crap, if he let her go, she was going to fall on her rear. “Stop, dammit!”

      Stephen finally paused and turned into her space, the coffee on his breath making her wince. “What’s the problem? This is the quietest it’s going to ever get. Even the three a.m. crowd is bigger than this.”

      A loud shriek pierced the room, and a hissing moan came from over her shoulder.

      Grace wrenched herself out of Stephen’s grasp and turned to the man behind her. God, he was practically hyperventilating. “Chris.” She kept her tone even and light. “I can’t see your eyes, but you can see me.”

      More choppier breaths came at her, air caressing the top of her head.

      “Look at me please. Chris.” She took a deep breath and released it slowly. “Tell me the color of my eyes. What do they look like?”

      His breaths centered on her face, and she felt the heated puffs on her cheeks, nose, and mouth. Her blindfold was removed. She opened her eyes, knowing she couldn’t see. But he needed to see her.

      “What color?” she asked again, a bit louder, but careful not to spook him.

      “B…l…uuuuue.” He whispered the strangled word.

      “I’d like you to lead me out of this place now.” So careful, so calm, even though her heart was going a million miles a minute, this man needed her to exude calm and peace. “Thank you.”

      “K.” His larger palm took hers, and he led her with shaky steps back into the stairwell. The door shut behind them. One step. Another. Three more. The sounds diffused the farther up they went. When they reached the twelfth or thirteenth step—she’d lost count after focusing on his exhales and inhales—he paused. His side brushed against hers as he sat down on the stair and leaned against the wall. The thump sounded like he’d hit the back of his head against the wall, then he released a low groan.

      Grace sat down next to him. “Are you all right?”

      “Shit.” He exhaled long and hard. “Sorry you had to see that. I don’t mean see. Dammit, I’m a mess.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      He cleared his throat. “No. Sorry. That came out harsher than I meant. No, thank you. It gets worse if I talk about it, and I am not throwing that kind of shit at you. Just gimme a sec to catch my breath.”

      “Whatever you need.” She leaned closer after replacing her blindfold. “How’re your shoulders?”

      He laughed, only this time it sounded more like a wheeze than a happy chuckle. “Headless H territory again. Bet you’re glad you didn’t get me as your pretend boyfriend now. Hey, if you feel more comfortable with someone else being your bodyguard while you’re here, I get it. I’ll tell Jackson to put someone a bit less fucked up, stronger, less scarred to watch out for you.”

      “Chris.” She placed her hands as close to his body as she dared.

      “Yeah?”

      “I’d like to touch you, with your permission.”

      “I’d like that.”

      She reached forward and gently grasped his shoulders. So tight, so high. So painful. What had he been through during his time in the US Army? She massaged into the tightest knot along his shoulder blade and neck, listening to his breaths as they slowed.

      “In answer to your earlier question…” He paused and placed his hands over hers. “They’re not just blue. They’re the most perfect shade of lapis mixed with ice, like the Arctic Ocean after a hard storm. I could get lost in them if you let me.”

      “What the hell, you two?” The door slammed and hard footsteps raced up the stairs. “I am supposed to be with you at all times. You can’t just leave me. It’s not safe. We agreed that—”

      “You’re right,” Grace interrupted. “I am really sorry about that. I got a little shaken up by sensory overload and bolted. It won’t happen again.”

      “Good. Now, let’s get back to the Dungeon. I want to show you my favorite spanking bench.” Stephen tried to take her hand.

      “No.”

      “What do you mean no?” Incredulity and frustration tinged his voice.

      “I mean I’m not going to be your pretend girlfriend any more. I’ll ask Marshall to give me someone else.”

      “Fine. Your loss.” He started past them. “I don’t mean that, sorry. Inner filter crap my parents always used to get onto me about. I really do want to help, and I promise if you need anything at all, I’ll be there for you, Ella.” Soft lips kissed her cheek. “Do you want me to walk you back to Marshall’s office?”

      “No, it’s okay. Chris will take me. Thanks. See ya around?”

      He laughed good-naturedly, and she could almost visualize the light in his gaze. “No, ya won’t.”

      The door opened and closed, leaving them alone in the stairwell again.

      “I was going to ask if you wanted me to take you to Marshall, so you can get a new partner for your stay, but I don’t think you need one anymore,” Chris said.

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’m not going farther than a foot in any direction as long as you’re here. If you’ll have me, and Marshall lets me change my assignment, I’d like to be your pretend boyfriend. The only thing I really seem to have a problem with is the Dungeon. It’s the combination of the smell—I don’t know what it is—the sounds and the darkness. I think I’m okay in brightly lit, more open areas. Noises are still hit or miss, but I’m willing to help you explore a bit while you’re here.”

      “I don’t want to put you out…” She furrowed her brow. What if he got triggered again by something? Then again, if she could read his signals, be the first person to know what was wrong, she could help him if he had another moment. And as selfish as it sounded, it would take her mind off being scared. But there was more to it than that. The man lit her body on fire with just a few words. What would it be like to explore a little bit with him. To touch him, taste him. Embrace all he had to offer? “Okay, I’d like that. No more Dungeon for me, either. I don’t think that’s going to be my thing, anyway. Can we go check out Wardrobe? I want to get a new dress for tomorrow. You can help me pick a color that goes with my eyes.”

      “Yeah, that’s a good idea, but first, we need to make a firm agreement to work together and communicate with each other.”

      “Okay, I agree.” She held out her hand. “Put ’er there, partner.”

      Her hand was gently pressed back down and slid to rest on her hip. “That’s not how I shake on things, princess.” His warm breath caressed her lips. “I’m going to kiss you now.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Chris

      He breathed in her scent, something delicate and faintly floral, but also with a hint of spice. So much like the woman herself. He let his lips graze hers, savoring the softness while sternly warning himself to remain in control. Her heat poured into him even with such light contact and he closed his eyes to focus on just that point. Was this how she experienced their kiss? Sight seemed like the wrong sense for such a moment—even in movies people closed their eyes to kiss. He wanted to understand her world view, as much as was possible for a sighted person, but his body wanted to get to know hers inside and out. She made a faint noise in her throat, almost a whimper, and he drew back, still breathing in her scent, not wanting to break the moment or to overstep.

      Fake boyfriend. Real bodyguard. This delicate young woman was not only Marshall’s cousin, but a guest of the Castle and in real danger. He could hug and kiss her, even bind her or give her a friendly spanking if it seemed appropriate, but anything he did had to be with the full awareness of his status.

      Not her lover.

      Not her boyfriend.

      Her protector.

      And he had no issue with taking care of her. In fact, he’d like to see anyone try to stop him from doing so. Every time he considered her situation, he shook his head. A blind woman ‘witnessing’ a crime. If someone had asked him five minutes before he’d been called into that meeting, he’d never have believed it could happen. Would have sworn vision was required to witness anything.

      He kissed her again, still soft, tentative, not wanting to take what was not freely offered. Grace had been adamantly against playing with Stephen, had rejected his every suggestion no matter how harmless. But he was trapped, unable to summon the desire to move away from her. He felt he could stay there, sipping from her lips like a hummingbird from a flower forever. And where the hell were such thoughts coming from? A hummingbird? He jerked back, sure his face was brilliant red and grateful she couldn’t see it. A blushing bodyguard would add that extra edge of confidence to the fact he’d already had a semi-meltdown in the Dungeon.

      Trying to school his breathing so his very observant protectee wouldn’t think he was losing it again, he took her elbow and turned her toward the stairs. “Let’s get you that dress. I don’t want to be accused of starving you, so we’d better show up at dinner.”

      She moved back up the stairs. “I’m not a clothes horse, so I’m counting on your guidance. Just don’t let me look horrible and I’ll be satisfied, okay?”

      “Princess, the only way you could look horrible is with a bag over your head. But I am honored that you value my opinion enough to ask for it.” He rested a hand at the small of her back, guiding without pushing. At least he hoped he was accomplishing that. He stayed beside and slightly behind Grace, guiding her as much as possible with words, occasionally with a light touch on her elbow. She moved with incredible, well, grace through the long hallways and up and down stairs as they made their way to Wardrobe where, to his surprise, the usual suspects were not present. He’d never been by there when there weren’t a few people in there trying on outfits or helping others do so. It was busy around the Castle, but in the hours between lunch and dinner, he’d have anticipated quite a few guests would be selecting outfits, especially with tomorrow night’s masquerade ball in mind.

      “What’s wrong?” Grace once again sensed things he wouldn’t expect her to. “This is Wardrobe, right?”

      “What gave it away?” He joked, but not entirely. Grace’s ability to move through the world and know what she encountered without the sense he’d always considered critical was nothing short of astounding. People with perfect vision had a hard time finding their way around when they first arrived.

      “I can smell the leather from some of the garments. Probably shoes?”

      “Among other things.” He nodded, then felt ridiculous for doing so. There was nobody in the room besides him who could see the physical movements he’d relied upon to convey his meanings. He’d have to learn to communicate in other ways if he was going to keep her safe. “So, anything special you’d like to wear?”

      “I suspect black wouldn’t be out of place here?” She turned in a circle as if taking in the room with its racks of clothes. Everything from ball gowns to thin leather straps suitable for certain kinds of scenes. Pinafores that would appeal to Littles and their Daddies. She walked along, running her hand over the garments, pausing to caress a black velvet cape he’d seen someone wearing just the other night. “I tend to choose my clothes by how they feel.” She sniffed, her nose twitching. “And smell. This,”—she held up a blouse by the sleeve—“this was worn by someone who liked way too much perfume.”

      He bent close and sniffed. “I don’t smell anything.”

      “Well, it’s been cleaned.” She let the sleeve drop. “But I am a little sensitive to strong aromas.”

      “Then we’ll need to find you something new.” He hadn’t pictured himself as a Wardrobe assistant, but with nobody else to help, he’d add that role to the others he’d taken on regarding Grace. Gladly. “Black is always appropriate, although the women here dress in a variety of colors. And, of course, the Littles tend to prefer pastels. Black… hmmm.” He found a rack of outrageous black dresses. Turning to face her, he let the hanger he’d just lifted fall from his fingers. “Grace, what…”

      “What am I thinking?” She stood there in a little, black lace bra and panties, a sheepish smile widening her lips. “I’m thinking I need to try on whatever you offer me.”

      She couldn’t really be so naive, could she? Or trusting? Picking up and then suspending the dress on its hanger from a handy hook on the wall, he turned to face her again. Her curves went on for days, the low-cut underwear and demi-bra revealed a lot of smooth skin his fingers stretched out to touch. “Rest a hand on my shoulder, and I’ll help you get this dress on. You can tell me what you like or hate about it, and I’ll make another selection.” While trying not to ogle her. Because that would be wrong. So. Very. Wrong.

      Grace held her arms over her head, and he slipped the dress on. It was black, all right, but it fell over her like an ebony waterfall, hugging her curves all the way. A slit ran up her left thigh, hiding and revealing her leg as she moved around.

      She pirouetted like a dancer on tiptoe then paused, smoothing the fabric over her hips. “What do you think? Is it okay?”

      No… it was not remotely okay. Not if she was leaving this room and going to be in front of the other guys. Maybe they could extend the blindfold to the men. All of them. But even with her eyes hidden, her face expressed so much anticipation, lower lip trembling a little as her straight white teeth dented it, cheeks rosy and hair, the silky deep-brown waves that usually lay on her shoulders flew out, the light catching gold glints he hadn’t noticed before.

      Was the dress okay? Honor compelled honesty. “You are too beautiful to be seen by anyone but me.”

      She froze, palms flat on the smooth fabric, lips parted. “Anyone but you?” Her breath emerged in little pants, probably from the spinning, but she faced him straight on. Not that she could see him. Then, before he even knew what to say, her lips drooped. “Of course. My protector. Do you think this makes me too obvious, standing out in a crowd?” Bending, she grasped the hem of the dress. “Is there anything more sack-like here? Something to help me blend?”

      Oh, what an ass he’d been, even unwittingly, to make her doubt herself.

      “Princess, you would stand out even in a sack. Because you’re beautiful.” He hurried on. “But here at the Castle, not standing out would make you stand out. Everyone expresses themselves in a big way, so if you looked like the checkout clerk at the market, you’d be noticed.”

      And her smile was back. “Well, you don’t have to try to build me up. I know I’m okay looking, at least I don’t think I scare small children. But the dress is tighter than I usually wear. Should I try on some more?”

      Damn honor. “No. This one is perfect. But since we’re here, let me try to find something for you to wear between now and the event that fits both you and the Castle a little better.”

      Over the next hour, he pulled out one dress after another and she tried them on. By the time a pair of women entered, they had a heap of rejects and keeps and had managed to generally make a mess.

      Luckily, the Castle ladies were sweet enough to help undo the disaster he’d created and even found a few more things perfect for her new look. An afternoon well spent.
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      Grace

      “So what do you want to do today?” Her bathrobe pulled tightly around her, Grace walked out of the bathroom and toward the sounds in the small kitchenette. “It’s…” She ran her fingers over the face of her watch. “Nine fifteen a.m., which means we have nine hours to kill before dinner and another three hours until the masquerade ball.”

      The sounds of a coffee cup being set down on the counter met her ears before his footsteps coming toward her. “Well, we could do a bit more exploring,” Chris said, taking her hand and pulling her to a seat on the couch. “I know you didn’t get to see, sorry, um explore as much of the Castle as you wanted.”

      “I’m not easily offended, you know?” She cocked her eyebrow at him. “You can use the word see without hurting my feelings. Besides—” she grinned, “—just because I don’t use my eyes the same way you do, doesn’t mean I cannot see the world around me. I just visualize it differently using my other senses. But for me, it’s still seeing. And you shouldn’t have to tiptoe around my feelings like I’m damaged.”

      He laughed. “I just nodded and realized you couldn’t see it.”

      “Do it again.”

      She leaned forward, inhaling the freshly washed scent of his T-shirt as she raised her hand. When she came in contact with his cheek, she ran her palm up over his scraggly five o’clock shadow, then back down. She liked how one direction was rougher than the other. Like velvet. Up felt scratchy and rough along her fingertips. Down was like the soft hairs on her neighbor’s cat, Mr. Flufflewiggles. She held her palm in place as he nodded. Scritchy and smooth feelings made her senses come alive.

      Her fingers crept over to his lips, stroking the outline. Firm, full, smooth, the kind of lips she would love to feel against her own. She inhaled. Berries, chocolate, something else she couldn’t quite put her finger on. It was sweet, but not overpowering. And it was calling to her. Just one taste of the man in front of her. She licked her lips, pursing them.

      Chris groaned and pulled her to him, his hard, chiseled body holding her shoulders as his mouth took hers. No, he didn’t just take. He claimed. His mouth ravished every part of her lips, his tongue darting around to explore every bit of her mouth, and she returned the kiss with equal fervor. The way he tasted was exquisite. Strawberries, whipped cream, cinnamon, that was it, chocolate all colliding within her, creating a need she had never felt before. Their kiss increased in intensity, and she knew if they continued, they would fall on that couch, her robe would be ripped from her shoulders, and he would consume her body just as he was consuming her mouth.

      With a low groan, he pulled away from her. Her mouth felt puffy and wet from his kisses, and she sagged to the back of the couch. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have done that.”

      “Shouldn’t have done what? Kissed me? Building on the level of intimacy we are portraying for the rest of the Castle?” She was confused by his reaction.

      He sat next to her, his upper body rigid. “Yeah, well, that’s just it. It’s just pretend. I don’t want to cross any lines or make you think there’s something more than just…” His chest lifted next to her with a long breath.

      “Paid protection,” she finished. “Yeah, I get it.” Pasting a smile on her face, she pretended his words had not felt like a glass of ice water thrown at her. “We’re just pretending for my safety, and it’s your job. So, there’s no reason to fake it while behind closed doors.”

      “I wasn’t—”

      “I’m going to get dressed,” she interrupted him, standing up. “I’d like to get out and walk around the grounds a bit before I go stir-crazy.”

      “Okay.” She listened to the graze of his jeans as he stood up also. “What time do you want to head out?”

      She ran her fingers across her watch. “Ten a.m. okay?”

      “Sounds good. You’re going to have to take the watch off, princess.”

      “Why? It’s a present from Marshall. I’ve had it most of my life. Well, since the accident. No one can see the braille on it.”

      “But you can. You said before you see things in your own way.” His palm slowly worked its way down her cheek, her neck. She shivered when he continued soft touches down her shoulders, arms, down to her wrist, circling twice before grasping her hand. “If anyone sees you stroking your watch, it gives them just one more thing to notice about you. Plus, there’s the whole no modern conveniences allowed outside a guest’s personal room rule.”

      “You’re right, I wasn’t thinking clearly. I’d blame it on lack of sleep or coffee, but I’ve had both the best sleep ever and two cups of amazing French roast.”

      “You can blame it on me kissing you if you want.” She heard the grin in his voice. It was cute. She could almost picture the right side of his mouth curving up and his eyes alight with humor.

      “May I feel your smile?”

      “Anything for you, princess.”

      She could have stayed like that forever. Her palm resting on his cheek as the muscles in it rose up and down, creating soft wrinkles below his eye. “You have a dimple.”

      “Yeah, I hate it.”

      “I love it. It helps me see you better.”

      “All right, for the rest of our time together, you have my permission to see all my emotions. Just make sure we’re not in public when you do it, okay?”

      She nodded.

      “So we should set a rule about nodding, too.” Chris’ face eased back into its normal ‘at work’ expression. “I know you won’t be able to see me nodding, so I will use words with you only.”

      “Okay.”

      “I’d like you to do the same.”

      “But you can see me.” She wrinkled her brow as she dropped her hand to her side.

      “Yeah, but it’s something we do here. Full communication. Verbal, nonverbal, physical. I need to be able to read every part of you and what you are saying and not saying while you’re here. It could save your life.”

      “So it has nothing to do with dominance and submission?” she asked.

      His low chuckle preceded him taking her hand into his. “It totally has to do with that also. Just because I haven’t officially scened in a while doesn’t mean I don’t have certain expectations I want met. If you want to try out something while you’re here, just let me know.”

      She had mentioned her desire to explore the scene a bit when she’d been ranting at Stephen earlier, but hadn’t thought anyone had really been listening. “I do want to check it out a bit then maybe try some… things.”

      “In that case, let’s go get that contract from Marshall and make sure we get everything in order.” He lifted her arm toward him. “But first.” His fingers wrapped around her wrist gently but firmly. “Do I have permission to remove Marshall’s gift?”

      She nodded, but a firm tap against the edge of her wrist reminded her. Oh yeah, speak out loud. “Yes, you may.”

      His fingers were gentle, almost caressing her, as he pulled the strap from the buckle and peeled it off her. Then his warm breath found the pulse point before his lips closed in on the spot her watch had been for so many years. The kiss didn’t linger, but it was enough to shoot a jolt of energy straight to her core. When he released her, she fought the groan within her chest. Two of the best kisses in her entire life, and both given by a man who only wanted to protect her.

      She was just his job. Nothing more.
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        * * *

      

      Chris

      Chris set the braille watch on the end table then changed his mind and tucked it in his pocket. If any staff member came in and spotted it, lifted it to dust, maybe, they’d wonder what it was. Despite their well-known reputation for discretion, they wouldn’t think of it as a big secret, might mention to someone else the ‘funny’ watch they’d run across, leading to Grace’s exposure as a blind woman.

      “Why don’t you go get dressed, and we’ll head for Marshall’s office, get that contract. You’re stuck here with us for the time being, and there will never be a better time to experiment with the lifestyle if you’d like to.”

      “My life has certainly taken an odd turn.” She shook her head slowly. “In some ways for the better.”

      “Better, how?” he asked, knowing what he hoped she’d say.

      “I feel like I’ve been given the key to learning more about myself, trying out things I’ve only fantasized about before.”

      “The Castle is special that way,” he replied, disappointed where he shouldn’t be. Why would Grace think meeting him was important to her?

      But she surprised him by pressing a quick peck on his ear and whispering, “And I would like to hand that key to you, the perfect Dom to help me unlock all the most secret parts of myself.” Nipping his lobe, she gave a tug that shot straight to his groin, hardening his dick. Then she headed for the bedroom, humming a happy little tune.

      He and his blue balls were alone in the luxurious living room of the suite, listening to her bang around in the bedroom, getting ready for the day. Another two seconds and he’d have had her on her back, the robe open to reveal the treasures beneath. Long slow breaths, techniques he’d managed after the therapists gave up on him, were no help in this situation. His dick had a mind of its own where his princess was concerned.

