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Mischa Kennon was a perfectionist. In her work as a tattoo artist. As an author of the short erotic stories she’d had published. In the maintenance of her platinum blonde hair, which she wore in long, polished waves around her shoulders, and her red-lacquered nails, which she kept short to accommodate her work. Her San Francisco apartment was as immaculate as the tattoo shop she owned, Thirteen Roses. She worked hard, played harder. And she was never, ever late. Which made the delay in her flight to Seattle for her best friend’s engagement party particularly frustrating.

Finally she was there. The cab pulled up in front of the restaurant—she’d already dropped her luggage at Dylan’s apartment, where she would be staying—and she paid the driver and stepped onto the rainy sidewalk in front of Wild Ginger. She swung open the door and moved into the warm interior. She’d been there before when she’d visited Dylan and met her fiancé, Alec. It was their favorite restaurant and the perfect place for the party to celebrate their upcoming wedding in only a few weeks. Mischa took in a breath as she nodded at the hostess and moved through the busy Thai fusion restaurant toward the back room, where they held private parties.

She was happy for her friend, although the whole marriage thing wasn’t for her, personally. She was the independent type. Well, so was Dylan, but she and Alec had something special.

“Honey, you made it!” Dylan’s smile was brilliant as she rose from the long table and came to wrap her arms around Mischa in a cloud of the spicy vanilla scent she always wore.

“I’m so sorry I’m late, honey,” Mischa apologized. “The damn weather.”

“I know. It’s our fault for wanting to get married this fall, but we just couldn’t wait, and we really want to be married by Thanksgiving.”

“Look at you—you have that bridal glow,” she told Dylan, holding her friend at arm’s length. It was true. Her gray eyes shone as lustrous as her long, curly red hair. “Or maybe you and Alec had some alone time before the party?” she teased with a wink.

Dylan grinned as her fiancé came up behind them. Alec Walker was a wall of a man, well over six feet tall, with the breadth of a linebacker.

“Maybe we did,” he said, laughing as he leaned in to kiss Mischa’s cheek. “But a gentleman never kisses and tells. How are you?”

“Fine, thanks. Just glad to be here.”

“Dylan mentioned you have a possible business proposal to investigate while you’re here?” Alec helped her off with her rain-spattered coat.

Mischa nodded, patted her hair into place. “Thanks, Alec. Yes, another tattoo artist I know may want to open a new shop in Seattle and is hoping I’ll be interested in a partnership, so I thought I’d look into it while I’m here to help with the wedding plans.”

Dylan squeezed her hand. “I can’t believe I get to have you for two whole weeks. You’re sure it’s not an inconvenience? Your shop will be all right?”

“I wouldn’t dream of letting you do this whole wedding alone. And Billy is the best shop manager I could ask for. Which is why I can even consider expanding here. I figure I can work half time in both places. Which means I’ll get to see more of you. But we can talk about that later—tonight is all about you two.”

“And we’ve left you standing here after your long trip. Come on and say hi to everyone.”

Dylan grabbed her hand and they moved toward the table where Dylan’s friend Kara, whom Mischa had met on previous visits, was just getting out of her chair. Kara reached to give her a quick hug.

“So nice to see you. Do you remember Dante?”

Kara’s boyfriend shook her hand. Dante was as tall as Alec, but leaner, with dark hair and eyes that were a sparkling golden brown. He hovered over Kara as protectively as Alec did with Dylan.

Mischa wondered if that unusual protective thing was something that was a natural part of the fact that both men were dominants. She’d played with that a bit herself—the domination and submission dynamic. She’d even been to a few BDSM clubs. Not that she required kink. But it was fun when she was with a guy who was into it. She’d never been able to give herself over to it completely, though. Certainly not the way Dylan and Kara must have, to be in relationships with dominant men. Not that she’d be in a relationship, period. But it was lovely to see people who were so happy. The glow these two pairs were giving off was almost enough to make her think about it…for a moment or two, anyway.

“Mischa, you have to meet our fabulous baker.”

She turned—and caught herself pulling in a long breath as her eyes met a stunning gaze that was a shimmering sea green shot through with amber. He was looking at her, staring at her from beneath dark brows. He had a rugged face. A generous mouth that looked stern until he smiled at her. Then it was all flawless white teeth and frank sensuality. It took her a moment to realize she had to tilt her head back to really see him—he stood taller than even Alec, had shoulders just as broad. She felt a small stirring in her veins, a fluttering in her stomach.

“You’re their baker?”

He laughed, a rich, booming sound. “Lord, no. I’m Connor.”

