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Teaser chapter




To my friend K. B. Alan, who knows why. 
And to my darling R. G. Alexander, always— 
and you know why, too!




I knew I wanted to be spanked the first time I stumbled across the idea while reading one of my grandmother’s Victorian romance novels. All of those silk petticoats gathered around the heroine’s waist, while the hero held her firmly over his breech-clad knees, his hand coming down smartly on her pinking cheeks, her protests ringing falsely even to my young ears, yet making it all the more delicious, somehow.

It made me wet then.

It still does.

And yet, it’s nothing more than an unfulfilled fantasy I hold secret.

If I hadn’t suspected that before, Jake’s cruel words to me when I finally admitted my desires to him made it certain. Some things are better off left hiding in the dark. Even when it’s the truest side of one’s self.

 

DIARY OF KARA CRAWFORD




one
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There was no reason for Kara to be thinking about being spanked at her best friend Lucie’s housewarming party—or about the diary entry she’d made the night before. Except perhaps that she’d had too much wine because she was feeling sorry for herself still, nearly six months after her breakup with Jake. She poured herself another glass anyway, and was taking a sip when she spotted him across the crowded room.

Dante De Matteo.

She hadn’t seen him since the last week of her junior year in high school. Not long after he’d knocked her louse of a boyfriend at the time on his ass. Brady had deserved it. She’d caught him cheating on her, and when she’d confronted him, he’d gotten ugly about it, grabbing her arm, bruising her, yelling in her face. And if she hadn’t already had a mad crush on Dante before then, his  coming in to rescue her like her own personal white knight had certainly sealed the deal.

She remembered Dante’s face once Brady was moaning on the ground and two teachers had run up and grabbed him, probably to keep him from hitting Brady again. She remembered his dark eyes, how shadowed they’d been. Fierce. Vulnerable, as he’d looked at her, which had surprised her. She’d wanted to say something. To thank him. To ask him why he’d done it. But she’d been too young to know how to handle it.

Then Dante had been suspended. And soon after that he’d left for college and she hadn’t seen him again.

It had been more than twelve years, but she’d know him anywhere. He still had those chiseled good looks, all broad shoulders and long, lean muscles, but everything more refined, streamlined. The dark brown hair that used to fall into his face but was cut short now. And those eyes . . . She supposed most people would call them brown, but she remembered how they could flash gold in the sun.

She went warm all over so fast, it was like being engulfed by flames. Sensory overload. She had to look away. To get out of there.

I’ve sworn off men. Sworn off!

She ducked her head and made for the back door, her wineglass clenched in her hand. She was not going to think about how hot she’d been for Dante all those years ago, all through high school. And apparently still was, from the way her pulse was racing.

Outside, the early January night was cold and damp, but she was used to that having grown up on Mercer Island, just across  the bridge from Seattle, where Lucie and her roommate, Tyler, lived now. And she needed the cold to settle her body, her head.

No men right now.

Her life had been so much calmer since her last relationship was over. No more drama. No more expectations. Everything nice and peaceful, and she liked it that way. Or, that was what she told herself, anyway. How she explained to herself why she hadn’t even dated much since the breakup, which was not like her. She’d been with plenty of men before Jake. She didn’t want to think about how that relationship had affected her. Had ground down her confidence.

So, her vibrator was her current best date. So what? She could go home, take out her pink plastic friend, and imagine it was Dante De Matteo between her thighs . . .

She shivered, squeezed her legs together, sighed.

She sat down on the porch swing, the wooden slats biting into the backs of her thighs through her knit wrap dress. Settling back onto a small pile of pillows, breathing in the crisp evening air, she took a long sip of her red wine and crossed her legs.

She was just buzzed enough to easily slip back into brooding about being alone. All of Lucie and Tyler’s friends were happily paired off, it seemed, the house full of nuzzling couples. Until Dante had arrived. She’d noticed he appeared to be alone. Like her.

Not that she wasn’t better off by herself right now. Maybe forever. It was still too soon after the disaster with Jake for her to feel any differently, to want to be in a relationship again. She hadn’t completely shaken her bitterness yet.

She brooded for several minutes more, ignoring the jump start to her nerves she’d had inside, seeing Dante again. Or  pretending to. Until she heard a footstep on the creaky boards of the porch. She looked up and saw a tall silhouette, a dark outline against the light coming through the doorway. Tall and well muscled and sexy as hell.

Dante.