      Keeping her true identity secret was job one. Okay, keeping her alive and well was job one. But preventing others from learning of her difference would make that much easier. They’d blindfolded some others so she wouldn’t stand out, but the few he’d seen after dinner the night before had stumbled around like, well, like they couldn’t see, clinging to the arms of their assigned companions—sometimes their Doms, others merely a staff member or friend—and giggling. ‘Ella’ was good at moving through even an unfamiliar space, her fingers resting lightly on his wrist for guidance.

      She didn’t lift her feet as high as most people, he noticed, as if keeping contact with the floor helped her to anticipate her next move. But he’d only become aware of that by studying her at length. Perhaps she should be a little slower, less ‘good’ at being blindfolded.

      As she returned to the living room, wearing a short black twist on a Roman dress and sandals, she moved with the confidence she’d gained after studying the room in a tactile way the night before. Pausing in front of him, she twirled. “Is this okay for exploring the Castle?”

      Nothing about the outfit was remotely okay. Not while there would be so many other men to admire her. But if he sent her back for a loose sweatshirt and baggy pants, which would never happen, she’d attract tons of attention. Attention for wearing civilian clothes in an environment where all the others put so much thought into their appearance.

      “Chris? You’re there, right? I can hear you breathing. Is it that bad?”

      “You look beautiful, princess.” Because she did. “Everyone will be jealous that I’m at your side.”

      She gave a small smile, smoothing the skirt with her palms. “It’s kind of you to say that, but you don’t have to try to make me feel good.”

      Chris reached out and grabbed her wrist, pulling her closer to him. “Are you saying I might be less than honest with you?”

      “What?” She tugged back then stopped. “Of course not. Only that you might be being nice. I’d never—”

      “Because if you did, I might have to put you over my knee before we do anything else.”

      “Can you do that without the official paperwork?”

      “If you consent.” He slid his hand up her arm and back down in the lightest of sensual touches. “But since it was just a misunderstanding, let’s get going.” Rising, he turned her to face the door and gave her a friendly pat on the bottom.

      She took a couple of steps forward then stopped. “What if I just wanted to know what it’s like? Would you spank me then?”

      “For no reason?”

      “For my edification. And to satisfy my curiosity.”

      Chris considered her request. He certainly wouldn’t mind flipping that skirt up and leaving some handprints on her sweet bottom, but… “Oh, what the hell.” In less time than it took Grace to whoosh out a breath, he had her over his lap, head dangling down. “Far be it from me to deny a princess her request, but a spanking is serious business. Since you plan to fill out the contract to enable us to play safely anyway, I think I can be convinced to give you at least a brief taste of what a spanking at my hands will feel like. If you’re sure. Because I’ve been told I have a hard hand.”

      Grace braced herself on her hands and lifted her head. “What if it’s too much for me? What if I want you to stop?”

      “All these things are covered in the contract, and you will have the opportunity to choose your own safeword, but for now, if you want things to slow down, just say the word yellow. We’ll pause and figure out what’s wrong. If you want everything to stop completely, you say red.”

      “Do I have to say green to make things start?” she quipped. “Ouch.”

      He rubbed out the spot he’d just smacked. “Does that answer your question?”

      “Y-yes. Sorry I was a little smart alecky.”

      Chris flipped her short skirt up. “You’ll learn.” He took a moment to admire the silky black boy-cut panties before raising his palm and letting it fall again. She gasped but didn’t shout any colors or otherwise protest. The satin felt cool as he raised the temperature of the skin underneath with a quick flurry of spanks on one buttock then the other, spreading his edification over her curvy bottom. Soon, she writhed on his thighs, a low moan emerging from her throat.

      The woman loved being spanked. And he loved spanking. A match made in heaven. Pausing, he grasped the waistband of her panties. “These are in the way, princess.” And he dragged them down her legs, letting them fall to her feet.

      Looking down on the squirming bundle of woman on his lap, he knew he’d made a mistake. Her bottom was pale and luminous, the skin almost glowing around the reddened prints left behind by his first few swats. But he wanted more, to leave a mark that would be under her dress as she moved through the Castle. To leave a sting she’d be aware of.

      He lifted his hand high and brought it down, the slap of flesh-on-flesh echoing in the quiet room. His cock was hard enough to snap off, butting against her hip. Her skin was softer than the satin, and with her panties tangled at her feet, he could see the results of each spank. First pink, then as he kept going, spanking first one then the other cheek, red handprints crisscrossed one another, the blank canvas upon which he created his art.

      After he was satisfied she’d have him on her mind for at least a few hours, he turned his attention to the tops of her thighs and her sit spots, two of his favorite places to leave a memory.

      It hurt. All logic told him it did, yet Grace never safeworded. Not even yellow. She was so brave…

      As he lifted his hand to give one more smack, she let loose a sob, and he froze. He gathered her into his arms and soothed her, caressed her, told her she’d been a brave girl and that he’d pick up some cream downstairs that would make it better.

      Grace threw her arms around his neck and cried, tears soaking into his shirt. “That-that hurt!” she said, shivering.

      Chris petted her and hugged her and reminded her they’d better get downstairs before breakfast ended. He urged her to her feet and had her step out of the panties, which he stuffed into his back pocket. “As we tour the Castle, I want you to remember your spanking. Can you do that for me?”

      She nodded, sucking her lower lip in a way that made him think she’d be an adorable Little. He should call her on not using her words, but maybe not just this once.

      “No panties,” he remonstrated. “Not for the rest of your time here.”

      “What about mealtimes?”

      “Even then.” He planted a kiss on her cheek. “Now, go brush your hair and splash some cold water on your face. When you come back, I’ll tie on your blindfold, okay?”

      “Yes.”

      A half hour later, she’d signed their contract, listing what she’d love to try, was ambivalent about trying, and did not want to try. Marshall kept looking from one to the other but didn’t ask any questions. Not then.
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      Grace

      Her legs were rubbing against… there. The area still dying for touch. She didn’t ever shave her intimate areas. Yes, she was as independent and capable as the next seeing person and could have, but she’d never really wanted or needed to. But now, hanging on to Chris’ arm as he led her down another hall, her long skirt swishing as she walked, no underwear to protect against the rubbing and touching… Oh my Lord, her pubic hairs were still wet from that spanking he had given her, and the wetness now coated her inner thighs. But that wasn’t all. It was like the air caressed her most intimate parts, adding more desire to her ready to get hot and heavy nether regions. That spanking was amazing. The way his firm, large hands had engulfed almost her whole bottom. The heat he had produced both on her aching backside and the heat building from her tummy down to between her legs. What would Chris be like as a lover? Would he be soft and romantic? Hard and fast? A combination of both?

      They passed what sounded like a Daddy Dom spanking his little girl. The woman was close to the left side of the hall, and her moans and squeals and “No, Daddy, please!” echoed down the hall. Grace squeezed her legs together, loving the friction, heat, and wetness. This was all so intense, so wonderful, overwhelming but not in a scary way.

      “Daddeee!” the woman shrieked, and Grace heard the cries being muffled. Had he pulled her against his chest to caress her and brush away the tears?

      Daddy/little girl activity wasn’t exactly her thing yet. Then again, how could she be sure what was her thing? She had just received the first spanking of her entire life, and from what Chris said, it wasn’t even that hard. That’s why they were strolling through the Castle, Chris’ right hand firmly holding her by the back of the neck in a protective gesture, his left, holding her wrist. The contract had opened up a whole new world to her, and, as embarrassing as it was to have her cousin laying everything out for her, Grace had to appreciate the simplicity of it.

      A good Dominant would observe her reactions, utilizing all his senses. So, it wasn’t just about open verbal communication, it was also about open communication in general. Was Chris a good Dom? Marshall seemed to think so. So did Jackson, the head of security, Chris’ closest longtime friend. But Chris had warned her they would take it slow. That he needed time to learn her tells and the way her body vocalized its needs even if she didn’t say a word. It had been a while for him, he’d said while in Marshall’s office signing all the papers. And in the deepest, most panty-dropping—if she’d been wearing any—voice, told her they would be taking things slowly, but surely until they both felt comfortable.

      It made sense. She didn’t want to give her body over to someone who could possibly injure her because he didn’t understand the difference between, “No, I need a second to catch my breath,” and “No, I’m freaking out.” Especially with someone who was new and might be pushed in over her head and forget to use her safewords. That was why he’d said he wanted to get to know her nonverbal cues. It seemed ingrained in him, as a soldier, to cover all bases, plan for all contingencies as he put it. She respected that. Heck, if she’d stayed with Stephen, she might be crawling on all fours, naked with a tail in her booty at this point. Not that there was anything wrong with that, if she was ready for it. Which she wasn’t. And Chris agreed.

      “Okay, we’re almost to the library. Remember what I said about not excelling at the walking blindfolded, please,” he whispered into her ear.

      Maybe she was getting grumpy at constantly being told to stop doing the only thing she was really good at in this place. Or maybe she wanted to see how he would react. But the words flew out of her mouth before she had a chance to process them. She didn’t even remember what she said. But she would always remember the tone; the way she halted right there in the doorway, her hands on her hips. And she would always remember what happened next.

      He stopped. She heard the inhale through his nose, followed by a loud swallow right behind her neck, then the soft exhale against her neck and left ear. “You want to try that again, little girl?” The hand on the back of her neck tightened, not enough to hurt, but enough to remind her of its presence.

      “I’m not a little girl,” she said through clenched teeth, “and I don’t appreciate being constantly condemned.”

      A hand on her lower back pushed her firmly into the room, and the door shut with a click behind her. She could have reached out her hands, felt her way around the room, found a chair to sit in, but she didn’t. She stood there, her breaths aching in her chest, her underwearless bottom still half begging for attention as the lock clicked into place and his footsteps neared her.

      The silk was removed, and she opened and closed her eyes a few times. It wasn’t because she could see, but because she needed to have that moment of control.

      “We’re alone and the door is locked. Now we can talk. You having a rough time, princess?” It was hard to tell if he was empathetic or angry, his voice was so cool. Damn. She just had to be straight with him.

      “Yes, I am having a rough time.” Tears pricked her eyes. She could feel them. It was weird how she could feel dry, itchy, wet, everything that one could possibly feel, even the cool air when she had opened her eyes. Yet they still did not work in the one way they were meant to. To see. “It’s all I have, and you took it away from me.” She rubbed her eyes, angry with herself for acting so emotionally wrecked. “It’s stupid, okay. I understand I’m here for my protection. I know that you are only trying to do what’s necessary to keep me lying low and blending in, but it’s freaking me out. Even more than my first… that thing you did with me.”

      “The spanking?”

      “Yes, that.” She blew out a long breath and tried to relax her shoulders. “I thought that would be hard to reconcile, and, believe me, it is taking some thought. But the hardest part is being led around, blindly.” She teared up again. “Truly, blindly, not knowing what’s going to happen next, or what I could bump into or trip over, or what something looks like, feels like. You took away my best chances at seeing the world, and I feel… I don’t know.”

      “Vulnerable?”

      She nodded and choked on a sob. “I haven’t felt like this since the day I lost my sight. I heard my mother crying, heard a loud crash and yell—they told me later it was Marshall’s fist going through the wall outside my hospital room—you know he blamed himself, right?”

      “No, I didn’t. Sorry.”

      Reaching out, she took a few steps and found what she was looking for, a huge loveseat, and collapsed into it, still shaking. “It’s just a lot, you know? I thought I had a handle on everything. I take charge of what I need. I know every room I walk into, what is there, what’s not. I can tell you the exact layout of not only our living room in our suite, but also your bedroom, the two heads in the shower, which, by the way, if you turn on the bottom shower head for ten seconds then the higher one, then turn off the bottom one, you’ll get hotter and harder jets.”

      “Good to know.”

      She stifled her laugh. “Yeah, well, it just helps solidify that I’m in over my head here, and I most definitely can’t do any of this submissive stuff. Probably not without freaking out. I want to, but I need the control too much.”

      “And it’s confusing you.”

      “What do you think?” Her voice rose to one of those high pitches she hated hearing in other women, the shrieky quality making her cringe. “Sorry. I’m a mess. I’m not trying to be a bad submissive or a bad protectee or whatever you’re calling it, but I’m just, I don’t know.” She ran her hand through her hair, frustrated. “Confused. Overwhelmed.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Horny.”

      She heard the hiss of his breath before his steps brought him to stand just above her. “May I join you?”

      She nodded and scooched to the side of the huge chair, and his large body settled in next to her.

      “Keep talking, please.” He caressed a strand of her hair from her cheek.

      “This whole place has me in sensory and sexual overload. Every time I hear someone being spanked or groaning, good Lord, I am pretty sure I heard a man getting a blow job while another spanked the woman giving it when we were upstairs.”

      “Yeah, that was a naughty Little Maid who hadn’t done a good job of cleaning, so two Doms punished her. She was loving it.”

      “I could tell. All three were.” She felt the heat rush to her cheeks as she remembered the sharp slaps of the man’s palm to the woman’s buttocks, the soft slurps and groans and moans. “I’m so turned on right now, and so confused, and you’re not letting me be in control of anything. It’s almost scaring me.”

      She let him pull her against his chest, and she listened to the rapid rhythm of his heartbeat.

      “Okay, let’s go over our choices,” he said as he stroked her head almost absentmindedly. “I like contingency plans.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, you seem as in need of control as me.”

      “So we should both be able to come up with some good ideas. First idea. We move out to a private cabin in the woods. Marshall has several of them on the other side of the Castle.”

      “I’d prefer to stay here. I like the sound of other people around. I just need to get used to the constant stimulation.”

      “Okay, number two. We stay in our suite for the rest of the time you’re here. Maybe only come out for dinner. Have the rest delivered.”

      She shrugged.

      “Hmm, but that goes against your need to be around other people, although it appeals to me as your protector. So maybe not. By the way, stressed out or not, if you shrug like that again, I’m going to turn you over my knee.”

      “Why?”

      His fingers stroked across her cheek, then her lips, before he leaned in to kiss her softly. Then he nipped her bottom lip. “Because, I need your words, not just shrugs. I need to hear what you’re thinking as well as what you’re emoting. It’s also more respectful to reply aloud. Plus,” he leaned in and kissed her earlobe before whispering, “I am dying to see your ass over my lap.”

      “Chris, I—”

      In an instant, he scooped her up, flipping her in his embrace and down she went, stomach first across his lap. A swipe of his hand brought all her skirts flying up onto her back and shoulders, baring her bottom with breath-taking abruptness.

      “That’s, Sir, or Master Nelson to you, little girl.” A sharp smack jolted her across his knees. Then two fingers entered her, followed by more stroking. She was on fire.

      “Please… ungh, Sir.”

      “Please, what?” He twirled around her aching clit, giving it a pinch that almost undid her right there.

      “Take me. Now. Please.”

      She groaned when he stopped touching her, laid his large, warm palm against her bottom cheeks and his other hand on her back.

      “Are you sure this is what you want, baby? There are other ways to get you that release you so badly want.”

      “I want your cock inside me. Now. Before I explode. It’s just sex, right?” She laughed, but the smile fell from her face when he tensed under her.

      He massaged her warm cheeks and gave them a light tap. “Yeah, just sex.” His lips worked their way down the small of her back to the heated curve of her right cheek. Gentle caresses as his soft lips and scruffy cheek distracted her from the ache, creating a deeper ache between her legs. “Up you go, princess. I need to put a towel down first.”

      When he lifted her to her feet, she felt dizzy with anticipation, but he held her so firmly, so carefully as he pulled off her skirt, followed by her top. Pushing her forward so her breasts pressed over the back of the loveseat, he helped her to her knees in the spot they’d been sitting only a moment earlier. The leather was cool to the touch, her knees sinking into the seat, her breasts aching to be released from the confines of her bra. She shivered when Chris ran a finger down the length of her body then up the inside of her thighs.

      “I’m going to spank you and fuck you, little girl.” The sound of his zipper came from right behind her where he loomed over her. The cushion sank a little when his knee came to rest next to her. Something long, smooth, and hard stroked up the outside of her left thigh. Definitely not his finger.

      She reached and touched the thick, firm cock and wrapped her fingers around it, pressing him against her thigh as she rubbed him along her leg. So long, so smooth, so… holy crap, large.

      “You sure about this?”

      In response, she gripped him tighter and led him behind her, across her bottom, lower, between her legs, up her inner thighs.

      He pulled back and placed her hands on the back of the sofa. “Don’t move. This is part of your training.”

      She nodded. The sharp smack to her right upper thigh had her squealing in surprise. “Oh! Sorry. Yes, okay, I won’t move.”

      “Yes, what, darlin’?” he crooned, his low voice dropping once more.

      “Yes, Sir.”

      The smacks started quickly, and she pressed her bottom out, begging for more. Spreading her legs, she hissed when he grazed her sensitive pussy lips. But she lifted back up again, knowing this was what she needed. To hear, feel, experience in every possible way the beauty in her submission.

      The sound of ripping foil met her ears. “Putting on a condom so I can take you,” he said in a low, grunting voice that sent shivers down her spine. “Do you want me to spank you harder or fuck you senseless?” He slapped her left cheek hard, and she whimpered.

      “Both. I’ve never had this, ungh, I want to experience both. Stop treating me like I’m disabled.” She pressed her rear end out as far as she could. “Please, Sir.”
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      Chris

      Well. While priding himself on his self-discipline and control, Chris was only human. And despite the length of time since his last submissive exited his life, he was at heart a Dom. A Dom who’d been ignoring his needs for more than a while. Grace’s bottom exposed on his lap, her hissing and moans at his spanks and swats… the silk of her heated skin under his palm. Human. Dom.

      She couldn’t consent more than she already had, both verbally and in writing. And, as her contract stated—damn Marshall anyway—she was his only for as long as she needed to stay at the Castle under his protection. Once she was no longer at risk from the murderer, his princess would not hold that title any longer.

      And not one word she’d said indicated she wanted anything different. She’d signed the contract almost eagerly after Marshall read it aloud to her. The question was: could he keep their connection on the level she’d agreed to. In the single day he’d known her, she’d awakened feelings he hadn’t experienced in a very long time. Had not ever expected to. The bond he’d shared with those in his unit had not been a romance, but it had been love. They’d all been willing to die for one another, and it was hard to call it anything else.

      Survivor guilt the therapist called it, but that didn’t make it any easier.

      It hurt to feel, so he clamped down on it. Which was probably a big part of why he was so jumpy yesterday in the Dungeon. Lots of raw emotion in there, impossible to ignore and triggering his own feelings. It was all he could do to beat it back before he broke down.

      But this woman, just by being herself, was creating cracks in his walls. Her beautiful confidence, in the face of a life with more challenges than he could imagine, vied or surpassed the beauty anyone who saw her could view.

      “Sir?”

      Her question pulled him back into the moment. Bottom outthrust, exposing the pink, wet core of her, she trembled, waiting for him, and, with herculean effort, he forced back any thoughts of a tomorrow that wouldn’t come and plunged into her sweet, sweet pussy’s tight glove that embraced and welcomed him. Hot, clenching, driving away any thought but pillaging the treasure she’d offered him.

      “Is that what you want, little girl?” Withdrawing, he thrust into her again, deeper, taking pleasure in the whimper she emitted. “Want me to fuck you hard?”

      “Y-yes,” she moaned. “So hard.”

      “I can do hard, princess.” He pumped into her, in and out, hard and fast, wanting to make sure no emotions got in the way. “You agreed to a lot of the options on the contract. Next time, you’ll take me in your ass. Do you like that idea?” He had a sweet bottom plug, shaped like a dick, but only about half the size of his own, in his pocket, which he’d picked up in his room before they came down here.

      “I don’t know… I’ve never…”

      “But you said you would.” Fishing out the item, he reached in front of her and said, “Open.” Remembering she couldn’t see what he held, he murmured, “It’s a butt plug. I want you to get it nice and wet, suck on it before I use it to start stretching you out. Since you never have.”

      Her lips parted, and he slipped it inside, feeling her shudder.

      “You like the idea more than you admit. Suck on it, little girl. The wetter it is, the easier it will go in. I don’t have any lube with me.” He gave her a moment before pulling the plug free. It dripped with spittle. He pulled all the way out for a moment and slapped her thigh. “Wider, princess.”

      She shifted her knees farther apart. “Is it going to hurt?”