His deep tone was laced with a distinctly Irish accent.

God, she loved a man with an accent. It really made her swoon. Hell, she’d been swooning since the moment she’d laid eyes on him.

“Connor Galloway, Mischa Kennon. Connor is a friend of Alec’s. He’ll be in the wedding party. And I seriously doubt Connor can boil water, never mind bake. He burned the hot dogs the last time the guys went camping.”

“Hey, I learned to microwave mac and cheese at my mother’s knee,” he protested, his brogue a low, rolling thunder that made her belly stir with need.

Down, girl.

Dylan laughed, putting Mischa’s hand into that of a petite, smiling blonde woman. “This is our baker—and friend—Lucie.”

“Hi, Mischa. I’ve heard so much about you.”

“Mischa?” Dylan gave her a nudge with her elbow, making her realize she was still focused on Connor.

Get it together.

She turned and smiled. “It’s great to meet you, Lucie. Do we know what kind of cake they want yet?”

The blonde’s smile widened into a grin. “We’re doing cupcakes. Wait until you see what I have in mind. We’re having a tasting session on Wednesday.”

“I’ll look forward to it.”

Sugar was one of her favorite things. She wasn’t a dieting girl—she loved food too much—and she was comfortable with her curves. But even the idea of a cupcake tasting couldn’t distract her from the towering presence of Connor Galloway as Dylan led her around the table, introducing her to their friends.

He wasn’t exactly following them, yet she had the sense that he was watching her from under those dark brows. Whenever she’d glance up for a moment—which she did more often than she’d like to admit—she found his gaze on her. No matter where he was in the room, leaning over the table, talking to various people. That gaze was dark. Penetrating. She wasn’t sure what it was he wanted, but it was clear he wanted something. It was more than desire—that she recognized easily enough. She was no wallflower. She welcomed desire, from the right man. Knew exactly how to deal with it. She felt his desire. But there was something else…some sort of deeper curiosity that commanded her attention.

Ah, that must be it. He must be another dominant. But where that air of command elicited a bantering response from her when it came to most of the toppy men she’d come into contact with, Connor’s direct searching gaze made her feel…warm all over. A sort of odd, melting sensation. As though her knees were actually weak.

Don’t be silly.

He was just a man. A dominant man. But many a dominant man had met his match in her. She wasn’t about to be taken down by the admittedly scorchingly sexy Connor Galloway.

Lord, he was sexy.

She sighed, tucked her blonde hair behind her ear as Alec held a chair for her. She thanked him as she seated herself at the long banquet table. And had to pull in a breath as Connor sat down next to her.

“We’re to be dinner partners,” he said.

A simple remark, yet it felt loaded. As if he meant more than that they would sit next to each other through the meal.

She was reading far too much into things with this man. She must be tired from the long trip up from San Francisco. Either that or it had been too long since she’d been laid.

Was two months too long?

“Shall I order you a drink?” he asked. “I see you don’t have one yet.”

“Oh…yes, a drink would be good.” Maybe that was exactly what she needed to relax and pull herself together. “I’ll have some cold sake. They have a good selection here.”

He raised a brow. “Nothing stronger?”

“Why would you think I’d need something stronger?”

He leaned in and she caught a whiff of his scent, a blend of the rain outside and something dark and earthy. “You strike me as a strong woman. Who may require a stronger drink after your long journey.” He grinned, a warm grin she found infectious.

She couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re right, I could use something stronger. How about a vodka on ice?”

“Grey Goose?”

“Why not?”

The man knew his vodka. She couldn’t help but wonder what else he might know. What those large hands had experienced…

Okay, this really had to stop. She was sitting at her best friend’s engagement party and her panties were going damper by the minute. Over a guy she’d just met. Of course, that was how it usually worked with her. She knew the moment she met a man if she wanted him. There was no dancing around it, the way it often seemed to go for other women. No doubts. She always knew she wanted someone. But rarely to this ridiculous degree.

Maybe never.

Even more ridiculous how utterly girly she found herself feeling when he ordered her drink for her, saying to the waiter, “A Grey Goose over ice for the lady. Add two olives, if you will.”

That accent…the tone of authority in his voice, no matter how polite he’d been. It made her shiver. Distracted her. From the fact that this was Dylan and Alec’s party, not some personal meat market for her. Although the shopping was quite nice.

Their drinks came and Connor took them from the waiter with an almost imperial nod of his head that was still somehow charming. She noted he drank whiskey straight up. She could smell the perfumy fragrance after he sipped and leaned in close to her.

“How’s yours?” he asked.