Her whole body surged.

“Kara? Is it really you?”

“Dante. Hi. What are you doing here?”

He stepped closer, into the light of the porch. He was well dressed, in dark slacks and a sweater that fit him like it was custom-made for his body. Maybe it was. He looked too damn good.

“I ran into Lucie a few days ago and she invited me to the party. I haven’t seen you since I left high school. Did you ever get that degree in art you wanted?”

She shrugged, trying to look cool. To keep cool. But seeing those same eyes looking at her now with unabashed appreciation, in a way she’d fantasized about since she was fourteen, was almost too much.

She took a breath, tried again.

“I took a lot of classes in college, but my parents didn’t exactly approve of me pursuing art. I dropped it after a while.”

“If I remember correctly, you were a good painter. Didn’t you show at some state competition in high school?”

“I can’t believe you remember that.” She felt her cheeks going warm.

He leaned against the doorframe, one of those poses only the most confident of men could get away with and still look completely natural and relaxed. “I remember a lot about you, Kara.”

“Do you?”

He smiled, his dimples flashing. How was it any man could look so smooth and so boyishly charming at the same time? She could see the teenager he’d once been beneath the more masculine planes of his face. Under his sophisticated looks, his immaculate clothes, he was still the old Dante, she was certain. He’d always been kind. Even in high school, when boys were mostly jerks. Dante was the sort of guy who would talk to anyone at school, not just the jocks or the cool kids. Who would stand up for the smaller boys who got picked on by the bullies. He had stood up for her. And she was just as charmed by him now as she’d ever been.

“I remember you used to drive that old VW Bug,” he said, moving closer. “It was baby blue. Do you still have it?”

“What? No, of course not.” She laughed.

God, he looked good. Gorgeous. The sweater fit his broad shoulders perfectly, outlining the breadth of them. He definitely had some muscle under there.

“It’d be worth a lot these days,” he said.

“I sold it after high school and got something more mature,” she told him, smiling.

“I did the same. Sold my old Camaro and got a small sedan right after college. It’s funny how we all have these ideas about what being an adult means. I wish I had that car now.”

“What did you do after college besides sell your muscle car?” she asked him. “You were going for a law degree, right? And I think your whole family moved away?”

“I went to Yale, got my law degree there. I lived in New York for a while, worked at a firm there. My folks retired and moved to  Colorado right around the time I finished school. But my brother, Lorenzo, is still here in Seattle. Do you remember him?”

“He’s a bit older than you, isn’t he? I think he graduated at the end of my freshman year. He looked a lot like you.”

Dante nodded. “He’s a civil engineer, married just last year. We’re pretty close. I moved back to Seattle a couple of years ago. I thought it’d be nice to be close to family. Is your family still here?” Dante asked.

“My parents never moved away from the island, although they both still work in the city.”

“You never had any brothers or sisters, did you?”

“No. Just me.”

Her mother, owner of one of the top architectural firms in Seattle, had never had time for more than one child. She’d never really had time for Kara. And her father, a stern and disapproving man, had his own law practice, which had always meant long hours. Even if their personalities had been conducive to parenting, their jobs certainly weren’t.

She had chosen a man just like her father when she’d gotten together with Jake. Harsh. Judgmental. Just like Brady back in high school, come to think of it. Apparently her father had ruined her ability to pick a man. Another good reason to have sworn off them. And she would stick to it. Even if Dante De Matteo, her crush since she was a teenager, was standing so close to her. Talking to her. Watching her with an appraising gaze and smiling. Making her tingle all over.

“So, no art degree, Kara? What are you doing now?”

“I ended up with a law degree, too, actually. I’m surprised we haven’t run into each other.”

“So am I. And that it took so long for me to run into Lucie. But I’m glad I did.” His dimples were flashing at her again. “I’m glad she invited me here so I could run into you, finally.” He gestured with his chin. “Mind if I sit with you?”

Her body gave another surge of heat.

“Um, no. Go ahead.”

He moved across the porch and was in front of her in a few long strides, settling his lanky body next to her on the porch swing. She caught his scent, something dark and male, with a hint of musk that made her shivery inside. And she could feel the heat emanating from him. Or maybe the heat was her own, building, spiraling, with him next to her.

“Are you practicing law”? he asked her; then he shook his head. “I really always have thought of you as an artist.”

“So did I, for a long time . . .”