      He wet it down even more with her copious juices and held it by her ring of muscle. “Yes.”

      Grace gasped as he shoved it in, “Can it get stuck?”

      “No, there’s a flange at the end that keeps it from going all the way in.” Chris worked the plug in and out. “Look at those hips rocking. I have half a mind to fuck you there right now.”

      “Oh no. It’s… it hurts. But it’s good at the same time.” She thrust her head back, fingers digging into the love seat cushion. “I never…”

      “Not now, then. But soon.” He gripped her hips, holding her in place, and slammed into her again.

      “Will I like it?”

      “Maybe. But either way, you’re going to take it.”

      He wasn’t sure she heard him because the next sound she made was a wail sure to carry past the locked door, a keening cry accompanied by her back arching and her whole body going stiff—except for the muscles in her pussy that clamped down and started jets of semen spurting into the condom until she’d milked him dry. Chris forced himself to fall to the side before he landed on her and crushed her. After a long moment, he gathered himself enough to work the plug out of Grace’s bottom and wrap it in his handkerchief. Stuffing it in his pocket, he sighed and tugged her over to rest her head on his shoulder.

      She gave a little shiver and pressed a kiss on his shirt. “Wow. When I took shelter here, I had no idea how involved I might become. It was supposed to be fake. Who would think of finding me at the Castle? I was so, so… What’s that flavor they say people are who never get tied up or anything?”

      “Vanilla.” But the comment had him half hard again at the thought. “Would you like to be tied up?”

      “Sure, I—” Just then, at the perfect moment, a knock came on the door.

      “Go away!” Chris barked out. “It’s occupied.”

      “Is Ella in there? Marshall wants to see her.” And it was, of course, Stephen. If he was lying, Chris would see to it he never bothered anyone again. Well, that might be dramatic, but he wouldn’t mind giving him a bop in the nose.

      “Tell him I’ll be right there,” Grace called. “Thanks.” She flashed a bright grin and murmured, “As soon as my legs are working again. Lucky he wasn’t five minutes earlier.”

      “Or ten later.”

      Her cheeks flared red even in the dim room. “Are you saying you’d be ready again that soon?”

      “With the right incentive, sure.”

      Grace shifted on the love seat. “Maybe we could try a different torment besides a spanking. I think I’m still kind of sore.”

      His cock went rigid. “I like a woman who asks for torment.”

      “Sadist.”

      “Masochist.”

      And didn’t that work perfectly for all concerned? They burst into laughter as they helped one another up, adjusted their clothing, and, after he replaced Grace’s blindfold, they headed for the door.

      Marshall just wanted her to check in, ask how her stay was going, but Chris suspected someone might have overheard their session and her cousin truly wanted to lay eyes on her and make sure she was doing okay.

      They were in his office for about five minutes before he gave Grace a hug and sent the two of them on their way. By then, they were both hungry and stopped in the Media Room to grab a quick snack from the mini deli there. Chris wanted them to keep their strength up for later activities. There were others there, but they seemed as lost in each other as he’d begun to be with Grace.

      With their energy replenished, they started out on their tour again. Chris reminded Grace to forget some of her incredible skill as they moved from room to room and he described them to her. He was learning to describe the visuals in a different way. More specific and space-related than it’s ‘elegant’ or ‘pretty’ or ‘nicely furnished’. She needed to hear there were two couches directly ahead or a staircase coming up. The Castle, with all its rooms and twists and turns, presented a lot of hazards for anyone who wasn’t paying attention, much less someone who had no sight. Keeping one hand on the back of her neck, he guided her along. “One step up here. The floor might be a little slick there. Stairs to the left.”

      She trailed her hand along the wall whenever possible, stumbling occasionally in a way he suspected was planned more than accidental, but after a while she stopped. “Would it be okay if we go back to the suite? It’s been a busy day already, and I would like to rest for a while before we have to get ready for the masquerade. That is, if it’s all right with you, Sir?”

      He chuckled, pleased she’d continued the term of respect outside their intimacy. “I think that’s a good idea.” Taking a left, he guided her toward the staircase up to the suite. “I might do something to help relax you.”

      A grin accompanied her blush. “Is it something I signed up for? Sir?”

      They reached the top of the stairs, nearly at their destination. “Minx. I might have to punish you for that.”

      She gave a little bounce, and he suppressed outright laughter as he swept her up in his arms and carried her into the suite, across the living room, and into her bedroom. He let her fall onto the bed before reaching into the drawer in the night table and withdrawing some lengths of silken rope.

      First, he removed the blindfold, fairly sure she hated wearing it. “Hold your arms over your head.” The headboard of the four-poster consisted of an openwork of bronze rings which offered a multitude of uses for the bondage inclined. The footboard, although lower, was not only an ingenious combination of the same rings, but also hooks, slots, and plugs—enough to satisfy almost any kink. When Grace complied, he looped lengths of rope around her wrists and ankles and turned the handle he’d discovered made for a “rack” effect. He dug out a pair of paddled nipple clamps and screwed them in place, admiring the shiny black-coated steel against the peaks that became dark red in seconds. Considering the effect, he decided she needed a bit more jewelry. A nice clit clamp should do it. Her squirms and soft squeals pleased him.

      When she was stretched out and at his mercy, he sat in the chair across the room, rolling a Wartenberg wheel on his knee to let her settle in for a bit.

      “Chris, Sir? You’re there, right?”

      “Yes, I won’t leave you without saying something. Just sitting here while you rest.”

      “Rest?” She wriggled. “I can’t rest like this.”

      “If you can’t rest, would you like to play?”

      “Hell, yes… Sir.”

      She was a hoot and a half. “If you insist. Would you like a gag? To keep from drawing a crowd?” Not that she likely would in one of these almost soundproof rooms. But he liked gags sometimes. Especially those that held the sub’s mouth open and didn’t deflect play.

      “I’m okay, Sir,” she murmured. “Just really horny.”

      “Oh?” Rising, Chris padded toward her. “So you are refusing to wear a gag when your Dominant suggests it?”

      Grace shook her head then stopped. “No, Sir. If you want me to wear a gag, I will.”

      “Using your words. Good girl. I think we’ll skip the gag for now, though.” Since he’d never actually intended to use one. Just using the suggestion to build intensity. They were not Castle-approved without special permission. He unzipped his pants and freed his cock then straddled her upper body. “Would you like to suck my cock?”

      She opened her mouth wide enough even for his dick, and he decided not to punish her for not answering aloud. Instead, he tucked a thumb over her lower lip, holding it down and slid his throbbing cock into her mouth. She sucked on it with more enthusiasm than skill, but he could teach technique. And it felt so damn good. With her arms stretched over her head, the soft skin on the undersides was too much to pass up, and he rolled the metal wheel slowly up one then down the other.

      Grace gagged around his dick, and he retreated to let her breathe before feeding it back into her. “That’s it. Take more. You can take it all, can’t you?” She kept sucking and licking, but her limbs trembled, twitched, and a trickle of drool ran down her chin. He’d never had a sub so responsive, or a new one so willing to try new things. His balls tightened, and he gave three strong strokes before his cum poured down her throat.

      The woman swallowed every drop, making him like her even more. Withdrawing, he rested a moment before going back to work with his wheel, rolling it down her chest and, releasing each nipple clamp, he added the wheel’s torture to the pain of returning blood flow, smiling at her shrieks. Crisscrossing her body, he used his toy to wake up every inch of skin before kneeling between her wide spread legs and focusing on the clamp pinching her clit. This one had a quick release that made the returning sensation slam into the victim like a freight train.

      He had his hand on her mouth before she finished her shout, pressing kisses to it. “Sshhh. I’m going to make it hurt so good, pretty girl. Shhh. Can you be quiet?”

      She nodded.

      “Except for safewords… those are always allowed. Required, even. Remind me what they are.” A new sub could forget in the heat of the moment.

      “Green for go, yellow for pause, and red for stop everything.”

      “Good girl.”

      Returning to the foot of the bed, he went back to his wheeled torture, rolling it front to back and front again, giving enough pressure to make the line blur between pain and pleasure. She might be a novice, but he was not. Each time her breathing sped up enough to make him believe she was going to come, he’d stop then start again, driving her to the edge over and over. The muffled sounds from behind her closed lips were pleas. He’d heard the sound often enough to know and was impressed. Reversing the toy, he made the handle slick with her juices and thrust it into her bottom. She shuddered, and he sucked her clit into his mouth and took her hurtling over the edge into sobbing oblivion.

      He freed her bound limbs and gathered her in his arms.

      They both needed a rest.
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        * * *

      

      Grace

      “I hate this dress!” Grace tugged at the too tight black toga dress, knowing she was acting like an immature brat, but she couldn’t stop. The words and tears bubbled from her so fast it made her head spin. She was so close to doing something stupid like stomping her feet, screaming obscenities, and ripping the dress clean from her back.

      Chris, ever the patient Dom—she rolled her eyes at that—he could be as patient as he wanted. He didn’t have to listen to all the women at their dinner table today gushing about their petticoats and ruched panties, silky stockings, and amazing dresses. The hues making up every color of the damn rainbow. They’d sat at the Master’s table with Kaylee, Marshall, and some of his friends. The men had a great time talking about sports and every other thing guys seemed to like talking about, including an interesting chat about ginger root and butt plugs. But all the women had gone on and on about the gorgeous dresses they would wear, what mask went perfectly with the shade of their eyes.

      What color were Grace’s eyes really? Most people said they were a piercing blue, like Marshall’s. But how did she really know? Did she even remember what that kind of blue was? She’d only been to the beach twice. What if the rolling waves crashing, or whatever they’d said, wasn’t the color she envisioned? What if it was more of a purple than a blue? Did her brain have enough paint, pigments, and dyes in its long-term memory storage to actually put the correct color with the term they all used?

      She clenched and unclenched her fists, digging into the charmeuse, trying hard not to break down and sob right there. What the hell was wrong with her? She’d always been in control of herself, her emotions, her surroundings. Well, maybe not her surroundings, but definitely how she reacted to them. Now, she was in a perpetual state of overreaction. And it wasn’t even Chris’ fault. He’d done everything she’d asked. Explaining everything around her, even the colors and textures. He had been so patient and kind with her, and all she could do was lose her temper every time something little came up. This was little, right? A dress for a masquerade ball at a BDSM resort. Right? She wouldn’t look back and remember this night as something more special than anything else. So, what was the problem, and why was she in danger of behaving worse than one of the men or women from the Littles’ program? Only difference was they were pretending, acting out a scene. She was doing this naturally. Shame filled her, and tears fell down her cheeks.

      “Hey, girlfriend, want some help?” Kaylee’s voice sounded behind her, and she shrugged at the tender touch on her shoulder.

      “I don’t know,” Grace said through gritted teeth. “Maybe someone should just lock me away for a few days. Do you have a cell in the back of your Dungeon?”

      Kaylee laughed, and Chris’ low voice could be heard telling the Wardrobe attendants to leave.

      “You don’t need a cell, padded or otherwise, or shackles or chains, or any of that stuff. I know just what you need. No Master Nelson, not a butt plug or spanking, so hush on the commentary for one sec, if you please.”

      “I’m going to give you girls some time to talk everything out and get on the same sheet of music. I’ll be out in the hall making sure no one comes in for a little bit. After that…” His firm hand tilted Grace’s chin up so she had to meet his words squarely with her unseeing eyes. It had the same effect as if she could see his stern gaze. “You and I are going to talk respectfully about your needs. If you don’t want to go to the ball, we don’t have to. But you do need to talk to me. Capisce?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “Okay. Get this sorted out. I’m right outside the door. Yell if you need me.” His dress pants rubbed together as he strode to the exit and closed the door behind him.

      “Come on. Let’s get this thing off you and find something you like.” Kaylee took her hand, and Grace wrenched it away from her.

      “Sorry. I just need to walk myself over to the dresses. Mind leading the way and talking as you go?”

      “Sure. Sorry about that. I’m walking around two huge chairs and then a straight shot into the dress closet.”

      Grace followed a few steps behind her, feeling the guilt build in her. She shouldn’t have yelled at her friend. This was her favorite cousin’s wife, and she had been nothing but nice to her. “I don’t really hate the dress.”

      “Mmhmm.” Kaylee’s voice echoed a tiny bit in the large closet they entered.

      “It’s just… I don’t know how to say what I’m thinking.”

      “There’s a chair just off to your left if you want to sit.”

      Grace found it and sat down, her knee touching Kaylee’s skirt as she sat next to her. “I don’t remember fuchsia or ice blue. I don’t remember if my room was lavender or lilac. I don’t know the difference between sea-foam green and mint. And here I am, five minutes before my first dance—yeah, hard to believe, but I’ve never been to a dance before. No middle school Sadie Hawkins, no high school prom, no friends getting married. And I’m wearing the only color I truly remember. That’s if he was being honest with me. But what if he was wrong? What if the dress isn’t even black? What if it’s onyx or coal or like a dark grey?”

      Kaylee’s hand touched hers, and Grace grabbed it like a lifeline.

      “I normally don’t care about things like shades of colors and hues and vibrance. I deal with sound, touch, smell, energy,” Grace said. “How does someone or something make me feel? How do I behave when I interact with someone or in a certain environment? I catalog it and keep it in my memory for down the road when I need it again. The stoplight outside my apartment? It stays green for seventeen seconds before turning yellow. Almost everyone speeds up to get through which is why the dinging of the red light turning on comes about two seconds later than most stop lights. There’s a grate right before the corner on the right. I always wait for the sounds of another car pulling up to that grate, and the squeal of brakes or the bump of the wheels rolling over it, before I go into the crosswalk. It’s something necessary. I need to remember those sounds, the timing, everything, because it is crucial to my physical safety.”

      Kaylee squeezed her hand but didn’t say a word, leaving the moment open for Grace to continue.

      “I need to know what the microwave sounds like when my food is done, what my stove and oven sound like when they click to let me know they’re still hot. The sound of my carbon monoxide detector, which is four chirps every five seconds, with a lower pitch than my smoke alarm, which is a higher pitch and more constant. I need those. Fire trucks, police cars, ambulances, roses, gravel, curbs, stairs, wet paint, sharp objects. I need to remember all of them. But the one thing I can’t remember is the colors you ladies are wearing for your dresses tonight; I don’t need to know that to live safely. But it’s hurting me as if it was the most important thing in the world, and I can’t let it go.”

      She slumped back, releasing Kaylee’s hand to rub her eyes. “I’m wearing a black dress, chosen for me by someone who is taking over every aspect of my current life. Ugh. All my control and independence gone in a matter of days, just because of some hot sex and… other stuff. But what’s bothering me most isn’t the life-or-death stuff. It’s the damn colors.” Leaning forward, she put her elbows on her knees, head in her palms, and sobbed. “I’m being such a drama queen. Please don’t hate me.”

      Kaylee stroked the back of Grace’s head, running her fingers through her long curls. “Hon, if drama queening was a bad thing, my whole pregnancy would be called Desperate Preggy Housewives of the Castle. Besides, you’re not being a DQ, you’re pretty overloaded, and you’re letting it all out. Can I ask you a question, though?”

      Grace nodded then laughed. “Chris wants me to stop nodding so much. He likes to spank for that infraction.”

      Kaylee giggled and shimmied into a better position next to Grace in the big chair, wrapping her arm around her back. “Marshall, too. And eye rolling. And… hmmm, pretty much anything else he can come up with to turn my butt red. I love it, though.”

      “Me, too. I really like it. Sorry, what was your question?”

      “Why haven’t you talked to Chris about this yet? He’s your Dom and your partner for the time being, and the way you guys create a better bond is by being open and honest with each other.”

      “I know, but it’s hard. I’ve been on my own for so long now, and I loved it. No, I didn’t love it. But I needed it. I had to work harder, push deeper, study longer, never let my guard down, just to get to the point I am now. I’m scared that letting myself be truly vulnerable with him, and not just in the ‘hey, why don’t you spank me and have sex with me’ kind of way, but the real thing… It scares me. Besides, he seems to be fighting his own demons. I know how hard it is and I don’t want to add to the burden.”

      “Being honest with each other should never be a burden.”

      “True.” She sighed and leaned her head against Kaylee’s shoulder. “You’re so wise.”

      Kaylee laughed, and Grace felt the big belly shake next to her. “It’s the mom-to-be thing, I guess. Once a baby starts forming in your tummy and increasing your… size… you have to find something else to fall back on. Like mom quotes and rational thinking.”

      They hugged each other, and Grace relaxed, the tension from the previous moments melting away.

      “So, let’s figure a way out of your first predicament.” Kaylee stood and pulled Grace to her feet. “What colors do you remember as being your favorites?”

      “Remember the original cartoon version of Cinderella?”

      “Yeah, with the iridescent blue layer over the skirt?”

      “Yes, that exact color. I remember that, and I’ve always loved it.”

      “Well, it just so happens we have all the fairy-tale princess dresses in different styles.”

      “Original version, please.”

      Grace listened as Kaylee reached through some hangers, coming back out with an, “Aha!”

      “So, this here is the closest to the original dress as I’ve ever seen. If you’re willing to take my word for it, I’m telling you it’s blue. I can’t say for sure exactly what kind of blue, but it sure looks like a princess dress to me.”

      Grace nodded and reached forward to run her fingers across the satin and silk. “It’s beautiful.” She took it and held it up to her neck. “How does it look with my eyes?”

      A high-pitched squeal came from Kaylee. “It’s perfect. Just for the record for your color bank, the dress is about two shades lighter than your eyes. It’s not as pale as your skin, which is probably called an ivory two. Remember Cinderella’s eyes?”

      She bit her bottom lip and thought hard for a moment, recalling her favorite movie as a child. “Yeah, I got it.”

      “Okay. Take her eyes, darken them just a bit, like adding a bit of nighttime to them. Still with me?”

      Grace nodded.

      “Now, add in those flecks of light, almost like shiny gold. Add in one or two of those on the outside part. That’s what your eyes look like. When someone describes Marshall’s eyes, they say piercing and confident, which is pretty dang close to yours. But yours are gentler. So you don’t have the ‘stormy waves’ thing going on. You have Ella just before nighttime with the flecks of joy in her eyes when her little buddies release her and she knows she is about to go get her prince. Does that help?”

      “That’s my eyes?” Tears filled them, and her lower lip trembled with joy from the words of her new friend.

      “Yep, and put that with the ball gown you’re holding right now, and you’ve just magnified your intensity by about a hundred.”

      “Thank you.” She reached forward and pulled Kaylee into a half hug, the crinkling fabric coming between Kaylee’s belly and Grace.

      “All right, your Dom has been sitting out there patiently waiting for us, and I can’t guarantee he’s not going to redden your bottom for not talking straight with him—if you want that, that is.”

      “Yeah, that’d be okay.” Grace grinned and stepped back from Kaylee. “Thanks. So, would you be willing to help me get this thing on? It feels like a lot of layers.”

      “I didn’t want to be pushy, but yeah, you’re kinda holding it backwards.”

      They both laughed as Grace handed it over to Kaylee.

      “Okay, after we get this beauty on you, I have an idea for a mask, so you don’t have to wear that stupid blindfold anymore.”

      “Thanks.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Chris

      Standing outside the Wardrobe, Chris listened to the giggles and chatter from inside and rolled his eyes. He only knew he had because a passing Dom he didn’t know by name chuckled and said, “You’d spank her for that, wouldn’t you?”

      “Yes, I would.” He grinned. “So, it’s just as well she wasn’t here.” Then he remembered, even if she was, she wouldn’t have seen it. As the other man continued down the hallway whistling to the naked sub with the tail plug and doggie ears on the end of his leash, Chris was reminded again of his position as a Master of the Castle. Even if he hadn’t taken a sub in some time, he knew the ropes. He enjoyed being a Dom and training a sub. Grace was new to the lifestyle and hadn’t yet committed to more than just trying out a series of acts or scenes as a sort of experiment. Kind of a BDSM tourist.

      And that was fine, for some people, he supposed. But the physical aspects of the lifestyle were such a small part of the whole thing. Those who stuck around did it to meet a need. To fill a part of them nothing else could. When someone joked on TV about people who liked to be spanked or shocked or tied up, they had no understanding of the effect on those who lived it. Did Grace want to truly experience the lifestyle her favorite cousin lived 24/7? Or did she just want a little erotic spanking?