She lifted her glass, sipped. “Perfect.”

“Ah, I may not be able to bake, but I have other talents.”

She laughed. “You say that as though you made the drinks yourself.”

“That wasn’t necessarily what I was referring to.”

She lowered her voice, batted her lashes. “Are you flirting with me, Connor Galloway?”

“Why? Are you opposed to the idea?”

“On the contrary.”

He grinned, those brilliant white teeth contrasting with his plush red lips. So damn kissable she could feel her own lips twitch.

He took her hand, pulled it to his mouth, and brushed a quick kiss over her knuckles that sent desire spiraling through her in sharp, fluttering arcs.

“You have long fingers,” he said, keeping his tone low. “The hands of an artist.”

“Do you think so?”

He was still grinning at her. Still making her feel like a teenager with a mad crush. “Well, I admit Alec and Dylan may have mentioned that you are indeed an artist, but yes, you have beautiful hands.”

Why was his little compliment making her blush? That and his heavy Irish brogue. She felt a surge of disappointment when he released her hand.

“Thank you.”

“You have your own tattoo shop down in San Francisco, they tell me. That’s a hard road, running your own business.”

“Hard, but wonderful. After years of apprenticing in other people’s shops, then renting chair space, I love being my own boss.”

“I’ll bet you do.” His green eyes were twinkling. He was teasing her, and she liked it.

“I do, as a matter of fact. I like being in charge of my life. Doing my art my way.”

He nodded. “That I understand. I’m an artist myself, though of a different sort.”

She took another sip of her vodka, leaned toward him, intrigued. “What do you do?”

“I’m a concept artist. I design for video games, some for film and television. Spaceships, robots, that sort of thing.”

She laughed. “That’s like every kid’s dream come true.”

“It is. Except that it gives me little time to do my own work.”

“And what is your own work?”

“I like to sketch in charcoal.”

“But not spaceships and robots?”

He shrugged, his massive shoulders rippling with muscle beneath his dark button-down shirt. “I’ve been more interested in the human form the last couple of years. I’ve started to do some erotic pieces.”

She smiled at him. “Every young boy’s dream come true.”

He nodded. “When I have the time. Which I’m just now beginning to have. I’m at a point where I can start to pick and choose which contracts I want to accept. You’re lucky to be your own boss, in charge of your schedule, although I imagine running the show is a lot of work.”

“It is, but I have a great team, which helps. And I love it.”

Being able to open her own shop was one of her biggest achievements, bigger, even, than getting her art degree. Her business was everything, the one thing in her life she knew she’d done right.

“What does your family think of you doing tattoos for a living?” Connor asked.

“My younger sister, Raine, is…different from me. She’s an English professor, married to a professor of mathematics. She’s been supportive, in her way, even though I think she finds it hard to relate. Evie is more of a free spirit, an artist herself, so she loves the idea.”

“Evie? Another sister?” he asked.

“My mother.”

“You call your mother by her first name?” He wasn’t the first to ask about it.

She laughed, but there was a raw edge to it that stuck in her throat. “If you knew Evie…she’s never really been anyone’s mother.”

Why had she said that? She was certain he didn’t want to hear her sob story about her flaky mother. He was quiet for a moment, watching her again. She shook her head, a little appalled at herself.

“Change of subject?” he suggested kindly.

“Yes. Sure. What about you? Do you have family here?”

“Just me. Family is back in Dublin. It’s just my mum and my sisters, Molly and Clara. I try to get back every year to visit.”

“What brought you to the States? Did you come here for work?”

It was his turn to stall. He shrugged again, but the gesture wasn’t quite as casual as it had been before. “I married an American. I’ve been divorced for a long time.”

“Ah.” He was obviously uncomfortable talking about it, so she switched tracks. “But you stayed here.”

“I like it here. I’d made a life here, got my degree in graphic arts, started a career.”

Why did she suspect there was something else to it that he wasn’t saying? Maybe because for the first time since they’d been talking he was looking away, his gaze resting on the rain-spattered window for several moments before he turned back to her.

“Change of subject?” she suggested this time.

“Yes. Definitely.”

He smiled, and she watched his tight features loosen. Noticed the merest hint of creases at the edges of his eyes. She’d always loved that on a man, for some reason.

“What shall we talk about?” she asked.

“We can talk more about you.” He leaned in toward her.

“There isn’t really that much more to say.”

“Ah, I disagree. I find you fascinating.”

“Are you flirting with me again?”

“I am.”

She smiled at him. “I like it.”