It was so strange, hearing him say these things to her. An artist . . . It was what she’d always wanted. How did he remember how important art was to her? The idea made her heart beat a little faster.

He was watching her, his gaze dark, intense. “You should go after whatever you want, Kara.”

She crossed her legs, draped a hand over her knee where her wrap dress revealed a few inches of bare thigh between the hem and the tops of her high, brown suede boots. “Do you think so? It’s not always as easy as it sounds.”

She had the distinct impression he was flirting with her. And she was definitely flirting back.

He nodded. “A missed opportunity only leaves behind regret.”

“I agree.”

“I always liked you in high school,” he said suddenly, his tone lowering.

“Did you?”

“Yes. Always. I remember you when you were fourteen, fifteen. You had the longest legs even then.”

He moved his knee, tapping it against hers. She went warm all over, a lovely rush of heat.

“Hey, you two. Anyone need a refill?” Lucie had a wine bottle in her hand. Her blond hair was piled on top of her head, her cheeks pink, glowing with the chilly night air and probably a few glasses of wine. “I almost forgot you guys would know each other from school.”

“We were just talking about that. And I’m not drinking tonight. Kara, more wine?” Dante offered, taking her glass, his fingers brushing against hers. He took the bottle from Lucie, filled Kara’s glass, handed it back. This time he paused, his fingertips lying against hers for one long moment. He smiled at her. She heated all over, a furnace blast of pure desire.

“Okay, then . . . I’ll just . . . go on back inside,” Lucie said, disappearing back into the house.

But Kara hardly heard her. She pulled in a deep breath, took a sip of the wine.

Need to calm down.

He had a dazzling smile. There was no other word for it. His face was all masculine planes and angles: a finely sculpted jaw, high, almost sharp cheekbones. But his mouth was nothing short of lush. Generous. And the dimples . . . When he smiled, her entire body melted. She felt like a teenager all over again, dumbfounded by that smile.

She lifted her glass and sipped, realizing only when the wine  was all gone that she wasn’t nearly as buzzed as she’d thought she was. Maybe the shock of seeing Dante, her reaction to him, had sobered her up.

“You’re still as pretty as ever, Kara,” Dante told her out of the blue, that golden-brown gaze on her. “I hope you don’t mind my saying so.”

She shook her head.

Speak, Kara.

“Thank you.”

“Beautiful, really,” he murmured.

He was staring at her. Her cheeks heated once more, that warm and needy place between her thighs.

“Will it make you blush more if I ask you if you’re single?”

She sighed. “Yes.”

“Ah, I’m sorry. None of my business. Forgive me.”

He was all old-world manners. He always had been—a gentleman, even in high school. She’d loved it then. Loved it now.

“No, I mean, yes, I’m single,” she told him. “I broke off with someone about six months ago. Well, he broke up with me.”

“He was a foolish man.”

She shrugged. “Maybe. What about you? Married?”

“No, I’ve never been married. And I’m . . . on my own.”

“Ah.” She felt awkward, suddenly. She usually had no trouble talking to people. She considered herself outgoing. She was a trial lawyer, for God’s sake! Why couldn’t she put two sensible sentences together?

“Kara, am I making you uncomfortable? I don’t mean to ask such personal questions. It’s just been so long since I’ve seen you. I’d really like to catch up.”

“No, it’s fine. I’m fine.” She let out a small laugh. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I’ve had a little too much wine, maybe.” It was a lie—she still felt only the slightest hint of a buzz—but a convenient excuse. “I’d like to catch up, too.”

He smiled at her, his dimples creasing his cheeks, making her pulse race once more. Then he reached out and brushed the backs of his fingers over her wrist, almost absentmindedly. Except that when she looked up at him, he was watching her, that golden gaze on hers. There was an odd expression on his face, and it took her a moment to recognize the naked desire there. And even through her clothes she swore she could feel his heat, arcing like a small shock from his hand through her arm.

She pulled in a breath, dizzy with sensation.

This cannot be happening.

Except that it was.

It was just chemistry. She’d had a crush on him for years, and now here he was, as if by magic. Looking better than ever. And he was nice. Smart. Easy to talk to. It was a perfectly normal response. Any woman would have to be blind and completely frigid not to respond to Dante De Matteo.

She was pretty sure he had never touched her before. She wanted him to do it again.

She focused on his mouth for a moment, then lifted her gaze back to his. Oh yes, hunger there. And something else . . . like an unasked question.