      Listening to her friend helping her select a gown, something he had apparently failed miserably at, Chris considered their time together so far. Nobody would deny he had been in the Dominant position. Administering the spanking, for example. But, that was where it stopped. She’d been topping from the bottom, something no competent Dom would tolerate very long. Sure, he’d been set off by his mini meltdown when the noises from the Dungeon sent him into a flashback, reviving the survivor guilt he thought he’d made it past already.

      So, in questioning himself, he’d allowed things to get out of control. Not a lot, but enough. And Grace had control issues herself. He’d seen it more than once today. The costume… she could have asked him for something more specific when he helped her pick the original dress, but she hadn’t. Now, she’d turned to someone else, and he didn’t like how that felt.

      Perhaps he wasn’t the Dom for her.

      Another wave of giggles poured out the door, and he smiled despite his self-doubt. He loved hearing her happy. The door opened, and Grace swept out in a long full skirt in a blue that set off her eyes. Eyes no longer hidden behind the blindfold. She wore a mask that, while not exposing her beautiful unseeing orbs, had a fine mesh in the eye holes, so the color came through.

      Her hair was pinned up in a complicated set of rolls and twists that somehow had a fairy-tale feel, intertwined with strands of sparkly beads. “You look like a fairy princess,” he said, agog.

      She lifted her heavy skirts and stuck out a foot. “Can you guess which princess I am?”

      “Is that a glass slipper, Cinderella?”

      Dropping into a curtsey, she said, “Yes, my prince.” As he kissed the back of her hand and drew her upright again, she gave a happy little bounce. “Now, you may escort me to the ball.”

      Really.

      Making the decision in that moment, he determined to draw a line in the sand. Chris would be her protector. He would pretend to be her Dom. But if she wanted him to be her Dom for real, even on a temporary basis, they’d have to come to an agreement beyond the standard form she’d filled out. It didn’t cover some things he considered very important. Grace was enjoying the play, but with him, it would have to be so much more.

      He needed the mind parts. The psychology. He didn’t spank just to wear out his palm.

      “Before the ball, I will be escorting you outside to one of the gardens for a bit.” He lifted her hand and placed it on his arm. “This way.”

      But the princess dug in her heels. “The ball has already begun. Can’t we talk later?”

      “No, little girl. We have to get some things straight between us, and we’ll do it now.”

      Still, she did not move forward. “But I’m all dressed for the ball. I don’t want to go to the gardens.”

      Leaning close, he spoke in her ear in a low voice. “Move forward now. If I have to ask you again, you’ll be punished.”

      She pouted. “Don’t be mean. I thought we were having fun.”

      Beyond annoyed, he spotted a bench a few feet down the hall, scooped her up into his arms and walked towards it. Dropping her over his knees, Chris proceeded to lift layer after layer of skirt until he reached her bare bottom. He rubbed her curvy cheeks, waking up the skin and preparing her for the firm spanking he was about to bestow. “Hands on the floor so they stay safe. And I thought you understood disrespect would be punished.”

      She struggled a little, but he pressed her head down. “I was just excited. I wanted to go to the dance!”

      “Princess, we are in the middle of a hallway where the traffic is fairly heavy. While you were selecting your outfit, I was watching everyone stroll by on their way to the dance.” He lifted his hand and gave a sharp smack to both cheeks. “And every one of them can enjoy your punishment.”

      He’d almost said see it, but, of course, vision was not the only sense someone could employ while observing this princess’ spanking. Sound… the crack of a hard palm on soft flesh. The scent of her arousal drifting into the Castle air. And she’d agreed to exhibitionism. What better time to make the point of who was in charge, than when nearly every visitor and staff member was likely to pass by.

      The Dom with his ‘doggie’ strolled past a few times, while he had his hand raised for another spank, the Daddy with his Little one, the women from Wardrobe peeked out with wide eyes. All of a sudden, he didn’t want anyone else involved in this. Despite the fact she’d agreed to public play or punishment in her contract, despite the fact it was a common sight that nobody was shocked by, only interested in, or in the case of the voyeuristically inclined ogling. Despite his desire to assert and demonstrate who was in charge, he didn’t want the others watching.

      And before this went any further, before his hand reddened another inch of her bottom, they needed to talk. This was just another scene, and, without those words, without her understanding what he would accept between them, he wouldn’t lay another hand on her.

      Except, of course, to help her find her way around, as was his job as her protector, a situation that would change as soon as Marshall could find a replacement if she chose not to accept him as her Dom. They’d come too far to turn back.

      Flipping her skirts back down, he stood her upright in her pretty glass slippers and rose to his feet. Setting her hand on his arm, he murmured, “We’re going outside.”

      She was smart enough not to argue. Her punishment was not over, not unless she decided she didn’t want him dominant over her. Just delayed.

      The gardens were beautiful on this moonlit night. They followed a path to a bower of mostly white, night-blooming flowers. Chris wished Grace could see them, but when he stopped and pushed her down on a white padded bench, she drew in a deep breath.

      “Jasmine and four o’clocks… gardenias. I don’t know what all. The scent is amazing.” She looked so happy he wanted to just sit down beside her and kiss her in the moonlight. Forget anything more than a magical princess in his arms. But there would be more nights like this one if she chose him. Tonight was about understanding.

      Chris knew what she’d agreed to do, but it was about meeting needs as well. What did she need from him? He had an idea, but unless she also knew or at least permitted him to show her, they were going nowhere.

      “It does smell nice.” He didn’t rush, taking the time to formulate his words.

      With another big sniff, she turned her face toward him, tilted up, as if she could see him. “I’d like to think you brought me here for the romance of it all, but after what just happened, I don’t think that’s the case.”

      “No, although, we can come back later, if you like. But I know you want to go to the ball, and I want to take you. Once we finish some business together.”

      She gave a little shiver. “Business. That sounds a little frightening.”

      “It should.” Taking her hand, he laid it on his thigh, placing his palm over it. “Princess, we’ve been playing at Dom/sub all day, but for me it’s not a game. It’s how I relationship. And not just in the bedroom. I am not sure you want more than just the job I’m paid to do and a little slap and tickle in the Dungeon spaces…”

      “You didn’t like the Dungeon, though.”

      His face flamed. “That’s a whole other issue, one I’m dealing with. And I must admit one that surprised me. I’ve been down there any number of times without a flashback, but my therapist says as I heal, it might happen.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Her fingers squeezed his leg. “It must be terrible to have bad memories come back out of nowhere.”

      “It’s not fun, but I’m learning to deal with it. But that’s not what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      She shifted closer, her scent sweeter than the flowers. “Why did you stop spanking me?”

      “I wanted to talk to you first. To try to reach a better understanding of what is between us.”

      Grace rested her head on his shoulder. “Okay, I like that idea.”

      “Princess, I don’t know what your past relationships have been like; but I have to be in charge of mine. It’s important to me to give you what you need, to give it to us both.”

      She jerked upright. “So I never get to give?”

      His heart ached for her. Yearned to ease the tension he saw in her. She vibrated like a violin string, always having to control everything to feel safe. “Of course, you do. You give by being you, by letting up a little and letting me be there for you.”

      “Because I’m blind and you think I can’t survive.” Her voice rose. “I’ve made it this far on my own. I get around everywhere, I take care of myself.” She sounded so taut she might snap.

      “And you do a fine job. But doesn’t it get tiring? Wouldn’t it be nice to have someone else take care of you sometimes?”

      A pair of glistening tears rolled down her cheeks below the mask. “I had a boyfriend who wanted to take care of me once. He treated me like an invalid, suffocated me. I can’t have that. I don’t want that.”

      “I don’t want that for you either. You’re a strong, independent woman who has achieved much. But from your reactions earlier, once you got past the initial outrage, you relaxed under my hands. I don’t want to steal your independence. I want to support that, but also to give you ease. A place you can let down your guard. I need to protect, and you need a safe space.”

      “And being tied up or spanked is safe?”

      “How did it feel to you?”

      Voices came close, another couple strolling the paths and they waited until their laughter faded as they moved away. Then she answered. “How did it feel? It felt amazing. After you spanked me, my shoulders relaxed for the first time in a decade. And erotic… so erotic.”

      “I think we have a lot to learn about each other still, but we’ve made a start. Do you think, when we’re alone together, or here at the Castle, you can give up control to me?”

      “I don’t know.” More tears fell, and he caught them on a fingertip. “But it would be nice to relax for once.”

      He kissed her lips, tasting the salt of the tears that continued to fall. “I can help you do that.”

      “Please, Sir.”

      The little word meant more than a dictionary full of bigger ones. “If you’re ready, let’s go to the ball.”

      “But what about my punishment?”

      “That can wait. After all the effort of getting ready, you don’t want to get all rumpled before you even get there.”

      “Oh!” She patted her hair. “Am I a mess?”

      “No, still a beautiful princess.”

      Arm in arm, they strolled back, but before they went inside, she stopped. “Does what happened earlier mean you won’t spank me in public?”

      He chuckled. “Not at all. The whole Castle is a safe space.”

      “Safe to get spanked?”

      “Safe for so many things, but not always for your perfect bottom.”
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      Grace

      It only took a hundred and seventy-eight steps to get to the ballroom. Only one turn after heading through the large doors from the outdoor garden, a few steps… heck, she lost count. And she blamed it all on this man, this gorgeous, strong, brave man who made her feel like a schoolgirl with her first crush. Many other women seemed to appreciate his silk suit and tie. Grace could hear their murmurs as they passed, their comments to try to draw him into a conversation. And it wasn’t only the submissives. A few Dommes had quietly said something about it being a tragedy to have an ass better than Beckham and be unavailable for a paddling. Since Grace had never seen the soccer star’s ass, she’d have to take their word for it.

      They continued into the room, the sounds of music and laughter flowing through it, her skirts softly swishing in time with the inner seams of his crisp pants. Chris greeted some women then explained quietly to Grace that they were Littles drawing at a coloring table while waiting for their Daddies to get their drinks. Grace frowned and turned toward them when one of the Littles mentioned wanting to suck Chris’ special lollipop.

      Chris chuckled and tightened his grip on her arm. “Ignore their bad behavior. Their Daddies will take care of it later.” He stopped and pulled her against his chest. He swayed back and forth, and Grace melted in his arms.

      A beautiful waltz played from an orchestra in the back of the room. There were real players. Grace cocked her head and noted the different instruments. A cellist in the corner. Seated close to him or her was a clarinetist, then someone with a guitar. The pianist played his or her notes with precision, rounding out the small ensemble, from behind them, and Grace took notice of the people around her.

      As they swayed in time with the music, people laughed and chatted. Some were on the other side of the room, boisterously laughing, a few couples, at least three anyway, danced around them. The music was glorious, the energy in the air light and happy, the smells surrounding her and making her beam at her escort.

      “Whatcha thinking about right now, princess?”

      “This is amazing. I can hear all the different people partying right now in their own way, and I’ll be honest, I never would have thought it would mesh. The Littles coloring, the couples dancing, wearing ballroom attire—”

      “How do you know they’re all wearing ballroom attire?” He spun her gently and pulled her back against him.

      “Well, I’m not positive, but I can hear the swishing of the fabric from the skirts, the way at least two of the dance leaders’ pants slide together when they step. It sounds like satin, and tulle, maybe a crinoline underneath. Kinda like mine? Am I right?”

      “Almost. One of these couples is not quite like the others.” He leaned down to speak into her ear, making her shiver. “See if you can guess which one.”

      She reached up to stroke his face, loving the feel of the stubble as his lips turned up at the corners, a few wrinkles on his smiling face. She loved games. Playing with him was exciting and fun. “Okay, hold on a second. Mind turning me a few times slowly?”

      Her palm still rested on the side of his cheek, so she felt him nod. “Hold on tight.”

      She did, opening her senses to the dancers around them as they twirled in place. “Hmmm, I don’t know,” she said. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. The skirts swished, the fabrics rubbed in their own unique ways. Okay. Two women were wearing heels that tapped along the floor as they stepped. One was barefoot. “No shoes on couple number three. Hope he doesn’t step on her toes,” she whispered, and Chris chuckled.

      “Focus on number three. Can you tell a difference in the skirt length?”

      She turned so her side was to the couple and honed in on the lower half of the women. “The front of her skirt is definitely down to her ankles. I can hear her stepping, and her toes hitting the edge of the fabric.”

      “What about the back?”

      A loud smack, bare skin on bare skin startled her, and she shuddered in Chris’ firm arms.

      “You hear that, princess?”

      She nodded, and his hand dipped down to her own bottom. “Yes. But?”

      “Let me help you understand, baby.” Chris rolled up the back of her skirt and held it against the small of her back. She shivered as the cool air wafted against her bare bottom.

      She should be embarrassed that he was displaying her naked bottom for everyone in the room to see. But she wasn’t. She reveled in the thought that someone might get off seeing her aroused and spanked by the large man. Would he spank her in front of all these people?

      His large palm clapped against her, and she yelped at the heat.

      As he rubbed her bottom, he dropped the skirts back down over her stinging rear end and his hand. “Did that sound the same?” He was grinning. She could tell the way his voice dipped and that tiny bit of accent edged into his speech.

      “Yeah.” Her throaty reply was husky and full of want. “So he’s holding her skirt up?”

      “Nope, it’s a special design. Open ass for easy access. There’ve been a lot of requests for outfits like that here. Shorts, pants, skirts, you name it, if it has a covering for the rear, it can be cut out. She is blessing everyone in the room with a gorgeous, red, and welted bottom.”

      “What do the welts mean?” Was it weird she wished she could walk up to the woman and ask to touch them?

      Chris continued their dance, waltzing them slowly toward the band in the rear of the room. “Her welts are wide with little spacing between them, lots of redness and puffy cheeks. My guess is either a sturdy leather belt or a strap.”

      She shivered in his arms, the thought of being bent over his knee for a hard spanking with his belt. Would that even work? How would he reach back and follow through with a belt if she was so close by being over his knee? He’d obviously hold the belt buckled end in his hand, or else the metal could injure her, right?

      She refocused her visions of herself leaning over the edge of the bed, maybe wearing a lacy nightgown, rolled up to lie on the small of her back. Her hair would cover half of her face as she lay cheek to comforter. What kind of words would he use? Would he call her a naughty girl? Bad girl? He’d probably roll up the long sleeves of his shirt and spank her with his hand first. A warm-up he had called it. The first part of the spanking intended to heat her bottom up just enough to keep it from bruising from whatever implement he decided to punish her with.

      What would he look like while watching her quiver in anticipation of her punishment? Would his eyes narrow, causing a crinkle along the edges and a flare of light showing his displeasure? Or would his gaze darken and his body tense into a posture of rigidity showcasing anger? She had not seen his angry face, or many truly angry faces, growing up a people-pleasing child. But she’d heard them described by friends. She’d even read romance novels through her audio reading app. Some of her favorites were even in braille. Though the men had never spanked the women in the books she’d read, they had showed every emotion one could expect in a romance story. Aggression, love, lust, empathy, loss, need, sadness… her favorite authors described every emotion in a way that even she could see. She wondered what Chris looked like when truly angry. “Would you ever spank me if you were angry?” She tilted her neck toward him so she could listen to his breathing as he reacted to her question.

      A quick inhale followed by a low rumble in is throat, before he barked out, “Hell, no.” He exhaled then recovered their dance steps with a slow exhale. “A good Dominant doesn’t do any scening if not in control of his emotions. I can’t say I would never make a mistake, but I would sure as hell try not to. Why?” He paused and pressed against the small of her back as he dipped her backward toward the floor.

      Exhilaration filled her at the vulnerability… the safe vulnerability in this moment. Chris wouldn’t drop her. Her head knew it, but her body still reacted as if it was ready to reach behind her so she didn’t bonk her head.

      “I’ve got you, princess. Trust me. I won’t let you fall.”

      She relaxed into the position, reveling in the music playing behind her, picturing the strands of lights and decorations Chris had told her were above them. “I was wondering a few things.”

      He pulled her back up and started leading her to the side of the room. “There’s a refreshment table on the far side. There’s a chocolate fountain, fruit, champagne—just one glass—and some other ball-like froofy stuff. What would you like?”

      “Anything with chocolate, and just half a glass of champagne, please.”

      “Sure thing, princess.” He kissed her hand and leaned in closer to speak into her ear. “I’m going to keep you against my side. There are a few other people, and I don’t want to take any chances on a close-up inspection or conversation.”

      “Good idea. I’m ready to be smothered to your bosom, Sir.” She grinned when he tightened his grip and, with a growl, pulled her closer.

      “I do not have a bosom, little girl. My pecs have been honed to a state of rock-hard perfection after hours of PT every day.”

      “You still do your physical training even after getting out?”

      She felt his shoulders shrug before he gave her a light hug. “It keeps me sane.”

      She listened as he poured a glass of what must have been the champagne and handed it to her, then he started placing things on a plate.

      “It’s one of the things I can control,” he continued talking as he filled their plates and handed one to her. “I feel a little less unbalanced if I at least have that one thing. Does that make sense?”

      She walked with him over to a quieter area and sat when he pulled her chair out for her. The music was behind and to the left of her, so she must be facing a wall. Good thinking on his part. Even with the mask, they still had to be careful no one saw her staring blankly ahead at nothing. “I understand what you’re saying. I have the same thing, a bit of OCD for certain things, and I hate not being in control. That’s why this BDSM thing is so confusing to me. I’m working through it, but it still pushes me out of my comfort zone.”

      “Is it bothering you too much? Do you want us to back off and go back to the original idea or just hole up quietly in our suite?”

      “No. Thanks, but I’m okay. I just need to keep trying stuff out and see what I like and don’t like. You’re helping a lot.”

      “Okay.” He paused to take a sip of his water. It wasn’t champagne like hers and had the typical lack of smell she’d grown accustomed to for water. “So, you said you had questions.”

      “Topping from the bottom, I think I heard someone call it. I don’t get it. You want me to tell you what I want, and you said I, as the submissive, have all the control. But that seems to go in direct opposition of the thing you already got onto me twice about. I liked being spanked by you, and I want to try out more implements I think. But how do I let you know what I want without you getting upset or angry about the bottoming thing?”

      “The bottoming thing?” She could hear the grin in his voice.

      “Is there a better phrase that’s a bit shorter? It’s kind of a mouthful.”

      “Most things that are worth anything are,” he said, his voice husky.

      “Oh, now you’re getting turned on and flirting with me. Come on, I’m asking legitimate questions so we don’t tick each other off.”

      He grabbed her hand and pressed it against his heart. “First of all, sorry. I wasn’t trying to make fun of you. I have been achingly hard since the moment you walked out in that beautiful dress, and I can’t wait to get it off you. It’s all I can do not to tear it off you and bend you over the table right here.” His hand took hers down to place it on his lap, and she gasped at the hard length she found. “Told you. You say the word, and I’ll pick you up into my arms and carry you back to our room. I might not make it all the way there before I taste you, but damn that’s what all those layers are for. I could hide my head under all that fluffy material and make you scream my name while sitting here listening to the band play.”

      She squirmed as her core clenched with desire. His dirty words were turning her on so much.

      He brought her hand back up to kiss it then placed it on the table. “About the topping from the bottom, it means…” He leaned toward her and ran his tongue over her collarbone. “It means trying to take control from the Dominant while pretending to be an obedient sub. Yes, you tell me what you want, baby, and I do everything I can to make your dreams come true. But it also means you give me your trust, and don’t try to force my hand. You give me the greatest thing you could ever give a Dom. Trust. You allow me to lead you, to push you, to bend you, mold you, play with you until you melt, push you close to the edge of your comfort zone, always edging closer to a new experience. You’re honest with your feelings, and you tell me what’s going on, before blowing up or melting down because you held it in too long. It means letting me decide what you truly need in that one moment. And if you love it, great. We take it further. If you don’t, we stop and regroup. I don’t know if I’m explaining it well enough right now. Honestly, all I want to do is take you back to our room, strip you out of that dress, spank you hard, and then fuck you until you come so hard you scream my name, so exhausted, so hoarse, so sore, in all the best ways. Then we go to sleep, you in my arms, me watching over you. How’s that sound?”

      “Would you be interested in using your belt?”

      “You want me to give you marks like the woman I pointed out earlier?”

      The sound of happy squealing and screeching stopped their conversation. Someone was getting spanked in the far corner. The woman screeched again as a loud thunk echoed through the room then whimpers, followed by a male’s soft voice commanding her to get back in position.