He lifted her hand once more and his voice was a quiet murmur against it before he laid a soft kiss there. His sea-green eyes burned into her. He had long lashes, dark and full. She could see a small scar, about an inch long, below his right eye. Which only made him more masculine. Sexier. “We have much to discuss later, then.”

“Discuss?”

God, she could barely speak, her entire body feeling like she’d been engulfed by flames. He’d only kissed her hand!

He moved in even closer. “You may have guessed who—and what—I am, knowing Alec and Dylan, yes?”

“Yes.”

“Then you may know that I never take a woman without negotiating first.”

She straightened, pulled her hand from his. “You think you’ll ‘take’ me?”

“I do. And I think you’ll like it. I can see it in the sparkle in your lovely blue eyes. Eyes like the sky off the coast of Dun Laoghaire in the summertime.”

“Dun Laoghaire?”

“Just outside of Dublin. Have you ever been to Ireland?”

“No, never. I’d love to see it someday.”

How had he managed to change the subject so smoothly? Oh, he was smooth. Still, she’d never met a man who could maneuver around her. This man would be no different, despite her response to him. He could play the role of boss in the bedroom—and she knew already they’d end up there—but if he thought to pull that anywhere else, he’d be dead wrong.

She took a long swallow of her vodka, set the glass down on the table beside the square red porcelain plate. “So, back to these negotiations you mentioned.”

“Ah, lass, don’t you agree that should wait until after this party is done?”

He was right, of course. What was wrong with her? A totally inappropriate conversation while they were supposed to be celebrating with Dylan and Alec. But he’d talked her in circles…hadn’t he?

She gave a small nod of her chin, sipped her drink once more. And was relieved when Dylan stopped by to chat with her for a few minutes, shifting the mood. Allowing her some time to think, to get her head back on straight.

“I’m so glad you’re here, Mischa. There are a thousand things to do.”

“Don’t worry, sweetie, we’ll get it all done. I’m completely at your disposal.”

“You’re sure you don’t mind staying at my place without me being there? I just…I don’t want to be away from him.” Dylan ducked her head, but Mischa could see her blush.

“Oh, you’ve got it bad, hon,” she laughed. “But honestly, I’m used to living alone. And we’ll be together all the time to work on the wedding plans. You’ll be plenty sick of me by the end of the trip.”

“I will not,” Dylan insisted. “I’m grateful you’re here. I need a right hand. I’ve never done this girly bridal stuff.”

“Me neither. But we’ll figure it out.”

“Thanks, Misch.”

“No problem, chica.”

Dinner arrived, a gorgeous array of sushi, spicy curries, noodles and rice, and Dylan went back to her seat, where she cuddled up with her groom-to-be. Mischa wondered for one brief moment if any guy would ever want to stick with her the way Alec did with Dylan—their mutual devotion was an almost palpable thing. But why was she even considering it? She’d always been fine on her own. Just like her admittedly eccentric mother had finally learned, she didn’t need a man to make a happy, full life. Her life was already full with running her business, her friends, her art, her writing. Men were a pleasant pastime, and one she didn’t want to do without. But anything more? No, that wasn’t for her. She’d learned that lesson early on through the absence of her own father. It had only been confirmed when Raine’s father had left when Evie was pregnant with her. He’d been around for Raine through the years, but Evie had been left alone again. And again and again, until she’d had an epiphany about the value of independence a few years ago. No, she was just fine on her own. More than fine. Hadn’t her success as a businesswoman proved that?

“Gathering wool?” Connor asked, the deep timber of his voice breaking into her wandering thoughts.

“Hmm, yes, I guess I was.”

“What about?”

She turned to look at him more fully. His face was serious. Too damn handsome. “Oh, I doubt you really want to know.”

He shrugged again, reminding her of the breadth of his shoulders. He paused to eat a piece of sushi, chewing thoughtfully for several moments. “Maybe I do.”

Good Lord, he did. Connor realized he wanted to know exactly what was going through that gorgeous head of hers. He wanted to know everything about her. And it had nothing to do with his usual thorough investigation of a woman he was going to play. He simply wanted to know.

What the hell was wrong with him? He was as taken as a teenager with his first warm tit in his hand. And he didn’t even have his hands on her tits, although Lord knew he wanted to. Wanted to have her under his hands. Under his command. But Mischa was no quiet, passive, submissive girl. She was full of fire, this one. Which made the idea that much more tempting.

He didn’t mind a little power struggle. Not as long as he came out on top. He always did, no question about it. But he had the sense that it’d be one hell of a struggle with this girl.