She swallowed, looked away into the darkness of the yard, and beyond it to the street, the amber glow of the streetlights illuminating the fog.

“Kara? Did I say something wrong?”

She turned back to him. “What? No, of course not. It’s just . . . it’s a little strange, seeing you again.”

“Yes. Strange, but good.”

He smiled, a thousand-watt smile. There was invitation there.

She was beginning to forget exactly why she’d sworn off men. It wasn’t as though she was going to get involved with Dante. She was definitely not in the market for a relationship. And she was no shrinking violet. Maybe it was time for her self-imposed dry spell to end. If he was interested and she was interested, then she didn’t see anything wrong in a little flirtation. Maybe leading to something more . . .

She watched him watching her. And was glad she was a habitual lingerie girl. She decided then that if the evening ended with her taking Dante home with her, perhaps that was better than sitting around feeling sorry for herself. And with Dante around, there would be nothing to be sorry for.

She smiled back, letting her own invitation reach her eyes.

 

 

Eyes like they were made of metal. Silver and gold and edged in green . . .

Dante felt stunned by her. He hadn’t seen her for twelve years, yet his body was responding exactly the way it had when he was a teenager. His pulse was hot, racing. He had to force down the arousal in his system, try not to get hard. But the girl he’d dreamed about through the last two years of high school was sitting right next to him.

He remembered suddenly the shock on her face when he’d punched out that punk Brady Metcalf. And the way that shock had warmed into a brilliant smile, just for him. That had made it  worth it—getting suspended in the final week of his senior year. He’d have done it anyway. Brady was getting rough with her, and he sure as hell wouldn’t have let anything happen to her. But he’d never forgotten that smile . . .

She’d been too young then, and he’d never pursued anything with her. She was still in high school while he was getting ready to go away to college. But she was all grown up now. Warm and female, her pale skin luminous in the amber light of the porch. As they’d talked, she’d begun to lean toward him, sending a subtle signal. And now her smile—sweet and sensual and reflecting the same desire he felt like a sharp current in his system—just about knocked him out.

Her light brown hair was long, as it had been in high school, a smooth, heavy sheaf of shining strands. He wanted to touch it. He wanted to touch her.

He wanted her.

Slow down, buddy.

His body didn’t want to. But this was someone he’d known years ago, not some girl to pick up in a bar or at the Pleasure Dome, the BDSM club he’d frequented the last several years. Not a woman to have a brief fling with then never see again. Kara was the girl next door. Literally. And he was always especially careful with the vanilla girls. Not that he couldn’t enjoy sex with a woman who wasn’t interested in the rougher games he played. He could. He often did. But that taboo edge made things more exciting. Revealing that to someone new was always a delicate situation. Revealing that to someone he’d known when they were just kids . . . But they weren’t kids anymore.

Jesus, he was thinking as though she’d already offered to sleep with him, offered herself up to him on a silver platter.

Not that he’d mind if she did.

He went hard thinking about that. He couldn’t help it.

Calm down.

He pulled in a long breath of the cool night air, exhaled.

“Would you like me to get you some more wine?” he asked her, thinking a short diversion might be a good idea, a moment inside the house where he could cool off.

“No, I don’t need any more. Thanks.”

She set the glass down on the floor of the porch. Smiled at him again. That sweet mouth. Her lips would be so soft . . . and suddenly he couldn’t think of any reason not to just lean in and kiss her.

He did—one hand going to her cheek, he moved in a little at a time, giving her a chance to pull away. But all she did was part her lips, her big hazel eyes on his, then fluttering shut as he got closer.

Her lips were soft, softer than he’d imagined. And she was going soft all over, her body yielding, leaning into his. Yielding was one thing he recognized easily. And this woman had it, that ability to give herself over, whether she was aware of it or not.

She opened her lips and he slipped his tongue inside. She tasted of wine, liquid and sweet. And she was kissing him back, her mouth welcoming him. Drawing him deeper.

She moaned quietly, and it went through him like a shock. He kept kissing her, just kissing her, and he was as hard as if she’d had her hands on him, or her gorgeous mouth.

Jesus.

He pulled back, and she held perfectly still, her eyes closed, her mouth still slightly parted. Her lips were plush, a little  swollen from his kiss. He wanted to kiss her again. But he was actually afraid that if he did, he might push her too far, too fast. Because the truth was, he wanted to strip her down, push her onto her back right there on the narrow porch swing, and sink into her. Do every dirty thing he’d ever imagined back in high school. And a few more things he’d learned since.