      “That’s a master/slave combination,” Chris said quietly, his hand on her knee. “She’s fully naked with her hands on the wall in the corner, her bottom facing out for all of us to see. She came in on all fours, crawling behind him earlier. She lay on the floor on a small carpet in front of him for a while. It looks like they are starting their own special kind of foreplay.”

      “So, she isn’t being punished for doing something wrong?”

      Another crack and a loud yelp, followed by her low moan.

      “From the looks of it, she’s enjoying it. I don’t know if it’s punishment or funishment, hard to tell. But in this community, they can be pretty damn near the same thing. Did you hear her moan a moment ago?”

      She nodded, and the grip on her knee tightened. “Yes, I heard her moan.”

      “Good girl.” He started doing lazy circles around her knee, making her shiver in delight. “She keeps pressing her ass back to him after every stroke. That’s a Lexan paddle by the way. It makes quite the impact. Some subs love it, some hate it. I’d say, based on the fact she keeps spreading her legs farther apart, and practically coming away from the wall to get her ass in closer contact to her master, she likes it.” His strokes went higher, working their way up her inner thigh, and she leaned back in the chair and closed her eyes.

      “You have any other questions?”

      “Not right now, thank you.” She shuddered when his fingers went right up her leg, so damn close to the area she most wanted him. So close. “So how do I tell you I’m ready for you to do all that stuff you mentioned a minute ago, without topping from the bottom?” She groaned when his fingers continued past her aching pussy over to the other thigh.

      “For now, you just keep yourself open to me, you give me your colors when I ask for them, and you trust that I will give you what you need.” His palm found her pussy and pressed against her hard. “Think you can give me that trust, princess?”

      “I-I’ll try.” God, she ached for him.

      “Good girl.” He pulled away from her, and she fought to keep her face neutral instead of the anguish at his loss. He kissed her tenderly on the lips then stood up, pushing his chair back. “Lay your head on the table and close your eyes.”

      What about the glass of champagne and her plate? What if she poked her fork into her eye or nose? What if… She took a deep breath then exhaled, calming her frenzied thoughts. This was a test. Chris wouldn’t let her do anything that would hurt herself. She needed to work on trusting him. Slowly, she laid her cheek on the empty area in front of her and closed her eyes with a satisfied sigh. She could do this. It would be difficult at times, but she was strong enough. They both knew it.

      “You stay right here in that position and don’t talk to anyone except for Kaylee or Marshall.”

      “Marsh—” Her head was pressed back down firmly onto the table. Not hard enough to hurt her, but firm enough to remind her he meant what he’d said. Stay put.

      “They’re on their way over. Don’t talk to anyone else.”

      “Okay.” She could do this. She listened to his footsteps as he walked away, then listened to the heavy shuffling sound of Kaylee’s steps. It sounded like she was wearing ballet slippers. Made sense. Marshall wouldn’t want his wife waddling around in heels this late in the pregnancy. Keeping her right ear firmly plastered to the tablecloth, she smiled as Marshall pulled out a chair for Kaylee to sit in. The sounds of the revelry around her diminished as she focused on her friend. She was really doing it. Submission.

      “How’s it going?” Marshall’s deep voice resonated over her head.

      Her huge grin made the tablecloth scrunch against her cheek. “Never better.”
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      Chris

      Chris stood aside while Marshall and Kaylee approached his princess. Marshall pulled out a chair next to Grace and tenderly helped his pregnant wife into it before settling into the seat on his cousin’s other side. He wanted to check on her welfare again, and, while Chris tried to suppress his irritation, to appreciate that she had a family member who cared about her so much, it was difficult not to feel that maybe his ability to watch over Grace was being doubted. Swallowing his pride, he returned to the bar and got himself a club soda with lime then stayed there, sipping the fizzy drink while the trio spoke. He could see lips moving, but, of course, with the music and all the laughter, chatter, and other sounds in the ballroom, he could not hear what they said. Perhaps he should learn to read lips.

      Setting his glass down, he left the ballroom and wandered a bit, giving her privacy to speak to Marshall and Kaylee.

      At the end of a hallway, he came upon a small room with an open door. Inside, centered in the space, a human hamster wheel was powered by a sub in a cunning mouse costume consisting mostly of corset, ears, whiskers, and tail. The wheel glowed with multi-colored lights. He’d never seen one before, but, judging by the line of those waiting their turns, it was a big hit. The current occupant’s arms were laced behind her, making him wonder at her ability to stay upright while running along the spinning track. Just as he was ready to return to Grace, the Dominant standing beside the device hit a switch and it slowed to a halt, the lights flickering off. Since he saw no plug leading to the wall, he suspected the lights were indeed powered by the sub’s racing legs.

      “No!” she protested. “I wasn’t done!”

      Another Dom stepped forward and scooped her up. “I apologize for the little mouse’s rudeness. She shall be chastised.” Clipping a leash to a hook on her collar, he strode off, the buxom brunette stumbling behind him.

      The Dom in charge of the wheel grinned. “I’m enjoying running the ride, but I would love to see how a mouse is chastised.”

      “Do you suppose he’ll take away her cheese?” Chris chuckled. “Or perhaps he has a humane trap in their suite.”

      “You’re only making me more intrigued.” He arched a brow. “I don’t suppose you’d like to take over here for a while?”

      “Sorry. I have to get back to the ball.” He’d only left her side because Marshall was right there. “My princess is waiting for me. Although it does look fun.”

      “Would she like a turn? I can slip her in line ahead of these others. It’s bound to rile them up.” He didn’t sound as if he would mind if it did.

      But, no, if anything would give away Grace’s inability to see, the wheel would. “Tempting, but I have a few other things in mind. A little discipline for an infraction.”

      The Dom sighed and waved a petite sub wearing a black latex bodysuit with relevant cutouts forward. “Take the boots off. We don’t want any unplanned injuries.” Safety first, always, in the Castle.

      “Have a good night.” Chris headed for the door.

      “You, too.” The Dom refocused on the sub. “Where is your Sir? Nobody rides without authorization.”

      Always something new in the Castle. Part of why people loved to come there. Wondering what they’d come up with next, he returned to the ballroom. If Marshall hadn’t satisfied his concerns by now, it was just too bad.

      To his relief, Marshall was helping his wife to her feet, preparing to leave Grace’s side. He caught Chris’ eye and nodded. Things must have gone well. Stepping up behind her, he rested a hand on the back of her neck. “Had enough of the ball, princess?

      “If you have, Sir.” Her shoulders drooped.

      Alarm fizzed through him. “Gr—Ella… is something wrong?”

      She shook her head.

      “Words, princess. When I left, you were having a wonderful time, now you look like you lost your best friend. What changed?” It couldn’t relate to the murders. Marshall would have told him of any developments first, so he’d know what to do to keep her safe.

      Sitting next to her, he studied her face, at least what wasn’t covered by the mask. Her lower lip quivered, the corners of her mouth turned down. He waited for her to speak, not wanting to add to her distress.

      Finally, she let out a quivery sigh. “It’s not a game, is it?” Grace waved a hand, taking in the ballroom, maybe the whole Castle. “All of this, I mean. It’s real.”

      “Well, sometimes there are scenes that could be considered games, I suppose. And people who consider the elements of our lives games. But to those who live here, to me, no. It’s our life. Lived according to our own desires and needs.”

      “I see that now,” she said in a voice so quiet he had to lean in to listen.

      “Marshall explained it to you?”

      “Kaylee. I think I knew, but when I told them about our conversation earlier, she told me it’s not something she turns on and off like a water faucet. That while some people only assume certain roles in the bedroom, for her and Marshall, their life together is the same all the time. And she loves it.”

      Well, Grace had heard it, but she didn’t seem happy.

      “And what do you think about that?” He bent even closer. Her answer meant more than the answer to any question he’d asked before.

      “I think… I think I might like to try it for real, I mean the lifestyle. It was interesting and fun… and hot… to ask you to spank me or to pretend to be submissive, but I think…” She paused, and he held his breath. “My independence is very important to me. My ability to make my way without anyone helping. I had to prove to myself I can do it.”

      “Yes?” he encouraged.

      “And I think I have. For the most part. Although I did need support with this, with the situation that brought me here.”

      He wanted to draw her close, settle her on his knee, cuddle her, and say it would all be all right, but not yet. He spoke in a low voice, for her ears only. “A sighted person would have been no different.”

      “I realize that now. I was seeing it as a character flaw, but you’re right. Most average citizens aren’t capable of dealing with cold-blooded murderers on their own.” She tipped her face toward him like a flower into the sun, a little smile playing about her lips. “So… I think, in my fight for independence, I might have forgotten it’s okay to accept help. You know, sometimes. Help to meet needs I can’t meet myself.”

      “What are you saying, princess?” His breath lodged in his throat.

      “I’m saying that, even though I convinced myself I was playing, having casual sex and stuff with you, it was a lie.”

      “How so?”

      “When you take control, it’s a huge relief, makes me feel like I can relax for the first time in such a long time. I think because of the completely unanticipated circumstances that brought me to the Castle, I’ve uncovered—with your help—a side of me I’d never known about before.”

      “I’m glad. The Castle is good for that.” Don’t read too much into it, Chris. She hasn’t said anything about wanting you to be her Dom.

      “I’m sure it is, but I think it’s more.” She paused again, and two big tears rolled out from under her mask. “Chris, I know I’m a job to you, but you’re so much more than that to me. If you don’t want to continue together after the murder is solved, I understand, but until then, if you would, that is if you don’t mind… Oh, hell. How do I ask you to be my Sir without topping from the bottom?”

      He wanted to cheer, but that wasn’t what she needed from him right now. She needed him to be in charge, to show her how it could be between them so she could make a real decision. Sure, she liked them together, and she liked being able to relax for once. What had it been like for her all this time fighting and clawing to always be in control?

      “Tomorrow, we will go to Marshall and change the terms of your contract.” He stroked the back of his hand down her cheek, and she quivered under his touch. “But it will still end when your current circumstances do—”

      “But I—” He covered her mouth with one finger.

      “Did you or did you not just ask me to be your Sir? One thing I request from my subs is courtesy. Interrupting leads to spankings.”

      She gave a little bounce, the minx, and he schooled his smile away before remembering she couldn’t see it. Grace had uncanny abilities to extrapolate data, though, from the least clues. Almost magical.

      “As I was saying, the contract will end when you are free to leave the Castle. That gives us time to see if this is a good fit for you. You are dealing with extraordinary circumstances. That doesn’t make for good long-term decision making.”

      She started to speak then stopped. “Yes, Sir.”

      He took in his princess in her ball gown, with her princess hair, princess shoes, and pouting pink lips. His… not necessarily for a lifetime. But for the foreseeable future. And perhaps, just perhaps, for much longer. Honor bound him to do what was best for her, even if he did want to tie her up with a ribbon and a tag that said: Property of Master Nelson.

      “Let’s go upstairs. I think we’ve had enough dancing for one night. My palm is itchy.”

      “Oh good! I mean, yes, Sir.”

      He could grow used to hearing that.

      They moved quickly through the halls, his hand on her back, guiding her, and once the door to their suite clicked closed behind them, the silence was deafening. Despite their previous encounters, this one felt more serious, as if it meant more. Continuing on toward her bedroom, he gave her a little push. “Strip and come back into the living area naked.” He considered. “Except for the glass slippers… can’t have a barefoot princess. Scandalous.” He set a straight-back chair in the middle of the room, fetched his wide leather belt from his bedroom, and set it beside the chair then sank into the deep, comfortable couch to wait for her.

      A few moments later, she returned, having followed his orders to the letter. “Stop right there,” he ordered, standing. When she paused, just inside the living area, he approached her, taking in her lovely, smooth skin and admiring how her upswept hair bared her long, graceful neck. Stopping behind her, he brought one arm around her from behind and dipped down to taste the spot where her neck met her shoulders. Her heart hammered under his forearm, and he sucked a bit of skin into his mouth and bit down, he’d leave a mark. Maybe later, she’d consent to something more permanent, but for now, temporary would do.

      The reddened skin would turn purplish, a hickey, so high school, but it appealed to the possessiveness he felt toward her. He trailed kisses over her nape, and she shivered. “Time for your spanking, princess.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “You like it, don’t you?” he asked, taking her hand and leading her toward the chair he’d prepared. “Being spanked.”

      “It feels so strange to admit, but it’s kind of exciting.”

      Chris sat down and drew her over his lap, head hanging down, the high heels on her feet forcing her bottom up high. He rubbed circles over her cheeks, warming them, preparing for what was to come. “This is a punishment spanking. As you said, it’s not a game. Can you tell me why you need a punishment spanking?”

      “I, uh, I interrupted you?”

      “Yes, but before that? What were you doing?”

      “Topping from the bottom?”

      “Yes. And it will be a hard one. It will hurt.”

      “I understand, Sir.”

      Dipping his fingers between her legs, he tsked. “And while you are already dripping wet, princesses who are being punished do not get to come.”

      “What… Sir?” she squeaked. “Not at all?”

      “We’ll see, but not until after they make up for their disrespect. Maybe not until tomorrow.” He grinned at her groan. “Perhaps the day after.” He slipped a finger inside her, then two, and withdrew some of her wetness then rubbed it over her clit. “Or next week.”

      She gasped. “But I’m sorry. I promise to be good. I didn’t understand before.”

      Leaving off his torment of her female folds, he slid his hand back up to rest on her bottom. “It’s my job to make sure you remember, now that you do understand.” The first smack covered both cheeks and made her jerk. “And I always take my duties seriously.”

      Resting his arm on her back to hold her steady, he peppered her bottom with spanks until it was hot and red under his palm. She didn’t say a word, although her breathing grew harsh and a little sob emerged. Then, with her nicely warmed up, he stopped and reached for the belt. “You were interested in a sub who wore her welts proudly in the ballroom.”

      “Yes, Sir,” she murmured. “But now, I’m not so sure. It hurts.”

      Laying the belt across her back, where she could feel the weight of the leather, he once again checked out her interest level. “Hmm, it may hurt, but you are so wet I could use your own moisture, like this,”—he demonstrated, trailing the moisture back to her bottom hole—“to prepare you for my dick.”

      She tensed, and he soothed her, rubbing her clit again for a moment.

      “Every part of you intrigues me. But we have to finish your spanking before anything else. Business before pleasure.” Lifting the belt, he held it under her lips. “Kiss the leather before it kisses you.”

      Once again, she obeyed, but her body was still tight.

      “It’s up to you, but if you don’t relax, it will hurt so much more. Just ten licks with the belt, and we can move on to other pursuits.”

      “Sir?” she asked in a tiny voice.

      “Yes? Did you have a question?”

      “You aren’t going to use the buckle, are you?”

      “No. You noticed I have the buckle in my palm when I held the leather to your lips. Now count off.” He brought the leather across her bottom with a sharp crack, and she jumped.

      “One.”

      The buckle? No… she wasn’t a pain slut, and a buckle could do damage even if he was careful. But as she counted off the smacks, her voice broke on each number and welts rose in the leather’s wake.

      “Ten.”

      Maybe he’d let her come after all. Or after him.

      “Sit on my lap, princess, and let’s see how hot that bottom feels. I have a mind to fuck you right here on the chair.”

      And in her bed and his, and anywhere else he could think of. Their association had a tentative expiration date, and he was building memories that might have to last him a lifetime if she walked away at the end.

      “I may even let you come.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      Grace

      Grace sighed as she finished drying off her wonderfully achy body and pulled her cotton tunic over her head. No panties, per Master Nelson’s instructions. She ran her hands over her bottom. Still warm to the touch, the residual welts from the belt finally fading. It was Saturday morning, and she was ready to try something new. She chuckled as the cotton of her short tunic rubbed against her bottom cheeks. Chris, her friend, her protector, her lover. Master Nelson, her teacher, her Dom, her tormenter… Well, at least until he let her climax. And boy, was it worth it. They’d tried so many different things these past several days, awakened a hunger she’d never known she had. She couldn’t get enough of him, everything he did to and for her, the way he made her feel.

      The whole submissive thing wasn’t coming as hard as she thought it would. Yes, she still had those moments when she wanted to throttle him for treating her like a breakable porcelain doll. But the rest of the time, he was so chivalrous. How could a Dominant also be chivalrous? It confused her that he could kneel down at her feet and kiss every inch of her from the bottoms of her feet up to her forehead then, a while later, command her to strip off her dress and crawl to him. But while he was being uber sexy and caveman-like, growling for her to crawl on all fours, he also took the time to make sure she didn’t slip on something or bonk her head on a table. He would pause her, tell her he was placing his hand on a certain corner of a table, even though she knew she wouldn’t hit it. She’d been in this room long enough to know where every single piece of furniture was. But it still made her feel protected and… loved? It was too early for that, right? But a girl couldn’t go wrong with a knight in shining armor who also liked to spank her and give her the best orgasms of her life.

      She grabbed a cup of coffee from the kitchen, noticing the pot was still pretty full. Chris hadn’t had his usual two and a half cups yet. What was going on in his mind? He’d seemed fine when they were here in their suite, when he was either spooning her after a long, hard session, or talking so dirty to her, her face still felt hot and red just thinking about it. But when they were out in the Castle, he became more agitated, more tense. Like a cello strung so tightly, the first string would break after just one touch. Even a feather-like touch. Something had him more nervous than the Dungeon. They’d been back a few days ago, when he’d offered to try it again so she could have the full experience of the Castle. But once again, she had had to get him out of there. She’d reminded him that even if they were trying out a full-time Dominant/submissive relationship, he needed to get his head out of his ass for that one minute and listen to her. He did. He practically carried her upstairs and took her so hard, they both slept through dinner.

      She needed to figure out what was triggering him so much. Was it the shouts and screams of pain? Was it the level of light? Chris had told her it wasn’t pitch black but was a little darker than upstairs. Was it the smell? A combination of everything? He’d put off his next therapy session until this situation got taken care of. In other words, once Carmen was found and arrested. How much longer would that be? Chris needed to work through more of his fears before he was hurt too badly. PTSD could take his life.

      Grace wasn’t going to let that happen. She cared too much for the big guy with the palm of steel and heart of gold.

      Chris walked into the kitchen a few minutes later. “Morning, sunshine. Sleep well?”

      She returned his hug and ran her fingers over his scruffy cheek, across his puffy and dry eyes. “I did, but I’m guessing you didn’t. Are you sure you don’t want me to sleep in the same bed as you sometime? Maybe I can soothe you.”

      “No!” His whole body went rigid around her. “Sorry,” he said, clearing his throat and pressing his lips to hers. “Thanks for the offer, but I still don’t feel too comfortable sleeping with anyone else. I’m already a light sleeper, and you next to me might make it worse. No offense.”

      “It’s okay.” She pulled gently back to reach the carafe. “Want a cup of coffee? I was surprised you hadn’t had most of the pot yet.”

      “Sure. Thanks.”

      She liked that he let her do stuff like serve him coffee. It was one of the few little things he let her do, but it made her feel self-sufficient and independent. Now, if he would just back off on other things… “Here you go.”

      He took a long sip, and she heard the low clunk of the ceramic cup being set on the small island behind him. “I’ve been having nightmares.” He took her hand when she reached out. “It gets worse when we’re in a loud area where I can’t see well. The Dungeon is pretty well lit, but there’s something about the walls and the floor that reminds me of…” She felt him shudder. “I don’t think it’s the noise or visual by itself. I think it’s both, and, for some reason, it affects me, even though I know there are no bullets, no men dying next to me, no IEDs. Yeah, I know that, my brain gets it, but my body doesn’t always get the message.”

      “Sorry. Thank you for telling me.”

      “Well, I don’t want you to worry I am going to go crazy on you, and I think we should always be honest, even if it is hard as fuck to do so.”

      “I have an idea. Something we could try just for a few minutes.”

      “What do you have in mind, princess?”

      “I’d like to blindfold you.”

      She couldn’t get a gauge on his reaction. Nothing. No sudden inhale, no tensing of his body; it was like he wasn’t breathing at all. Placing her palm in front of his mouth, she gently stroked his lips. “Are you breathing, Sir?”

      Finally, a long inhale followed by a few short exhales puffed against her fingers. “Yeah.” His voice sounded strangled.

      “What are you thinking?”

      “I’m not claustrophobic, and I’m not afraid of the dark. You’re not talking about handcuffing me or anything, so I’m not sure why I shorted out there for a sec.”

      “Do you think the loss of your sight for just a few minutes is going to give you less control?”

      “Yeah,” he choked. “I think so.”