The idea intrigued him. Fascinated him. Hell, he hadn’t been able to think of anything else since he’d first set eyes on her. With those lush curves, that fall of pale blonde hair, the way it kept falling over one eye like some old Hollywood siren. Full lips painted a wicked scarlet that was meant to imply sex. A woman as confident as she was, as cocky as any man, wouldn’t go down easily. But despite what she thought—and it was obvious she thought she was in control, through and through—he’d seen it in her. That unconscious response that signaled a spark of submissive desire. It may only be a small spark, but he was just the man to bring it out in her. It wasn’t simple ego talking. He was good at what he did in the BDSM arena. Or maybe it was some ego. Or just the power of his desire for this girl, which was frankly throwing him a bit. He wanted to sleep with her. Spank her. Feel her naked flesh under his hands. See what her body looked like beneath the tight-fitting black dress she wore. She looked like some 1950s pinup girl with that platinum blonde hair waving around her shoulders. Gorgeous.

He was almost getting hard just thinking about it. He had to will his cock down, to remember they were at a friend’s dinner table, and not the Pleasure Dome, which is where he’d much prefer they be.

The BDSM club was where he and Alec had met, where Alec had later introduced him to Dante. Their tastes all ran in the same vein, and it was a pleasure to have friends he could be completely open with. But this was not the time and place. Not to do more than flirt with the girl, at least until after the party was over. To tease her. To gauge her reaction.

She was definitely reacting. And he was sure as hell reacting to her. Enough that he almost wanted to order another finger of scotch to help him calm down. But that was something he never did. One drink was his limit. He was as tough on himself as he ever was on any subbie girl he played with. Rules were rules. They were always there for a reason, and Lord knew he had his reasons. So why was he allowing this girl to challenge that rule, even for a moment? He’d best get things back under control.

He forced himself to talk with the others seated near their section of the table through dinner. Even though Mischa was the only one he wanted to talk to. But if he was going to be an idiot over this girl—and it seemed maybe he was—then he thought he’d at least put it off until he had her alone somewhere.

Ah, yes. Alone. Naked. Just strip that tight black dress off her and see the rise of her breasts, fill his hands with them. His mouth…

He groaned quietly, took the last swallow of his scotch, savored the burn as it slid down his throat.

“Was it good?”

“What?”

He whipped his head around to find Mischa’s pale brow arched.

“The chicken satay,” she said. “I haven’t tried it yet.”

He just sat and stared at her for several moments before he managed to collect himself. He forced his gaze from her plush red lips to her brilliant blue eyes.

“The food here is always excellent. You should try the satay. Here, have some of mine.”

He picked up a tender piece of grilled chicken, dipped it in the small bowl of peanut sauce and held it to her lips. She flashed him a quick grin full of sensual promise before she parted those gorgeous lips and took the food into her mouth.

The woman knew exactly the power she held over men. He wasn’t immune to it—that was damn certain. But just as certain was the fact that he would gain control over her. He just had to wait until he could get her alone. Judging from her flirtatious behavior, that shouldn’t be an issue. The only question was when?

“Mmm, that was delicious.”

She licked her lips. His groin tightened.

“So are you, if you don’t mind my saying so.”

“I don’t mind at all.”

She smiled, and once more he felt that same jolt of desire he’d felt every time she’d smiled, every time she’d spoken to him. Need ran hot in his veins.

He leaned in a little closer, keeping his voice low. “Then perhaps you won’t mind an invitation.”

“An invitation?”

“To have that discussion I mentioned.”

“The negotiations, you mean?”

Ah, she was still flirting with him. This was a fine game they were playing, but they both had some idea of how it would end.

“Yes. And after that…”

“After that, what?” she asked.

The look on her beautiful face was pure sex. They both knew the answer. And they both understood the small thrill in having this conversation in front of all these people, their low voices making an intimate bubble around them.

Yes, pure sex, this girl.

“After that will depend on how the negotiations go. On how you answer my questions.”

“And if I have questions for you?”

“That’s part of it, isn’t it?” He let his pinky brush the back of her hand, watched her cheeks warm, the plump rise of her breasts flush pink. Which was exactly why he’d done it—to see that response. “Power play is all about the give and take, regardless of what those less well versed in these things may think. It’s a power exchange. It works both ways. Except that I will be the one in command.”

She blinked, her cheeks going a darker, lovely shade of pink.

“Ah, you’re thinking to argue that, are you? I don’t think so, my girl. Are you still in?”

She paused for one long beat, then said, a little breathlessly, “Yes.”

Damn it. He couldn’t get her out of there soon enough.