He groaned.

Her lashes fluttered; her eyes opened.

“Dante?”

“Yeah. Do I need to apologize?”

“No. That was as much my fault as it was yours.”

“Does anyone need to be at fault here?” he asked, needing to know, to be certain he wasn’t imagining she wanted him.

“Maybe not.”

That sweet smile again. God, she was something.

He realized he still had his hand on her face. Her cheek was smooth beneath his palm, the skin silky and cool in the chilly night air.

“Are you cold?” he asked her.

“No, I’m fine. I’m good.”

She looked a bit dazed. She looked exactly the way he felt. Overcome by lust.

No woman had ever had this effect on him, not that he could remember. Could it be the reawakening of those long-held teenage fantasies? Or was it simply her?

It bothered him a little. But not enough for him to walk away. All he could think of was her naked body under his. Even better if she’d let him do the things to her he loved best. Spank her. Bring her to orgasm with that excruciating combination of pleasure and pain. But how to bring it up with her? It was so much easier with the women he met at the Pleasure Dome. There, everyone knew exactly what to expect. No one went to the city’s biggest and finest BDSM club without having at least some idea of what went on there. Without sharing the same kinds of desires.

But the fact was, he was so turned on by her, he wanted her with or without all the extreme sex. It didn’t matter right now nearly as much as it normally did. As much as it should.

What did that even mean?

He didn’t want to question it too carefully. He just wanted her. Out of control, like some hormone-driven teen. Wanted her in a way he’d never desired another woman before. After fifteen minutes of talking to her. After all these years.

Have to have her.

He’d figure out what the hell was going on with him later.

“Kara. I’m going to ask you something, and I don’t want you to get offended, but I’m going to be blunt.”

“Okay . . .”

He leaned in, keeping his voice low.

“I can’t believe I’ve run into you tonight, after all this time. But I have to tell you, if we were still in high school, this would have been my dream come true. Just kissing you. But I’m all grown up now. So are you. And I want more.”

Her eyes went wide, her breath coming out in a small puff of warm air. Then she smiled again, and he knew it would be all right. She leaned into him, looked up at him from beneath her long, dark lashes. It was the look of a seductress, yet there was still something sweet, almost innocent about her.

“We are all grown up, Dante. What is it you want?”

He took her hand, wrapping his fingers around hers. “I want you. I want you so badly, I can’t wait for all the usual polite talk. And this is not some well-practiced line. I don’t believe in that crap, frankly. I just . . . want you.”

 

 

Kara’s breath went out of her. The blunt honesty was like some sort of wild aphrodisiac. That and the way he was looking at her, his plush mouth loose and still damp from kissing her.

The man could kiss. No doubt about it. She wanted him to do it again. She wanted him to do more than kiss her. And she wanted it now.

She shrugged, trying to appear casual about it even as her pulse thrummed with need. “Then have me, Dante.”

He smiled at her, all heat and a slow, simmering pleasure.

He stood, helped her to her feet. He was even taller when he was standing next to her, dwarfing her five-foot-eight frame. She loved that, loved feeling small and feminine next to him. She drew in a deep breath, inhaled the dark, musky scent of him. A shudder ran through her, pleasure trembling like some long, drawn-out note through her body.

Yes, they were all grown up. And maybe this was exactly what she needed. Maybe he was. She’d brooded long enough.

Dante De Matteo, after all these years. A fantasy about to come true.
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A part of her couldn’t believe she was doing this—leaving a party with a guy she hadn’t seen in years. A guy she hadn’t known all that well in high school, and whom she no longer really knew at all. But she felt safe with him. Inexplicably, maybe, except that Lucie and Tyler knew him, too, which made it a little safer.

Kara had caught a ride to the party with another friend she and Lucie had known for years, so she’d said a quick good-bye and gotten into Dante’s silver BMW. The car fit him. It was sleek. Sophisticated. Fast.

She turned to look at Dante’s profile as he drove across the bridge and back into the city. He was very European-looking, with his dark hair and olive skin, the strong, clean jawline. He would make the perfect GQ model. There was almost a prettiness about him, except that his features were so angular. So purely male. The dimples in his cheeks softened his look, though. And his mouth . . .

She shivered, wanting to reach out, to touch his full lips with her fingertips. Simply wanting to touch him.