      “My sweet, big guy, I want to share my world with you—just for a minute or two. Five, tops. Remember what you said about my submission?” She stroked his stubbled cheek—he preferred when she ran her palm upward rather than down. She’d figured that out early on. He practically purred when she did this. “You said my submission was a gift to both of us. For you, a chance to dominate me, for me a chance to release my fears and accept the joy in the moment. If you can give me that trust, I promise, I won’t let you get hurt.” She kissed the side of his mouth. “And I promise you will get to try out my world in a way that helps you release your own fears. But just for a few minutes, and only if you allow it.”

      “You’re asking me to submit to you, little girl?” His growly Dom voice was back in force. Good. She could feel the upturned lips and crinkles in his cheek, meaning he was grinning at her.

      “If that’s what you want to call it. I won’t tell anyone if you don’t.”

      “Hell, a good Dom needs to know what it feels like to submit so he can understand what his sub is going through. You really want me to do this?”

      “Only if you do. I think it could help you figure out some stuff. But I won’t pressure you, and, at any time that you feel like it’s too much, we can take off the blindfold.”

      “All right. Let’s do this. Here’s what I’m going to need.” He pulled her in for a deep kiss before releasing her. “I’m not Master Nelson or Sir once we begin. I’m just Chris. I’ll let you put it on me and take it off.”

      “You don’t have to do that—”

      “Hey, if I’m going to do this, I’m doing it to the hilt.” He interrupted her with a smack to her backside. “Stop overthinking this. I’ll use the same colors you use. Green for good, yellow for slow down, red for stop and take the damn thing off before I rage. Got it?”

      She giggled. “Okay. I’m also going to pay attention to your physical reactions, so I won’t let you go any further than you can take.”

      “Domme in the making.” He chuckled. “Okay, one more thing.”

      “Anything.”

      “When we’re done, I get to do whatever I want to your body as my reward.”

      “That sounds fair. Okay, you ready? Chris?”

      He tensed for a minute before giving a shaky, “Hooah, let’s get ’er done.”

      “All right. Please get the blindfold for me and have a seat on the loveseat.”

      His deep laugh echoed through the room as he gripped her bottom and gave it a tight squeeze. “Yes, ma’am.”

      She strode into the living room and waited for him to sit down. When he handed her the silk, she fought the urge to call a halt to the whole thing. What was she doing? What if it freaked him out even more?

      “I can do this, Grace.” He must have read her mind.

      Leaning forward, her knees touching his thighs, she tied the blindfold around the back of his head and gave him a light kiss on the edge of his lips. He smelled so good. “What’s your color?”

      “Green.”

      “Can you focus on my voice right now? Tell me what it sounds like? Any different from before?” She kept her palms gently on his face and shoulder.

      His brows furrowed. “I can’t tell much of a difference, except for the fact that I want to listen to you talk, hum and sing all day and all night. Your voice is like the beach at night. It calms me and makes me think of my early teen years when everything was simpler. I love your voice. Keep talking to me, please. I think that will help keep me in green.”

      “All right. Reach out, please. I’d like you to touch me.”

      He didn’t waver at all, just placed his hands straight out in front of him. She lowered her head into his palms.

      “That’s my head.”

      He laughed and took a fistful of her hair in his grasp, giving a light tug. “Yeah, I kinda figured that out. I love the way your hair slides through my fingers. It’s calming, something I could do all day. And when I feel like taking you, I can just…” He bunched up her hair and yanked her quickly to his mouth. “Yeah, I can still do that. I like that. Hold still, please.”

      “Okay.”

      He relaxed his grip on her hair and pressed his whole face into her strands, taking a deep inhale. “I love how you smell, some sort of fruit conditioner, I want to say it’s citrusy, and tangy. I like it.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Okay, what’s next?”

      She drew herself closer, straddling his lap and leaned in to kiss him. He took the moment to grab her head and pull her closer, devouring her with his mouth. His tongue leaving no part of her untouched, and she moaned into his lips.

      “You taste amazing,” he said when he finally released her. “Like a cross between chocolate and coffee. Wait.” He licked Grace’s lips slowly, and she shuddered in pleasure. “The creamer you use. That stuff that’s mostly peppermint and cream. I can taste it more than the coffee.”

      “Good job.” She pulled back, though she wanted to stay on his lap like this for the rest of the day. “Okay, keep those senses in mind. How you said you feel, what makes you feel safe. My mango-and-papaya conditioner, the beach, the peppermint mocha creamer and coffee, all of it. We’re going for a little walk.”

      He tensed beneath her.

      “Chris, I’m not going to push you past your limit. We’re just going to edge closer to it. Just a little walk. Think you can do that?”

      “Yeah,”

      “Color?”

      “What?” he croaked.

      “What’s your color, big guy?”

      “Shit. Um, greenish yellow, whatever is in between that but closer to green than yellow, but still in between. Like avocado. I think I’m avocado. Yeah, definitely avocado or guacamole with lemon in it, yeah that’s it.”

      “Breathe, Chris.”

      “What?”

      “Take a deep breath. One, two, three, four, five.” She did it with him. “Now exhale, one, two, three, four, five.” She exhaled, listening as his breaths evened out. “Just keep talking to me. I can tell you’re nervous. I promise I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “Where are we going?” His voice sounded littler, more afraid than she’d ever heard him.

      “Just a small circuit of this room. No farther. This is just for you to understand there’s nothing here that can hurt you. Yeah, if I let you bump into the table, you might get a bruise, but that’s it. For the record, I won’t let you bump into it. I think bruises are for the occasional paddling which I’m hoping you will give me later.” She joked, knowing he’d like that idea.

      His laugh sounded a lot more relaxed as she listened to him stand up. “Yeah, I like that idea a lot.”

      “Just do exactly what I say, please.”

      “Bossy little thing, aren’t you?”

      “Like you’re surprised,” she said, grinning. She backed up five paces and stood across from him. “Okay, can you hear my voice and tell where I am?”

      “Yeah, I heard you take some really loud steps. Five, actually. Do you always stomp, or am I just getting Spidey senses or something?”

      “Batman would be more appropriate, but no, I was doing that so you could hear me better.”

      “So, you’re about five steps, maybe four of mine away, straight in front of me.”

      “Yep, the coffee table is right behind me, touching the back of my knees right now. I’m going to move again. Listen.” This time she shuffled across the floor to the other side of the room so she was against the far window. “You hear me still?”

      “Yeah, that wasn’t quite as loud, but I still got you.”

      “Here’s what I’d like you to do. Walk over to the coffee table, pick up the remote, then bring it to me.”

      “Um.”

      “Color?”

      “The coffee shop mermaid mixed with that coffee holder, so almost yellow.”

      “Do you want to slow this down?”

      “No.”

      “If you’re almost yellow, then shouldn’t we—”

      “I said no!”

      “Bad boy. Yelling at me and interrupting me when I’m trying to be a good fake Domme.”

      His low chuckle sent a shiver down her spine. “You’re a good little girl. Trying to take my mind off the situation so I can focus on blistering your ass. But make no mistake, you won’t be sitting for the rest of the day after I’m done with you.”

      “You’ll have to catch me first.”

      “Game on.”

      “Proceed, please.” She loved that he was so willing to try this even though it was making him nervous. He was strong, slightly bullheaded since he wouldn’t give her a clear yellow. But they both knew who was in charge of this moment, and it wasn’t her. He was empowering himself with every step he took toward that coffee table. Slow clomping steps, probably with his arms straight out like a super cliché zombie.

      “Okay, you’re really close to that table. Careful you don’t hit your shins.”

      “I’m not going to hit my shins. The table’s higher than that.” Thud. “Shit. Ahh, okay, you were right. Shin. I’m coming for you now, little girl.”

      “Good. I miss you.”

      She could hear his hard, unsure steps as he came closer. “You just miss having a red bottom. I’ll take care of that soon.” His arms were really long, so he made contact with her breasts before he fully stepped up to her. “Hmm, I found something else that makes me happy.” He squeezed them and took another step forward, so he was flush against her body.

      “So where are we right now?” she asked, holding back the moan as he turned his attention to her breasts.

      “Based on the room layout, if I remember correctly, I’m going to say the window on the back side of the suite.”

      “Good job!” She reached forward to untie his blindfold, but his hands stopped her, grabbing her wrists gently.

      “Not yet. Can you tell if anyone is out in the hall?”

      “The hall?”

      “Yeah, I want to walk a little farther, see like how you saw this place, even for just a minute or two. Over to the door to the stairs, then back. You okay with that?”

      “Yeah, if you’re sure you’re okay.”

      “I trust you to walk me past all these obstacles. I can’t remember what else to watch out for besides that table. Help a guy out?”

      “Color?”

      “Mint green. When you’re with me, I’m definitely green.”

      “All right. When this is done, will you make love to me?”

      He kissed her gently on the lips then pressed back from her. “After I take back my position as the most Dominant person in this room and paddle your ass.”

      She laughed and walked around him toward the door. “Whatever you want. Sir. Follow my lead, and we’ll keep the bruises to a minimum.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Chris

      He tried to keep his fears from taking over, but when he heard the click he assumed was the door opening, it was all he could do to keep from ripping the blindfold off and having a complete meltdown right there. And wasn’t that the way a big bad Dom should behave. That thought helped him to suppress the terror that tightened his throat and made his heart pound in his ears.

      Breathing. Grace had unknowingly echoed the advice of his therapists. Breathe in to a count, out to a count, hold in between and focus on that.

      “Coming?” She took his hand and rested it on her arm, as he’d done for her so many times, and stepped outside the room. He recognized the slightly cooler air in the hallway, the draft he barely noticed before.

      “It smells different out here, doesn’t it?” he said. “A mixture of things, like cleaning products, and flowers… Do I smell flowers?”

      She paused and guided his free hand to the right where it came into contact with soft, fluffy petals. “Yes, there is an arrangement here, on the table. Any other observations?”

      “I can hear voices from the rooms. Usually, I don’t notice, but right now, they seem loud, if not clear.”

      She started forward again, moving slowly but surely, while he shuffled his feet as if the rug would drop away at any moment. “Yes, that was one of the first senses that got keener for me. My hearing. I have to be careful, or I’m a terribly naughty eavesdropper.” She lowered her voice, and he detected irritation in her tone. “Of course, if people didn’t act like being blind also makes me deaf, and talk as if I can’t hear them, I’d hear a whole lot less!”

      “That must be difficult. I’m afraid I’d have to enlighten them in your position.”

      She sighed. “Watch your step, here. There’s a chair against the wall on your right. Color?”

      “What?” He’d actually been enough into the experience, trying to imagine what the world was like for his princess, that his emotions had settled down. “Right now? Bright spring green. But—” In the near distance, a crash sounded, and he tensed all over again, his self-discipline tested, fingers on the hand not on Grace’s arm fisted to keep from ripping off the blindfold. “Yellow… What was that?”

      “I don’t know either, remember? But let’s stop here and listen…. Maybe we’ll find out, and that will help you center again.”

      He strained his ears, but, for a moment, all he heard was the low buzz of voices behind the hallway doors, then a very distinctive scent came to his nose. “I smell chocolate.”

      “Very good. Me, too. Now, shh for a minute.”

      He held steady, all his senses attuned when a voice carried to them. “Daddy, I spilled my cocoa all over my nightie.”

      “A Little in trouble.” He chuckled. “Her book won’t be the only thing colored tonight.”

      “Likely, but they are coming closer, and I don’t know if you want to be seen with me leading you.”

      “Why not?”

      “Well,” she mused, “first because you’re my Dom and should be doing the leading most would think. But, more importantly, I forgot my blindfold when we left the suite. So, shall we turn around?”

      “Yes, but I need to practice tuning in to all this stimuli and not letting the rage come over me. This is good, princess.” He turned and bent, bringing his lips to where he hoped her cheek was and brushing over the soft skin. “You are good for me.”
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      Chris

      Chris tugged the blanket over himself, settled on the couch in the living area between their bedrooms. It got harder every night to slip out of the bed in Grace’s room once she’d fallen asleep, but it was for her, as well as his own, benefit. The night terrors came less often since he’d been at the Castle. In fact, since he’d been hooked up with his princess, he’d only had a couple, when they used to be a nightly affair, which left him hopeful but still wary.

      What kind of a protector terrifies the protectee? He flipped to his other side, knowing he should probably head for his own bed but unwilling to be that far from Grace. Here, he could hear her even, slow breathing, the rustle of crisp sheets when she rolled over. The occasional murmur or sigh. He buried his head under a throw pillow, trying to lose himself in sleep. He had little enough else to complain about. Their every waking moment was incredible. They wandered from one part of the Castle to another, sharing the adventures available to them, trying out some of the more esoteric fun to be found anywhere but in the Dungeon.

      They’d approached it a few times, but he got so tense, he always retreated, and, although Grace told him it didn’t matter, that their time fulfilled her every fantasy and even some she hadn’t known she had, he hated what he’d begun to think of as cowardice. What kind of a Dom had to avoid the Dungeon spaces for fear of losing his mind?

      If he couldn’t get past this, maybe he should step back when his duty to Grace was over. She deserved better. But thoughts like that only made him wider awake. He considered going for a walk, but, in order to do that, he’d need to find someone to fulfill his role, and when a glance at his phone showed the hour to be nearly three a.m., he recognized the ridiculousness of that plan. Waking another one of the Doms so he could take a stroll? No… but sleep remained elusive.

      If he didn’t get some rest, he wouldn’t be at his best to handle any situations that might come up the next day, but nothing made sleep harder to come by than watching the clock and thinking how little time he had left to sleep. I’ll be fine with six hours. With five… four. By four-thirty a.m., he was exhausted but still awake.

      And yearning for his Grace. Could he take a chance? Odds were he wasn’t going to be sleeping anyway, so abandoning his lonely couch, he returned to the bedroom and slipped between the sheets. Like a flower turning toward the sun, Grace snuggled into his side. She gave a sweet sigh, and he wrapped an arm around her and zonked out.
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        * * *

      

      A hot, dusty day in the Middle East. They’d been in the area for months, one week blending into the next, with nothing happening at all. The assignment to accompany the supply train was welcomed, something to do besides miss home and family.

      The rumble of wheels took over, the whine of bullets, the explosion of the ICBM. Men shrieking in pain. Where were they? His guys… he was responsible for their welfare, but they’d had no warning. The road was clear. Their caravan could proceed with only a normal level of concern. No unfriendlies had been spotted in a week in the area. The local villagers were helpful and welcoming Everything that should have had him on edge but hadn’t. Sure, he’d been on the alert, as always, but the dead silence before all hell broke loose?

      He’d warned his men never to let their guard down. That no day on these sands was safe. He warned them then… but they’d shaken their heads at him and pointed to the miles of open desert between them and the horizon. Only scattered boulders lay around big enough to conceal someone, but they’d have had to be there in the blazing sun with no movement the entire time the caravan crossed the open space.

      He’d never forget it.

      Or forgive himself.

      His men picked off by the sniper hidden in the boulders beyond the track. Turned out at least one of the bastards had the ability to roast in the sun for at least seven hours with no movement to give himself away. The first truck flew into the air and landed upside down, its load of supplies scattered for yards all around. As well as the driver and gunmen—Smitty and Henderson. The next truck had its driver taken out by the snipers. Munoz. The third exploded into a million pieces. The fourth… Chris shoved the driver out and leapt out the other side seconds before it followed the explosion of the third. Unfortunately, the driver was the sniper’s next victim.

      Joe! The man he’d been riding alongside all day, shooting the breeze and wishing they had one. The attack came out of nowhere. He’d seen nothing. He’d let them all down, and when the explosions stopped, the flames died back, and the dust settled, he stood alone, but for one driver, Garvey, who was bleeding from several wounds and didn’t look like he had long.

      “Chris!” They were coming for him now. “Chris!” A female voice. Another trick. Someone grabbed at his arm, and he came up fighting. “Chris, it’s me!”

      He grabbed the assailant and dragged them close. “Where did you come from? Where are the rest of you? I’ll kill you all!”

      “Chris!” Panic tinged the assailant’s voice, and he tightened his grip, squeezing the breath out of the bastard responsible for killing his guys. He’d show him how a US soldier treated those who harmed their troops. He could stop them from killing again. Except all his guys were already dead or dying. Maybe he should let the enemy combatant kill him, too, and avoid the shame of facing the colonel and letting him know how badly he’d failed. He ran from one to the next of his men, their bodies scattered over the sand and gravel. Dead. Or bleeding out. Their names ran in his mind over and over, Trent, Alden, Herst… He’d warned them, but not enough. Hadn’t made them wary enough.

      Hadn’t seen the sniper himself. But now he’d pay.

      The sniper had a knife, and he flailed, the edge of the blade slicing down Chris’ arm, the pain like acid burning, but he didn’t care if he died, as long as he took the bastard with him. The single enemy soldier on the scene of the entire company’s murder. No, he probably hadn’t set it all up, but he’d been the only one left there to mind the weapons. To watch the American troops torn apart by the booby traps and pick off any who were left alive.

      A rumbling in the distance told of vehicles approaching but sound carried far here, with no other noise but the wind over the sand to detract from it. It was either this man’s people coming to pick him up and congratulate him for a job well done or possibly the good guys, following up on the explosions.

      Either way, they’d find this sniper dead.

      Tightening his grip on the guy’s throat, he heard a cry. A woman’s sob. He jerked back, panting, on the floor next to a high, four-poster bed.

      Above him, Grace’s face. One hand was at her throat. Her unseeing eyes were wide in the light of the bedside lamp. Who had turned it on? “Chris?”

      Oh God. What had he done? His heart pounded in his ears, his breath rasping. “Did I hurt you?” He’d sooner be dead than harm a hair on her head. “Grace, are you all right?”

      “What happened?” Her voice caught on a sob. “You were yelling, thrashing. I didn’t even know you were in bed with me until I heard that, then you flung yourself onto the floor, and that’s all I know. What… what happened?”

      If he hadn’t grabbed her, what then? He looked down at his hands to find them gripping a pillow, the poor abused thing twisted and leaking feathers all over the floor. “I had a dream. A nightmare.” He swallowed hard. “A flashback, really. Are you sure I didn’t hurt you?”

      “No. But I was scared you were hurt. I turned the light on so you can see. When I was little and had a nightmare, my mom always did that and it helped. Did it help?”

      The sweetest woman, she’d turned the light on, trying to make him feel better, when it had to have been so frightening to listen to him. He’d had these episodes many times. And not always alone. His buddies in the hospital, the nurses, and doctors had shared his behavior while dreaming of the day his men died. The day he had watched them die.

      He still didn’t know why he was alive.

      “I’m sorry you were scared. I’m fine, but I should go back to the couch or my own bed. Coming in here was a mistake.”

      She protested, asked questions, begged to help, but he fled. Like the coward he was. Why had her cousin thought he’d be a good person to take care of her? He double-checked the lock on the main suite door, hoping he wasn’t locking the bigger danger in with her, and skulked off to his lonely bed. He’d have to go to Marshall in the morning and ask for someone to take his place. Grace deserved better.
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        * * *

      

      Chris

      “But there is no one else.” Marshall sat across the table in a small private dining room, digging into a full breakfast while Chris toyed with a cup of coffee rapidly growing cold. “And from what you said, and from what Grace said, you did nothing to harm her. You had a nightmare. Hell, man, anyone who’s been through what you have would have nightmares. At the very least.”

      Chris shook his head. “I could have killed her.”

      A long silence drew out while Chris focused on the dark liquid in his cup before Marshall went on. “If I believed that, I would replace you immediately. No, I’d drag you out of here and onto the street myself; make sure you never came in here again. Never laid eyes on my cousin.” His voice softened. “But you didn’t harm her, did you? I understand you destroyed a pillow pretty effectively, but nothing more. You had told us before you started here about the night terrors. You aren’t the only veteran here who has had them, you know.”

      “Right.”

      “But have you ever harmed anyone during them?”

      “Not yet.” And therein lay the true basis for his fear.

      “And are the terrors worse since you came here? I know you had a bad moment at the Dungeon. But did you hurt anyone?”

      He swallowed hard. “No.”

      “And when you and Grace scene… how’s your control?”

      “Fine.”

      Again, a lapse into silence while Marshall cut a slice of ham into even pieces and ate several. How could he eat at a time like this? “Grace is with Kaylee this morning.”

      “Grace left me a voicemail. Told me she needed time by herself.” She probably wanted forever by herself.