“Mischa, you’re sure you don’t mind riding with Connor? I didn’t realize our car would be full of gifts.”

“Don’t worry about me, Dylan. It’s fine.”

It was more than fine. Alone in a car with Connor. Then alone at Dylan’s apartment. They’d flirted all through dinner. He was every bit as interested as she was—he’d made that very clear. And she was very interested.

“You’re sure?” Dylan asked again.

“Of course. You and Alec go relax, open your gifts. I’ll see you in the morning anyway, won’t I?”

“Yes, dress shopping after a late breakfast, if that’s okay with you.”

“I love late.” Mischa grinned at her.

Dylan laughed. “Okay. But you have my cell if you need anything.”

“Knowing you, I’m certain your apartment is lacking nothing I might need.”

“There’s nothing to eat…I haven’t been home much.”

It was Mischa’s turn to laugh. “Like you’ve ever done anything other than live off takeout. Stop worrying. I know where the menus are. Go home and curl up with your man.”

Dylan gave her a quick kiss on the cheek, then Alec led her out the door of the restaurant just as Connor came with her coat.

“I took a cab tonight,” he said, slipping her coat over her shoulders. “Parking is hell here. I didn’t mention it to Alec and Dylan. Hope you don’t mind.”

“A cab is fine.” She was trying to ignore the way her pulse was running hot and thready again. He really was an amazing-looking man, all hard muscle and sculpted features, and eyes that seemed to look through her. “San Francisco doesn’t have any decent parking, either, which is one reason why I rent an apartment within walking distance of my shop. I cab it almost everywhere else.”

She was trying to have a normal conversation with him when all she wanted was for him to slam her up against a wall and kiss her senseless. Instead, she was babbling. Totally unlike her. She took in a breath of the cold air as he led her outside. It was only now that they were both standing that she realized the full extent of his towering height, how massive his frame was beneath his black wool peacoat. The acute awareness of his hulking form beside her made her shiver as much as the damp night air.

Calm down.

He was just another man. This would be just another night of friendly, strings-free sex, which was the way she preferred things. Why did he have her so shaken up?

“You haven’t told me the name of your tattoo shop there,” he said as they stepped to the curb.

“It’s called Thirteen Roses. I’ve had it for almost four years.”

“Business is good?”

“Really good. Better than I’d expect in this economy. Actually, part of this trip will be to discuss opening a new location here with another artist I met in the first shop I apprenticed in.”

“There’s a good customer base for tattoos in this town, I’d think.”

“Do you have any yourself?” she asked, hoping he did. Even before she’d started tattooing herself, body art had been a bit of a fetish for her. She thought it was beautiful—when done well, of course—but she really had a thing for tattoos. For hot men with tattoos, specifically.

God, to see ink on his skin…

“I have two,” he answered. “I’m looking for a third, once I find the right artist. Mine has moved to New York. If you’re a good girl, maybe I’ll show them to you later.”

She laughed. But inside, she was trembling all over.

Good girl.

No one had ever said such a thing to her before. No one had dared, frankly. Not even those few men she’d let tie her up, spank her, at the BDSM clubs in San Francisco. The submission thing had never been that serious for her, and just as often she’d been the one on top. But coming from him, it was sexy as hell.

He was staring at her again. Watching her closely.

She shook her head. “What is it?”

“I’m just wondering…”

“What?”

“If you’ll be coming home with me tonight. To have that discussion, you know.” His tone lowered until she had to strain over the noise of passing traffic on the wet streets to hear him. “I’m hoping you will. Because, to be honest, I can’t wait to get my hands on you, Mischa. I can’t wait to feel your lovely, smooth flesh beneath my palms. To have you over my knee. To hear your breath catch when I spank you.” He paused. “Exactly as you’re doing now. Which tells me what your answer will be. But I have to hear it from you. Will you come with me? Or do I drop you at Dylan’s place so you can think it over some more?”

Had any man ever talked to her this way? So utterly sure of himself. Despite that he was basically asking her permission…to what? To do things to her she’d only ever played at. But never, she was certain, as seriously as this man could play. With him, it would be a whole new world of experience. One she found herself eager for.

“What will it be, Mischa?” he urged.

He was close enough that she could smell the faint, sweet tinge of good scotch on his breath. His hand was at her waist. Somehow, even through the heavy wool of her coat, she swore she could feel the heat of his touch. She shivered.

“I’ll come with you, Connor. Let’s go.”
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Connor smiled, gave a small nod with his square chin before stepping into the street. He hailed a taxi with a loud whistle and a brief wave of his hand, commanding the cab as easily as he did everything else. Including, it seemed, her. She was surprised by it. Enticed by it.