Oh, but she was going to. And he would touch her . . .

She rubbed her hands over her thighs, the purple knit of her dress soft against her palms.

Calm down.

“Are you warm enough?” he asked, turning up the heat in the car.

“Yes, I’m fine.” Too hot, maybe. “The seat warmers do a good job.”

He turned and smiled at her for a moment before looking back at the road. God, even the way he downshifted the car as they reached the Seattle side of the bridge was sexy. Her entire body was humming with anticipation.

“I hope you don’t mind that I’m not talking much,” Dante said, shifting once more to speed up. The highway was mostly empty, the sky outside a series of dark layers of cloud. It would rain soon. “It’s not that I don’t want to talk with you.”

“I don’t mind. You have to pay attention to the road.”

“It’s not that.”

“No? What, then?”

He glanced at her once more, just a quick flash, his eyes gleaming darkly in the amber light coming from the dashboard. There was a small grin quirking the corner of his mouth. “To be honest, if I try to make small talk, I’ll fail miserably. And I don’t want to say anything so stupid that you’ll change your mind.”

“You don’t strike me as the kind of guy who would have any trouble making small talk.”

“Not usually, no. But I have to tell you, Kara . . .” His tone  lowered, a deep rumble of smoke and desire. “If I don’t get you to my place soon, if I don’t have you in the next few minutes, I’m going to lose my mind. So I’m keeping my mouth shut until I can get you home. Get you naked. Get my hands on you.”

“Oh . . .”

She didn’t know what to say. She was stunned by the need filling her body. So fast, so sharp. She was dazed by it.

Get you naked. Get my hands on you.

Oh yes, that was exactly what she wanted. But she couldn’t say it. She was wet, aching. And in her head was one message, repeating itself over and over, until she really couldn’t think of anything else.

Need him now . . .

He was watching the road carefully as they raced across town. They were both quiet as he got off the 90 and made his way north. She didn’t mind that they weren’t talking. There was nothing uncomfortable about it, as there might be with someone else. She didn’t know why. All she knew was that the silence and the expectation were mixed together, making her feel as though they were in some sort of bubble. Cut off from the rest of the world. And she liked it.

The rain started as they drove through the streets, passing office buildings, restaurants, bars. The streetlights shone on the dampening pavement, casting light and shadow across the car windows. And the seat warmers, which had been comforting at first, lovely, were almost too warm now as need rose in her body, heating her through.

Finally they pulled into a parking garage in one of the newer high-rise buildings on Elliott Avenue. The real estate here was  pricey. She remembered vaguely that Dante had been one of the rich kids in high school. Not that he’d ever flaunted it. But Mercer Island was a small community, and everyone in their school had known something about everyone else.

None of that mattered to her one way or another. She’d never dated a man for his money, although she preferred a man with some ambition. But right now all she was interested in was parking the damn car and getting inside. Somewhere private. With him.

When had she ever felt this sort of urgency with a man? One who hadn’t even kissed her, touched her, for almost an hour. Normally, that sharp edge of desire would have worn off by now. Not tonight. Not with Dante.

He pulled into the garage and into a parking spot, turned the engine off, then turned to look at her. One quick glance, that small, devastating grin; then he was out of the car and opening her door, pulling her into his arms.

She could smell him again, that dark, lovely tang of clean male flesh, mixed with a little exhaust, the scent of motor oil and tires from the garage that only made him seem more essentially male.

He was so tall, and he was holding her so close, she had to tilt her head back to look him in the eye. His were full of the same driving need she felt in her body. Tingling. Electric.

If only he would kiss her.

“Let’s get you upstairs.”

His arm never left her waist as he led her to the elevator and they rode up, floor after floor. He watched her face the whole time, his golden-brown eyes hot on hers. Mesmerizing.

He leaned into her and murmured into her hair, “Almost  there. You have no idea how badly I want to touch you, Kara. I don’t even dare kiss you yet. If I do, it’ll have to happen right here in the elevator.”

“I don’t think I’d mind,” she said quietly, smiling, dazzled by him.

He laughed, a low, husky sound. “Maybe we can save that for later. After the neighbors are all in bed. But I love that you aren’t opposed to the idea of sex in the elevator. Someplace where we could get caught.”

“It sounds . . . exciting.”

Anything with Dante sounded exciting. Everything.

The doors opened, and she was nearly breathless as they moved into the hallway, as he unlocked the door and led her inside.