      “She’s pretty upset with you. In fact, I’ve never seen her madder. Grace is usually pretty levelheaded unless someone treats her like she can’t handle herself. You offended her when you refused to tell her what was going on.”

      “I said I had a flashback… at least, I think I did,” he protested.

      “And when she offered to help, wanted to hear the details, what did you do?”

      “I left. She doesn’t want to hear about the bodies, the blood, the arm that landed next to me.” He sucked in a breath. “That I killed someone. The sniper who murdered my men, I almost ripped his head off. When the platoon arrived to clean up the mess, they said I’d crushed his throat. Grace can’t love a man who is so capable of violence. She deserves… deserves…”

      “She deserves the best.” Marshall pushed his plate away and leaned back in his seat. “Chris, I know your service record. We have ways of getting those things. That man killed those in the convoy or at least was partly responsible for it. You strangled him.” Chris winced at the word. “Don’t flinch. You saved your life. He stabbed you six times, didn’t he? And you bested him and stayed alive.”

      Chris’ eyes swam with tears, and he slammed his hand on the table, making the cups and plates jump. “My life. I saved my life. I would have traded it for any one of those men. Any of them.”

      “And the one you did save? Besides yourself? The driver?”

      Chris subsided. “He almost died. When I was fighting, I didn’t even know if he was still alive.”

      “And after you learned he was?”

      “I did what I could to keep him that way.” Even then, he’d thought it was futile, but the man’s eyes held such pleading. “I put pressure on the worst of the wounds, told him it would be fine. That his wife was waiting for him to get home and his daughter.”

      “You almost lost your arm. From the knife wounds.”

      “Yeah, the blade had something on it. I don’t know what. It infected really badly and fast.”

      “Chris. Stop pounding yourself for what you couldn’t do. Those you couldn’t save.” Marshall rose and waved him toward the door. “Now, take another ounce of that heroism and go explain to my cousin that you were a complete ass. Give her credit for understanding that you went through hell. Let her be the strong woman she is for you. It’s all she asks, and it’s a pretty good deal.”

      Every time he went over what happened that day, he blamed himself. The doctors all told him not to, that he’d done better than almost anyone could but he hadn’t believed them, shut down whenever they started to talk about it.

      He was no hero, but maybe he could work on not being an ass.
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        * * *

      

      Grace

      “You sure you don’t mind coming up with me? I don’t want to tax your body too much after all the walking we already did this morning.” Grace led the way confidently up the stairs as Kaylee straggled behind her.

      “First of all,”—Kaylee paused and took a couple of breaths before continuing to scuffle behind her—“just because I got the big ol’ honkin’ belly and am breathing a little harder and waddling a little duckier, doesn’t mean it’s going to tax me too much.” She nudged Grace’s shoulder. “I’m caught up, go ahead. We both know this is the only time we’re going to have an area completely to ourselves so you can do your thing.”

      “Thanks. I won’t get much more than a few steps in front of you, but I have been dying to get some time to myself with no one leading the way. Did you know Chris tripped up the stairs yesterday?”

      “He did?” Kaylee giggled. “Man, I do that all the time. I choke on air, too.”

      “That’s a talent.” Grace shrugged, thinking about the past few days and how different everything was here at the Castle. “It’s funny. I was so frustrated at the constant reminders to act helpless, yet I knew there were fifteen steps up this set. I kind of laughed when he bit it. He was fine, just a bruised ego, exacerbated by my laughing a bit.”

      Another chortle from Kaylee while Grace waited for her to catch up again. “So, what’d he say?”

      “Mmm.” Grace clenched her bottom, smiling at the memory. “He called me a naughty little girl and spanked me pretty good.”

      “I miss being spanked.”

      “Not much longer now.”

      Kaylee harrumphed and tried to take the lead, and Grace laughed and raced two more stairs to get in front of her. “Ha, nice try, but I think I can take you on the stair crawl. Sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m fine. I wish everyone would stop asking me that,” Kaylee bit out. “Sorry, my hormones are all over the place. I hate feeling constantly overprotected like I’m suddenly vulnerable after years of being on my own. Know what I mean?”

      “That’s why I left Chris sleeping in our suite this morning instead of waking him up.”

      Kaylee caressed her elbow. “I was wondering when we were going to get to this conversation.”

      “Thanks for not pushing. I needed some time to sort things out.”

      “And?”

      “My initial reaction was that he wouldn’t have been as upset if I could have seen what was coming. As it is, he threw himself off the bed before either of us got injured. But he doesn’t see it that way. Bad choice of words, sorry.” She sat down on the top step of the staircase. “Even if I could have known he was going to wake up crazy, I couldn’t have stopped him, even with two functioning eyes. It’s a matter of his strength and agility versus mine. It has nothing to do with… this.” She pointed at her face, scowling.

      “Keep going. I could use another minute or two of sitting.”

      “I resent him for treating me like I’m easily breakable, like someone who can’t be trusted to take care of herself. Did you know that the only time he asks me my opinion or gives me a choice in something is when we are scening or spanking or having sex? The rest of the time, I have to literally put my foot down to get him to remember.”

      Kaylee giggled. “I heard you ‘accidentally’ stepped on his foot on Thursday.”

      “It wasn’t an accident, and he knows it.”

      They both sat silently for a moment, their breaths echoing in the enclosed stairwell.

      “So, what are you going to do?”

      Grace shrugged. “I don’t know. The sex is hot; the spanking stuff is even hotter. He’s fun to talk to, and he’s really smart. But I have to be able to live my own life freely. I can’t be with someone who doesn’t trust me. That’s what all this BDSM stuff is about, right? Trust. He doesn’t trust me.”

      “Oh my God, you’ve fallen for him, haven’t you? Like, really fallen. Like, flower girls and ring bearers and white dress fallen.”

      “Yeah, I think I’m in love with Chris. But I’m not in love with the job he is doing on me right now. And I don’t know which is the real Chris. I’m not leaving here after fearing for my life just to be held back from living it. And if that’s how he’s going to treat me, then we need to end this thing we have going on, whatever it is, before we go any further.”

      “Have you talked to him yet?”

      “No. I kind of bolted as soon as my alarm clock hit.”

      “That explains my six-thirty wake up call.”

      “Sorry about that.”

      “It’s okay. I need to get used to not sleeping before the baby comes, right?”

      Grace leaned in and gave Kaylee a hug over her round belly. “What do you think I should do?”

      “I guess you should talk to him. See if he really feels the way you think he does. But for the record, Marshall has been the same way during this pregnancy, and as infuriating as it is, I also know it’s because he truly loves me. On the other hand, if he treated me like that all the time, I’d be upset. Talk to him. Then ask yourself one very important question.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Do you trust him with your life?”

      “What’s that have to do with anything? We were talking about him not trusting me.”

      “Trust goes both ways, sister.”

      Grace nodded and ended their hug. “Thanks. I need to think about all of this some more. I hope he’s not in the suite. I’d like a chance to sit and go through things for a bit.”

      “And give your friend a chance to put her swollen feet up, too, right?”

      “Of course.” Grace laughed. “Ready?”

      “Yeah, mmph, it is so much harder to get up than down.”

      Grace took her hand and helped her stand. “Well, you only have two more steps, through the door, then fifteen paces to the end of the hall. Then we can get you in and onto my sofa.”

      “You are really good at this.”

      “I’ve had years of practice.” Grace led her friend down the hall and toward the suite.

      Grace held the suite door open as Kaylee strode past her and straight forward for six or seven shuffled steps. “Kaylee, stop.”

      The tone of her voice must have alerted Kaylee to something being wrong, because she froze in her tracks. “What?” She was turning toward her, her voice louder once facing Grace again.

      “There’s supposed to be an end table there. I would have heard you veering around it to the left. Everyone either touches the lamp, or brushes against the table as they go around to the left. You didn’t brush anything or turn.”

      “Well, yeah, there’s a space between the table and the first sofa now. Maybe a foot and a half to two feet? Not much, but enough for me and my hips to get through. Do you think the cleaning crew moved it?”

      “No, after the first day, we stopped the cleaning service because they kept moving things and it was stressing me out not having a sanctuary.” Chris had called down immediately and not only put a stop to the service, but he’d also changed the card keys. Only he, Marshall, and Grace could get in.

      “Is the other couch supposed to be pulled out from the back wall by about a foot?”

      “No.” Fear filled her, and her body wanted to freeze in place, but her mouth opened. “Kaylee. Come to me, exactly the same way you walked over. Do not touch a thing.”

      As soon as her friend was next to her, they were out the door, very nearly plowing into two people and a dog, standing right outside. Grace didn’t know who they were or care what they thought. Grabbing Kaylee, she yelled “bomb!” over her shoulder and raced down the hall. She didn’t know what the hell was going on, but she was getting her friend out of there.
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        * * *

      

      Chris

      Chris left Marshall in the dining room. Grace’s cousin had given him another perspective on where he stood in the Castle, in Grace’s life and even in his own. Sure, the details of the career ending attack were not new to him. He’d been there. And aware until shortly after backup arrived and took over helping the injured driver. At that point, loss of blood, whatever poison had been on the knife—even the military couldn’t identify it—and the general trauma of the morning stole his ability to remain conscious. He woke in a hospital once, then again on the ambulance flight back to the States, but what happened in between was like a fever dream of looming shapes and images that made no sense but were filled with terror. The doctors later blamed it on the infection and poison that nearly killed him.

      On landing, all he wanted to know was how the injured driver had fared. Was he alive? Nobody knew or at least wouldn’t tell him, at first, until he tried to stand and tore open some of his stitches. At that point, someone with authority okayed an override to the other soldier’s medical privacy. Not a lot of details, but he’d lived. And lost at least one limb. More guilt.

      When he and Marshall spoke, he felt as if he was right back there, a place he’d visited in his rages and panics and flashbacks many times. But, oddly, things seemed to make better sense. Those who had cared for him after his injuries had been so busy trying to keep him alive, they’d missed on making sure he really did understand what had happened.

      And to be fair, he’d been far less than cooperative with the therapists later. Somehow, feeling if he could just block it all out, one day it would go away. Chills ran down his spine at the realization of how close he’d come to losing Grace, not because she didn’t want him but because of his own personal demons.

      Marshall trusted him with his favorite cousin, probably the person he loved best after Kaylee. The extraordinary honor gave Chris back a part of himself he hadn’t even known he’d lost until it was back.

      He hadn’t hurt her, at least not physically. But the trust he received showed him the trust he’d neglected to place in her. Grace deserved to know his story. To know what made him the man he was for good, bad, or otherwise. Only then could she know if she wanted him forever. Because he knew she was worth any sacrifice, and if he was to be her Dominant, he needed to dump the pride and pretense and show the humility of spirit that would make him worthy of her. He hadn’t had a perfect life. He’d had a good military career until that day and if not for the lingering physical issues and PTSD, he’d still be there. He had tremendous pride in those he served with.

      No, he hadn’t been able to save those good men. He’d saved one. And that one life was worth everything to one wife and a little girl. To the man’s parents and other friends and family. He could do nothing about those he lost except remember them with honor. But he needed to feel gratitude for the life spared.

      And for the first time since that dreadful day… gratitude for his own life.

      As if a door closed on the past, his step picked up, he stood taller and strode toward the staircase to their suite. If he didn’t find her there, he would find her and Kaylee wherever they were in the Castle.

      He had a big apology to make and then his soul to open to the woman he wanted to make his forever. Whether she’d want such a damaged one, he had no idea, but he was approaching her on hands and knees this time, begging her to forgive him for his male pride and stupidity. And lack of trust.

      Damn. Trust. Lessons all over about that! If it wasn’t too late.

      At the bottom of the stairs, he sucked in a breath. Here goes nothing!

      But one step up, and he heard her voice, her alarm chilling him to the bone. “Kaylee, faster! Run!”

      Terror closed in. Grace was in trouble. Much like the last time, his brain tried to freeze up but he couldn’t let it. This time the life he needed to save was his and Marshall’s soul mates. They were together. He’d be damned if he’d lose another person while he was on watch.

      Then he heard it coming like a freight train, the beginning of a rumble that culminated in Kaboom!
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      Grace

      A bomb. Grace had never heard an explosion like that in her entire life, but she was pretty damn sure whatever had rocked the whole floor above them, sending her and her pregnant friend tumbling down the stairs, had been a bomb. Thank God, they’d made it out in time. Some sort of dusty particles swirled around them, and Grace could smell the burning wood and plaster. She could only pray the two people she’d crashed into had made it out in time with their dog. Her brain was still so muddled, though, and she couldn’t focus on anything or anyone else. Kaylee sounded pretty shaken up too, so it was up to Grace to get herself centered and get them some help. Grace huddled closer to Kaylee, her friend’s choppy breaths and erratic body movements, forcing her to wrap her arms more tightly around her. “You have to slow down your breathing. You’re going to hyperventilate, and that’s not good for you or the baby.”

      “Ungh, can’t, owww.” Kaylee’s body went rigid in Grace’s arms, and she let out a guttural moan and clasped her round tummy. “Oh no, oh no, it’s too early. Ow.”

      Grace laid Kaylee back so her head was on her lap. “It’s going to be okay. I’m sure the guys are on their way up right now with help. Just try to… relax your breathing…” Grace choked on her own words. Who was she kidding? She was barely keeping her own head on straight, let alone breathing calmly. Trying to talk her pregnant friend down from going into preterm labor was not exactly her forte.

      Besides, what could she do? Chris had been right all along. She felt the first tears race down her cheeks and her own breathing quickened. She was nothing more than an invalid, a person who couldn’t take care of herself, let alone help someone else. And now, Kaylee was hurt because of her. What if she lost the baby? The sob wrenched its way out and into the stairwell.

      Footsteps came toward them from above, and, for a moment, she felt relief. Then she realized the steps weren’t urgent as if they were coming to rescue them. These steps were firm and cadenced, like a predator stalking its prey. Grace was the prey.

      She needed to keep Kaylee out of this. She carefully placed the moaning woman on the floor, and stood in front of her, blocking her form as best as possible from the threat coming toward them.

      “So, you’re the woman who’s been giving me so much trouble.” His nasally voice sent a chill down her spine. “Interesting, actually. I had no idea you were blind at first.” He chuckled darkly. “If I had, I might have let you go weeks ago. But now that I’ve put so much time and energy into finding you…”

      Grace almost swayed on her feet but remembered the pregnant woman behind her. “Help will be here any second, and you’re trapped in a stairwell that only has two exits. Take me as your hostage, and I promise I’ll be quiet. I’ll walk fast. We can get upstairs to the roof, and then you can do what you need to.”

      “You’re giving yourself to me to protect the bitch behind you?”

      His musing was cut short at the pounding on the door half a floor below them. Someone shouted, trying to get into the stairwell.

      “We’re running out of time.” Grace walked toward him. “Let’s go.”

      To her relief, he grabbed her with both hands, which meant no open hand for a gun. Kaylee would be okay. She hoped.

      His hands were smoother than she thought they would be. He roughly gripped her and continued a fast-paced trot up the stairs. She winced when he dug his fingers tighter into her arm. She heard choked voices calling out for Champ and Eden and prayed everyone was all right. They made it to the top flight and opened the door to the roof as the door below them slammed open. Relief flooded through her when she heard a male voice exclaiming at finding Kaylee.

      “Keep moving,” her captor grunted and shoved her through the door outside.

      The roof. The place most TV show bad guys took their captives, right? To either shoot them or throw them off the building. Whatever happened now, at least she had saved her friend. If she could just keep him busy, talking for a few minutes, maybe Chris could get here in time. Would Chris try to save her? Yes.

      The bigger question was this: Would she allow Chris to come onto this roof and put his body in harm’s way? Would she allow him to save her? Was she willing to give up control long enough for him to do the one thing he had said he would do?

      And what if he died trying to save her? Could she live with that?
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        * * *

      

      Chris

      He tore up the stairs, his ears ringing and plaster dust sifting over everything. Marshall and Grimsley were hot on his heels, hollering Grace and Kaylee’s names. Grace was in danger. Where could she be? Seconds passed like hours. His heart in his throat, Chris tried to find a way over the rubble blocking his path up the stairs. If the women had been caught in the blast… No, he couldn’t think about it. Shouts came from everywhere, a siren in the distance, and the floor was littered with bits of broken stone, wood planks and shattered furniture. He kept tripping.

      “Chris!” A female voice, not Grace’s, but he followed it up the stairs. Stuffing back the panic that threatened to make him useless to anyone, he found his way through to the landing between the second and third floors…

      “Kaylee!” He’d nearly fallen over her, barely recognizing her shadowy form through the thickness of the smoke billowing down from the floor above.

      “Are you okay?” Marshall shoved him aside and gently took the sobbing Kaylee into his arms.

      “No… but I’m in better shape than Grace. He’s got her!”

      “Who?”

      “Carmen. The Butcher.” She coughed and doubled up over her belly. “Chris, you have to save her.”

      Grimsley nearly knocked him over as he shot past and up the stairs through the third floor door. Chris followed, but only as far as the top of the third-floor landing. Here, another flight of stairs led up to the roof. The door here was always kept locked, but it wasn’t now. Who had opened it? He took two steps at a time, pounding away. These steps were less polished stone, more for maintenance staff than guests. He was headed for the roof, not a public area.

      At the top, he grabbed for the door handle then stopped and twisted it quietly, pushing it open a fraction of an inch, listening.

      “Let’s make this easy on both of us, bitch.” The male voice grated on Chris’ every nerve, threatening to renew the rage and terror that had been lurking under the surface since his last mission. But if there had ever been a time when control was imperative, this was it. The killings in the desert had come close to shattering it, but the training he’d received had created a foundation that even that sniper and his invisible cohorts had been unable to completely destroy. He’d been unable to save most of his men, but he would sure as hell save Grace or die trying.

      Opening the door a tiny bit more, he saw a scene that chilled the marrow of his bones.

      “It’s a long way down, and your heart will probably stop on the way. If not, it won’t hurt for long. Step up.” The killer spoke in an almost cheerful tone. “Really, you should thank me for being such a great guy.”

      A dead guy, soon. And if he harmed one hair on Grace’s head, Chris would make sure his death was as protracted and painful as possible.

      Easing the door wider, he slipped out, trying not to make any noise at all that could startle the killer or make him move to kill Grace before he could stop him. The man faced away from him, his whole attention focused on Grace who stood close to the edge. He held a gun in his free hand. Very close to the edge. The heels of her shoes, from this angle appeared to stick out over it. Chris schooled his breathing. In. Hold. Out. He took a step closer.

      “So, the only question is…” The man still held Grace’s arm, a gun in his other hand, levering her closer to where she’d tumble to her death. “The question is, do you want to jump or shall I push you?” That gun had the capability of ending every bit of happiness in Chris’ life. His focus narrowed onto it…

      No fucking way. Any panic or fear or PTSD faded into the crystal clarity he’d used in every mission but the last one. He took a few more quiet steps. Grace turned her face toward him. If it had been anyone else, he’d have said she saw him, but he knew better. She heard him. But she didn’t acknowledge him, thank heavens.

      “Can I take a moment to consider my choices?” Her calm voice washed over him. She stood at the edge of oblivion, but she wasn’t entirely helpless. No, she never had been. Together, they could save her. Because he sure as hell couldn’t do it without her keeping her head about her. “They are both pretty bad, but it is a big decision.”

      She caught him off guard, the killer. He laughed and released her arm. Sure, he’d have no idea she could handle herself. He wouldn’t be the first one to make that mistake with Grace. With almost no time to plan and less to act, he shouted, “Grace, drop to the ground, toward my voice.” Any mistake could cost her life… her captor’s fingers were inches from closing on her wrist when she dropped like a stone, landing flat on her belly.

      The second she hit, Chris leapt on the killer’s back, knocking him halfway off the roof. They grappled for the gun, which went off right by Chris’ ear, deafening him on that side. He felt no pain anywhere, but the adrenalin would possibly overcome it if he had. Had the bullet hit Grace? His opponent paused for a second—perhaps he’d been hit—and Chris grabbed his hand, squeezing hard until he released the weapon, which tumbled to the ground far, far below, landing with a clunk. The jerk had planned to use that thing on Grace. Red rage dimmed his vision before he shoved it down again. Both he and the murderer were partially hanging off the roof, and while he didn’t mind if the other man fell, he didn’t want to, so he gathered all his strength and rolled to the right, bringing them onto the roof. The various chimneys and vents broke up the wide stone expanse. The land fell away below their high perch, highlighting their dangerous position.