“Come on, then,” he said.

He handed her into the cab, an old-world gesture she loved immediately, then he climbed in beside her and gave the driver an address in Belltown, the same section of Seattle where Dylan lived. It was made up of older structures and much of the old architecture had been preserved in the apartment buildings, warehouses that had been turned into lofts, the charming, funky retail stores and cafes. It reminded her a bit of home.

As soon as the cab pulled onto the street Connor wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her closer, sliding her across the seat effortlessly, as if she were nothing more than a doll. His cheek was next to hers.

“I’ve been waiting all night for this. To get you alone. To kiss you.”

She turned to look up at him, at his glittering gaze reflecting the amber streetlights. Desire was stark on his rugged face, mirroring her own.

She licked her lips. “What are you waiting for?” she asked.

He flashed a grin, but it faded quickly, his face going serious as he moved in to press his mouth to hers.

Oh, his lips were soft. So damn soft as he brushed them over hers. Too lightly; she wanted more. She reached up to lay her hand on his cheek, but he took it, held it firmly in his. Pressed her palm to his chest as he opened her lips with his, his warm tongue slipping inside.

He tasted like the tiniest bit of the whiskey he’d had with dinner. Mostly he tasted like pure man. Pure desire.

She sighed, opened to him, and he pulled her closer. His arm around her held her firmly, so hard he was nearly bruising her. But she needed it, somehow. Craved that rough touch. That hard kind of passion. And he kept kissing her, kissing her, until she could barely breathe. Kisses full of wanting. Full of demand. It was making her go hot and soft all over. Wet between her thighs. When he slipped a hand down to caress her knee, then higher, she let him do it. Parted her thighs for him. Waited for him to reach higher.

He pulled back long enough to murmur, “Good girl, that’s it,” before bending to kiss her once more.

His tongue drove into her mouth and she sucked it in. He still held her hand to his chest, where she could feel his heart hammering as hard as her own. As hard as the pulse beat of desire in her breasts, her sex. And as his hand moved up her thigh, leaving a trail of heat as it went, she pulled in a gasping breath. Pulled in the heady scent of him: rain and the earth and the night.

She trembled when she felt that first brush of his fingers at the edge of her lace panties. At the idea that he’d feel right away how wet she was, the lace soaked. He groaned into her mouth, and she felt a strange sort of satisfaction at his realization, at his reaction to it.

He spread her thighs wider with a firm hand, and she let him do it. Held perfectly still as he brushed his fingertips over the wet fabric, against her aching cleft, over the hard nub of her clitoris.

Need him. Need more.

As if reading her mind, he slid his fingers under the fabric, moving right away in between the swollen folds of her sex.

“Mmm…,” she moaned against his mouth.

He didn’t pause, didn’t stop kissing her. Instead he began a steady, lovely rhythm, his fingers rubbing over her slit, his tongue pushing into her mouth. Desire rose, burned into her like a flame. She arched, coming up off the seat of the cab, but immediately he used his other hand to press down on her hip, to hold her still.

Some part of her rebelled against his control. Another part of her loved it even more. She was too far gone to question it.

She breathed him in, kissed him harder—it was the only thing she could do. She was helpless against him, against the tide of pleasure washing over her. When he pushed his fingers inside her she gasped again. Was sure she felt him smiling against her mouth. Then he was fucking her with his fingers with a steady pressure. In, then out, his thumb circling her clit until she was sure she would come at any moment.

He pulled back.

“We’re here.”

Oh yes, almost there…

She blinked. Her breath was a rasping pant. He was watching her. His fingers were still working inside her. She could barely stand to see him watching her face.

“Are you ready, my girl?”

“Yes.” She bit her lip.

He smiled, a wicked grin on his gorgeous face as his fingers stilled.

Bastard.

He slipped his fingers from her, and she wanted to cry out. She was so close to climax she was shaking all over.

“Shh, Mischa. Let me help you out.”

She was dizzy with it all—his lovely manners, her body burning with almost-met need. Who the hell was this man?

Her legs were shaky, but he helped her from the cab, one strong arm around her. They were standing on the sidewalk in front of an older brick building. He pulled her right up against him, and she felt the hard-packed muscle of his big body.

“I’m going to get you upstairs. And I’m going to make you come. We can talk after you’ve come for me. After you’ve come down from it. Still with me, girl?”

Was he crazy? Where else could she possibly be at this moment?

She nodded. “Yes, damn it.”

He laughed, a low, rumbling chuckle of delight.