      This time, he didn’t lose his cool when confronted with a murderer. He pressed his knee into the man’s back, holding him in place. Chris’ lips parted to tell Grace to crawl to the steps and holler for help, but the murderous bastard gave a twist and pulled free. He bounced onto his feet as if he had been an Olympic gymnast. Chris was still slowed by all the damage he’d suffered in the desert, but he couldn’t let the fierce pain shooting up his arm stop him when he used it to shove upright.

      The bastard now had a knife in his hand. As if he’d been transported back to that day, the killer blurred in and out, becoming the sniper. Chris froze.

      “Chris! Look out!” Grace’s voice slammed him right back into his skin, and he deflected the blow that would have severed his jugular. They wrestled for the weapon, with each gaining then losing ground, moving close to the edge and back. At one point, Chris’ foot slipped on something and skidded over the edge, but he regained his balance.

      The killer lurched toward him, blood pouring from a head wound. It looked like the bullet had grazed his scalp. “Fuck you,” the man growled. “I’ll kill you both.”

      Chris watched for an opening, a chance to take him out, just a little closer and he could— “Grace! No!”

      His brave, his beautiful, his amazing princess shoved to her feet and thrust out a leg. How she knew when to do it he’d never know, but the murderer lost his balance and swayed, spinning in a stumbling circle, blood droplets flying around them. He started to fall, and flailing, managed to grab Grace’s ankle.

      The killer’s weight carried him over the edge, only his grip on the delicate woman slowing his descent. She dug her fingernails into the roof, an expression of panic contorting her face.

      Chris flung himself after them, landing belly-down as Grace had moments before, and just managing to close his fist around her wrist.

      But they were still moving, the momentum of the man hanging from her leg still dragging all of them toward oblivion. A pipe, probably venting a hot water heater or something below, stuck up a few feet from the edge, and Chris wrapped his arm around it, holding tight.

      They stopped moving, but if nobody came to help in the next thirty seconds, it wouldn’t matter. The pipe was already bending and couldn’t support all their weight for long. And Grace was being stretched in a way that in itself was likely to cause damage. If they lived. If she lived.

      Dammit, they had to live!

      He tightened his grip on the pipe and on Grace, praying for strength, and began to pull back. By inches, fractions of inches. He moved Grace higher, her shoulders appeared, her torso, and then only her hips were still suspended.

      The bastard had managed to scale her, his face entirely too close to his princess’ curvy bottom. Somehow… that did it. With the last of the energy in his screaming muscles, terrified his wounded arm would let her down, Chris hauled off and kicked the murderer who wanted to hurt his Grace right in his evil, sneering, panicked face.

      With a hellish shriek, the killer followed his gun to the ground far far below.

      A peek over the edge showed his head had split like an overripe melon when he landed.

      Good. He’d never harm or threaten to harm anyone again. After a single glance, Chris gathered Grace in his arms and carried her back down to where Marshall and a cadre of other Castle people surrounded Kaylee, who was insisting she was fine in between labor pains. Someone on the third floor kept shouting for an ambulance. Tucked up against the wall not far from Kaylee, a smoky disheveled Master was holding tightly to an equally smoke-stained Little Maid, who kept crying something about a “champ” as she twisted to break free and run back upstairs.

      Ignoring all of it, Chris carried her down the other stairs and outside, turning away from the direction where the murderer had met his just end. He carried her to their spot in the garden and sat on their bench where he buried his face in her hair and took his first full breath since the bomb went off. They stayed there until the ambulances and police arrived. Kaylee was one of the first rushed to the local hospital, and Chris and Grace rode with her, with Marshall speeding along in his personal car in the wake of the wailing siren and flashing lights. Trapped in the waiting room at the mercy of emergency personnel who were slow to proclaim them all fit to leave, there they were interviewed by, well, just about everyone.
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      Grace

      “You know you’re going to have to let me go at some point.” She snuggled deeper into Chris’ arms as they lay together in the big tub. Water sloshed around them, and bubbles tickled her neck, but she wasn’t moving. Not until he let her go.

      “Never. Get used to a pair of big arms around your chest and legs wrapped around your waist forever. We should probably stay in the bath, too.”

      “We might get pruney.”

      “Soft, non-wrinkled skin is overrated.” He grunted and pulled them both deeper into the water until she was chin deep.

      They didn’t speak for a few more minutes, the only sounds in the room, their soft sighs, water splashing, the overhead fan going strong and loud in the background. Chris had wanted background noise to calm his nerves. It had been ages before they had finally straggled out of Marshall’s temporary office. More like, she stumbled a few steps before Chris swooped down and heaved her up into his arms, carrying her across the entire Castle grounds and over to the cabin they had been assigned. He hadn’t even put her down when they rode the horse-drawn carriage over, deciding instead to keep her on his lap.

      The Castle was swarming with police, firefighters, paramedics, FBI… Holy cow, it should have made her feel better, but it didn’t. Because the more people that showed up, barking out orders, calling to their partners, the more the smell of sulfur, dust, burnt wood, cement, and ash had upset her. Chris hid his emotions well, in his ‘I am a tough guy, I can take the pain’, sort of stoic silence. But he hadn’t let her go since the moment she fell into his arms on the roof. And being that close to his body meant she felt every little shudder, every wince, every fast breath. And half of it was hers.

      They took the ambulance with Kaylee to the hospital. Chris didn’t say a word. He’d sat there with Grace, holding her in his death grip the entire time she was questioned by police, poked and prodded by doctors, and re-questioned again by more agents. Grace was frazzled by the time Marshall put his foot down and told everyone to back the hell off and let them recover. When the agents only announced that they’d be back in the morning with more questions, Marshall erupted with another emotional F bomb. Completely uncharacteristic of him. He was usually calm and controlled and totally in charge, but then, that was before anyone came out into the hospital waiting room to give them an update on Kaylee.

      They’d stopped Kylee’s early contractions with a good dose of Terbutaline and an IV. Poor thing was still pretty shaken up—another reason Marshall had wanted to get rid of the pushy agents before they could get her in their questioning sights. As soon as they were gone, however, he’d grabbed Grace in a shaky hug and even apologized for all the crap, choking up like he was about to cry until she reminded him it wasn’t his fault.

      Shortly after that, he’d been allowed into ICU where his wife was resting. He was probably still there now, holding Kaylee as tightly as Chris was holding Grace.  She smiled. Her cousin had done the best he could, and the best thing was her savior sitting there in the hospital next to her quietly thrumming with anxious energy. She’d needed to get him out of there. So she’d hugged him then told her Dom to take her the hell out of there.

      Yeah, she’d done that bottoming thing again to get his goat. Chris didn’t get it at first, but she knew how to push a few more buttons. He was still aching, and she needed to help him let it go. But sitting together in the bath like this did feel nice. Maybe a few more minutes of getting pruney while his thick member poked into her back.

      “So, what happens next, Master Nelson?” She squirmed against his hard cock, listening to his low groan as he tightened his hold on her. His fingers traced circles around her wet nipples, the combination of lavender and soft bubbles making her even more sensitive.

      “After I make love to you and feed you and make love to you again, I’m going to spank you hard and fast. I’m going to leave welts and red blotches all over your sexy ass, and you most likely won’t sit tomorrow.”

      Heaving a sigh of relief, she pressed her breasts up toward his hands. “What are you spanking me for this time, Sir?”

      “To thank you for trusting me.” He kissed her neck, nibbling his way across the back of her neck to the other side. “To reward you for obeying me.” His right hand slid down her soapy belly and between her thighs. “To show you what I can give you every day for the rest of your life if you’ll agree to be mine. My girl, my partner, my submissive who still likes to occasionally top from the bottom.”

      She laughed so hard her body shook, sending more water splashing out of the tub. “You caught that, huh?”

      “Everything.” He turned her to her side and kissed her deeply. “I’ll always catch you.”

      “About that.” Grace stroked his shoulder and gave him a hug. “After all our chats and all we shared in the garden this week, I thought maybe I should tell you what I actually do for a living. Don’t freak out.”

      “As long as you’re not an exotic dancer or prostitute, I’ll be fine. No one gets to see your luscious body but me.” He growled.

      “I’m a therapist. Mostly women, but I also do couples.”

      “Now that makes perfect sense.” His chest rumbled with laughter as he pulled her more tightly against him.

      “So you’re not worried I’ll psychoanalyze you every day?”

      “The way I figure it, you’ve been doing that all week naturally. We make a good team. Just don’t forget who wears the belt in this relationship.”

      She melted against him, her ear pressed against his firm chest listening to the rapid heartbeat. “You okay? Your heart’s going almost as fast as when we went to the Dungeon.”

      “Well, I found one more thing that makes me kinda anxious. I want to show it to you.”

      “What’s that?”

      He lifted her hand into the air and placed a small piece of cool metal in her palm. Her own heartbeat raced as she closed her hand around the round piece of jewelry, slipping her pointer finger over the hole. Smooth on the outside, with something engraved in the center, the edges were thin. It was pretty huge, and her thumb fit loosely in it.

      “My mother gave it to me when I joined the Army. It says, Trust. That means trust my instincts and those around me. Love. Love means to love myself and allow others to love me. Truth. That means to be honest with myself even when it hurts to acknowledge.” His hand squeezed gently around her hand holding the ring. “I lost sight of everything she taught me. I was filled with anger, fear, resentment, insecurities. I hid the ring away in the bottom of my duffel bag, knowing I wasn’t worthy of wearing it.”

      Tears filled her eyes as she listened to the words that filled the room, and she turned to hug him as hard as she could. “The ring has made its way back out of your duffel.”

      “Yeah, because I finally feel worthy of it again. Who would have known that all it took for me to truly see again, was to look through the eyes of a beautiful woman who sees everything? You, Grace. You opened my eyes. You saved me with your bravery, your talent, your amazing brain and compassion, your heart. I knew before the roof, you were the woman I wanted to spend the rest of my life with. But the roof just solidified things for me. You’re the only woman who can help me see myself the way my mother’s gift tells me I can be, how she saw me, how I saw me until the desert. You see me how I want to be. And through your eyes, I see something pretty damn good.” He leaned closer and pulled her so her cheek was touching his. “Live with me. I was just going to offer you this on a necklace. Cook Connie offered to make some sort of noodle ring for you, but I thought you might prefer the real thing. But you don’t have to answer yet. I know I still have some stuff to work through, and hell, I probably really scared you last night. I can continue to sleep in a separate bed until I work past the nightmares.”

      “Would you shut up for just a second?” Grace felt the corners of her mouth turn up into the widest grin she’d ever had. “You asked me to be with you and promised me a great spanking and some awesome sex, then you started backpedaling like you’re afraid of me or something. If you’d close your eyes and mouth and just use your other senses, you’d already know what my answer is.”

      His low chuckle vibrated against her belly. “Have I told you how much I love your sass?”

      “You can show me later. Now, hush. Eyes closed.” She gently ran her fingertips from his eyebrows down over his closed lids and pressed his head down to her chest. “What do you see this way?”

      Chris took a deep breath, then released and pressed the side of his face closer to her torso. “Your heartbeat is strong, steady, not fast at all. Maybe one per second.”

      “I run sixty to seventy-five beats per minute when I’m relaxed. How’s the rest of my body feel to you?”

      He took long, leisurely strokes up and down her body for a minute before giving her a light nip on her ear. “Well, except for when my fingers get down near your sweet pussy, your whole body seems like jelly. Not in a fat way. Sorry.”

      She giggled, and he continued.

      “Like you’re cool and relaxed, kind of like how I get right as I’m drifting into sleep. I’d say you don’t have an ounce of the anxious energy that I have right now.”

      “That’s because I already know my answer. I knew it from the moment we met. Corny and it sounds like a cheesy romance, but it’s true. I knew you were the Dom for me. Then when I got to know you, my heart knew you were the man for me. It just took my head a bit longer to catch up. I’ve been thinking about adding to my practice. So far, I’ve only really worked with people going through trauma like blindness, sickness, going deaf—ways to overcome each thing by utilizing other strengths.”

      “But you’ve got some mad natural skill with PTSD and grumpy soldiers.”

      “Yeah, I think you’re right. So, is your question still available for an answer?”

      “If you’re feeling up to it. We did have a pretty stressful day; I don’t want to push you too hard. You have all the time in the world.”

      “If I tell you to shut up again, are you going to spank me?”

      He growled and pulled her barely out of the water and gave her a quick smack on her right cheek. “What do you think, little girl?”

      “Good. In that case, shut your mouth. Spank me, take me, be my partner. In that order, if possible.”

      A second later, water sloshed everywhere as Chris lifted her into his arms and carried her out of the bathroom. He laid her on her tummy and placed her feet on the floor at the edge of the bed. “Stay right there while I find my favorite belt. Leather on a wet ass is going to make you scream, baby.” His large palms caressed her globes, and she moaned into the comforter. “I’m going to have to do a lot of training with you for this whole topping from the bottom thing.”

      She squealed when he gave her a sharp smack. “But you forgot one thing.” She turned her head and pretended to pout up at him. “I’m a princess.”

      “You’re a naughty princess.”

      “I’m your princess. Forever. Please mark me as yours, Sir.”

      “I love you, princess.”

      When the first stroke of the leather kissed her bottom, she hissed in pleasure and raised herself up for more. Her Dom, her lover, her protector. He was the most amazing man she’d ever met, and she couldn’t wait to come up with more ways to see him.
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      Master Marshall stood in the Castle courtyard, staring up at the crumbling remains of what used to be a good portion of his third floor. Jackson stood to his right, burly arms folded across his equally burly chest. Sam was on his left, long hair pulled back in his signature ponytail. All three were dressed in civilian clothes; jeans and t-shirts, and almost mirror-image brown steel-toed boots. Together, they surveyed the damage.

      The windows had all been blown out, or at least all the windows on this side of the building. Some second-floor windows had too, especially those located directly under the bomb’s blast area. Broken stone blocks lay scattered where they’d fallen in the courtyard. Most of the debris, however, was still on the third floor. The cleanup crew had done the best they could, once local police had declared the place safe. Unfortunately, local police were more interested in making sure there were no other bombs. John Goodson, the local building code inspector, had a completely different agenda, and because of him all work had been forced to stop. So, there the rubble remained, stacked up in the hallways, alongside the broken furniture and doors, while the whole of Marshall’s Castle was declared unstable and unsafe for occupancy.

      “Are you ready for this?” Sam finally asked.

      “No,” Marshall answered honestly. He was pretty sure once Goodson got finished posing for pictures from the few journalists who had been allowed on the property and finally gave the signal to the wrecking crew now gathered on the other side of the drawbridge, Marshall was going to feel it like a physical wound when they tore this place down. The whole Castle. Oh, the outlying buildings would be spared, and so would the wall, portcullis and moat. But the Castle, this place that had been his home for six beautiful years, would be gone.

      As if reading his mind, Jackson said, “It’s been a good six years.”

      Both Marshall and Sam nodded.

      “Just look what it’s given us,” he continued anyway. “I’ve got a wife and a daughter.” He paused, then tipped his head with what could almost be mistaken for a rueful tsk. “Another one on the way.”

      Both Marshall and Sam looked at him. It was Sam who laughed first. “You know what causes that, right?”

      A slow smile tugged at his mouth, but Jackson merely tsked and shook his head again. “I don’t see me stopping that any time soon.” He cast a knowing look to his fellow master. “The point is, I wouldn’t have any of them if I’d never come here.”

      “I wouldn’t have Hannah,” Sam agreed.

      Marshall said nothing, but his gaze tracked left, across the courtyard and over the grassy field beyond, where the stable and pony shed stood empty for the first time since opening. He found the red-checkered blanket where Kaylee was sitting on a comfortable chair that Grimsley had provided for her. Little Jackson, their newborn son, was nursing at her breast while she laughed at something Eden must have said. Her arm still in a cast, her face still faintly bruised, Eden was lucky Grimsley had allowed her out of the temporary apartment he’d had to get in Granger. Then again, it being Granger, that was probably why Grimsley hadn’t dared leave her behind.

      Where was he, anyway?

      There. Marshall spotted him at the folding tables where guests fresh off the buses used to check in. Since there were no guests, that was where Grimsley had set up the refreshment tables for the demolition crew and he was now snapping orders to the handful of employed submissives around him, organizing how the ice chests full of sandwiches and drinks should be set up. He too was in civilian clothes. They were neat and tidy and, quite possibly, meticulously ironed fresh that morning, but still, he looked strange in jeans and without his ever-present switch. Then again, everybody milling about the periphery of the cordoned-off construction zone and on the grass looked strange. There might not be any guests to attend to, but every single one of his employees had shown up as if for work today, and all of them had done so in civilian clothes.

      Following the direction of his stare, Jackson leaned in a little closer. Even knowing there was no chance he might be overhead, he lowered his voice as he said, “Did you ever think he would—”

      “No,” Marshall and Sam replied, shaking their heads in unison.

      “And with—”

      “Yeah.” They both nodded, too.

      The three men watched as the stoic Master Butler gathered two sandwiches from a cooler by the wall, plus two bottles of iced tea, and headed out across the grass. Were he to be asked, Marshall was almost positive that Grimsley would have stifled his annoyance long enough to snap that nursing mothers had enough to worry about without having to get their own refreshments. Marshall wasn’t fooled. Kaylee might be a convenient excuse, but it wasn’t for her that Grimsley was soiling the bottoms of his shoes in that trek across the lawn.

      “I have never seen him dote on anyone like he does her,” Sam said. “Is it guilt, do you think?”

      “Not a chance,” Marshall scoffed. “Guilt would have got her flowers at the hospital and maybe a card once she got out of it. He hasn’t left her side for three weeks. No, this is something different.”

      “Happened awful quick, don’t you think?” Jackson asked, but even he had to roll his eyes when his fellow masters leveled pointed looks at him. “Yeah, yeah. I know. Pot calling the kettle, and all that.”

      “Did you hear what he told her when she refused the chair he set out for her and said instead that she could help with the drinks?”

      “Penalty forty-three,” Sam and Jackson said together.

      “Whatever that means,” Jackson muttered.

      “It means she’d better enjoy all the sitting she can, while she can, because whatever else is happening between them, he’s keeping track. As soon as that cast comes off and her ribs and back heal, I’m pretty sure her sitting days will be over. No, this is definitely something different,” Marshall said again, this time with certainty. “Besides, she’s been in his bed practically since the day they met, and he never takes anyone to his bed.”

      “Looks like the strutting part of today’s event has ended,” Sam said, redirecting everyone’s attention back to the building inspector, who strode far enough into the courtyard to be sure Marshall had an unobstructed view of him giving the demolition crew the go-ahead to begin.

      “So.” Jackson cleared his throat and rolled his massive shoulders, trying to brace himself for the inevitable pain as men with jackhammers and wheelbarrows started toward the Castle. “How far are you planning to let him take this?”

      A corner of Marshall’s mouth curled. “I’ve already given the foreman the Cease and Desist the judge signed last night over supper, copies of all the necessary building permits, the remodeling plans, and that nice letter Mayor Alder wrote to Goodson, letting him know he can start looking for employment elsewhere, effective immediately. Don’t worry,” the Master of the Masters said. “The bomb killed any chance we have of letting the Castle stand, but they’ve promised to take her down gently and save as much of the original stone and architecture as possible. We will rebuild.”

      “Where?”

      “Exactly where she stands right now. Only bigger.” Across the courtyard, Goodson flashed the masters a smug smile, one that Marshall was only too happy to return. “Ready, gentlemen?”

      Jackson chuckled. Hooking the corners of his mouth with fingers from both hands, Sam belted out a loud whistle. Every Castle employee, be they Doms or subs, stopped what they were doing and put on their white or yellow hardhats.

      Goodson lost his smile.

      Marshall’s grew teeth. “All right, then. Let’s get to work.”
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        You can also join by using your mobile phone:

        Just text BLUSHING to 22828.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Blushing Books

          

        

      

    

    
      Blushing Books is one of the oldest eBook publishers on the web. We've been running websites that publish spanking and BDSM related romance and erotica since 1999, and we have been selling eBooks since 2003. We hope you'll check out our hundreds of offerings at http://www.blushingbooks.com.

      You might also enjoy our membership site at http://www.herwoodshed.com, where we offer an exclusive first look at new novels and novellas by some of our most popular Authors before they are released anywhere else.
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