“Oh, we’re going to have ourselves a night. I can hardly wait.”

Neither could she. In fact, if he didn’t hurry and take her up to his apartment, if he didn’t carry through with his promise, bring her to orgasm soon, she was going to explode right there on the sidewalk. It was all she could think about.

Connor.

Need.

Out of control.

Totally out of control.

Why didn’t it matter as much as it should?

He led her up two flights of stairs, keeping her hand in his. It was large, warm. She remembered how it had felt between her thighs, which were rubbing together as they climbed the wide staircase, teasing her heated flesh. She was breathless when they got to the third floor. Not from the climb. It was everything he’d done to her in the cab. What he would do once they got inside. The possessiveness of his touch.

He opened a door painted bright blue, took her into his apartment. There was light coming from a floor lamp, illuminating the space. In a brief glance she took in the sleek, modern furnishings, the long wall of exposed brick. There were sketches all over the walls, framed in simple black or pewter frames. Robots, spaceships. One really excellent nude of a woman reclining in a chair. But she didn’t have time to think about it. He was slipping her coat from her shoulders, leading her to the big L-shaped sofa done in a heavy dark blue canvas.

“Have a seat.”

It wasn’t a question. Why did that make her entire body vibrate with need? She sat, and he settled next to her. She noticed once more the way his dark shirt pulled against his broad chest, making her want to reach out and stroke the fabric. To feel the bulging muscle she knew lay beneath. She flexed her fingers.

“Are you nervous, Mischa?”

“What? No, of course not.”

“What, then?”

“I…I don’t know,” she admitted. “Maybe just that I know something different will happen tonight. Something more than what I’ve experienced before. I’ve done a few things…been to a couple of fetish clubs. But you’re more…serious about it, I think.”

“Does it make you afraid?”

“No.” She shook her head, not wanting to admit it. “No.”

He smiled. “We’ll see if that turns out to be true.”

“You seem to take some pleasure in the idea,” she said.

He grinned, his green-and-gold eyes glittering. “I am a sadist, Mischa.”

That made her laugh. “Fair enough.”

He took her hand then, brought it to his mouth. Brushed his lips over the back of her fingers, making her shiver. With his gaze still on hers, he unfolded her fingers, one at a time, kissed each one. She’d never had such attention paid to her hands before. Had never imagined what it might do to her. With each press of his warm lips against her skin, her body was going hot, melting all over.

He paused to ask, “Do I have your consent, Mischa?”

“Mmm…what?”

“To have my way with you.” He grinned gorgeously.

She grinned back. “Definitely.”

“What about a little pain with our pleasure? And I’m asking now in this abbreviated way because, to be honest, I can hardly wait.”

She loved to hear him admit that he wanted her, loved the husky tone in his voice. “Yes. Definitely.”

“We still need to have that talk before anything more serious happens. But right now I just need to touch you.” He slipped one hand around the back of her neck, exerted the smallest pressure there, and she was surprised—shocked, really—at her response to it. It made her feel commanded by him. And also taken care of in some weird indefinable way she couldn’t explain to herself.

“Yes, later,” she murmured in agreement.

“Come on, now,” he said, his tone low. “Lie back for me, my girl.”

He used the hand on her neck to guide her, until she was reclining on the sofa. He got up so that he had one knee on the cushions, leaning over her.

“You really are beautiful,” he murmured, almost as if he were talking to himself.

He let the hand slide from around her neck to her collarbone, then down between her breasts, stroking her cleavage, the tops of her breasts. The heat of his hand scorched her, her nipples going hard.

“I love these stiletto heels. That you wear these thigh-high fishnets beneath your dress. Come now, let me see you.” He kept his gaze on her body as he swept the soft knit fabric of her dress up her thighs, revealing her black lace panties. “Very nice,” he murmured. “But let’s have off with them, shall we?”

He slipped them off, smiling as her bare flesh came into view. His gaze flicked up to hers for one moment before he looked back at her shaved sex. He touched her, just his fingertips, a light, feathering touch over her aching cleft, and pleasure shimmered over her like heat lightning, making her squirm.

“Ah, I have to taste you,” he said.

She had one brief moment to think Yes, please. Then he was bent over her, his tongue stroking her swollen folds, pushing between them.

“Ah, Connor…”

Her hands went into his short crop of dark hair, and she watched his fingers biting into her thigh. Loved that hard pressure on her skin. Loved even more the lapping motion of his tongue as he moved up her damp slit to the hard nub of her clit.

“God…”

He kept licking her pussy in a slow, steady rhythm. She wanted to come, but it was just the tiniest
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