His place was one of those open loft spaces, with floor-toceiling windows overlooking the city. The apartment was dark, but enough light came in from the city below to illuminate the silhouettes of the furniture. But she didn’t have time to look, wasn’t really interested. Dante had his hands on her, was pushing her back against the front door. And all she could think was, Yes. Now, as he bent his head and kissed her.

His mouth was hard and soft all at once. Plush lips, wet tongue pushing into her mouth. Her hands went to his shoulders, her mind buzzing. She was weak with desire, her legs shaking immediately. She hung on while he backed up enough to pull their coats off and drop them on the wood floor, his mouth never leaving hers.

He kept kissing her, kissing her, and she braced her hands on the door behind her as he pressed against her. His body was all  hard muscle: his strong thighs, his chest, his broad shoulders. And that one hard ridge pressing into her belly. Hard and big and oh . . .

She was panting by the time he released her mouth and began to undress her. In moments, it seemed, she was left in her bra and panties, not even knowing how it had happened, exactly, her dress and her boots in a pile on the floor.

“Hold still,” he told her, his voice a low command, and something in her responded, reverberated with it.

He stood back and pulled his own clothes off, watching her. She could barely make out the dark gleam of his eyes. But she felt them on her like a burning coal, heating her skin, scorching her.

“Dante . . .”

“Shh. I know what you need, Kara. Just stay there; let me look at you. Touch you. I’ll do the rest.”

She felt her body go loose all over. There was something about what he was saying to her, the way he said it, that made her feel . . . released. It was odd. She was normally fairly aggressive sexually. But with him, she didn’t feel any need to be. None at all. As if she could easily do as he said. Hold still. Let him do everything.

She didn’t understand it. She didn’t need to.

The air was cool on her nearly bare skin, the wood of the door hard and cold behind her. But the contrast only added to the heat of his fingertip as he traced a long, slow line down her stomach. She shivered, trying not to move. He reached the top edge of her panties, and she sighed quietly.

“Do you like it when I touch you, Kara?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

“Kara. Say it so I can hear you.”

“Yes,” she said, her voice echoing in the high-ceilinged apartment, sounding too loud to her ears.

She was melting inside. Some strange sensation linked to the way he was treating her. As though he were completely in charge.

He was.

She knew it. And something in her loved it.

Don’t think about it. Don’t question it.

His hand moved up, over her ribs, higher, until his fingertip rested in the narrow space between her breasts. Her nipples went hard.

“It kills me not to touch you. Really touch you. But there’s something that’s just too good in torturing myself a little this way.” He paused. “Do you feel it, Kara? That nearly unbearable pleasure in waiting?” He paused again. She couldn’t catch her breath enough to answer. “You don’t need to tell me. I can feel it in the tension in your body. In how quiet you’ve become. I can feel it in the heat of your skin.”

A hard ache had started between her thighs. Yes, nearly unbearable.

“Dante, please . . .”

“Please what?” he asked, his voice so soft she could barely hear it.

“Please touch me now.”

A small chuckle from him then. But there was nothing condescending in it. He was merely pleased. And it warmed her to know that he was.

What was going on with her?

“You ask so nicely,” he told her. “So sweetly. But your body  will be even sweeter under my hands. My mouth. And you’re right here, just waiting for me . . .”

One breath, then two, while they both stood perfectly still. All she could hear was his breath and her own. Then he was on her. One hand went into her hair, gripped the long strands right at the scalp, pulling her head back. His lips went to her throat, hot and soft, then wet as his tongue flicked out, licking at her skin.

“Ah, Dante . . .”

He moved in closer, his body pressing into hers again, and through the soft cotton of his boxer briefs his erection was solid, pressing against her flesh.

God, to feel him inside her . . .

But right now she was almost too distracted by what he was doing to her: sucking on her neck, licking, his teeth sinking in just hard enough. His hands were everywhere: on her sides, her thighs, then slipping her bra off. He filled his palms with her flesh, and she arched into him, her hard nipples against his palms.

“Jesus,” he muttered, pulling his mouth from her neck, pausing to look at her breasts for several moments. Then he lowered his head and took one nipple into his mouth.

“Ah, God, Dante . . . Yes.”

Her hands went into his hair, and it was soft and silky. She held on, held him to her breast as his tongue moved over her aching flesh. He lapped at her, over and over that hard nub, sending desire like lightning through her system. Her sex was wet and hurting. Needing.

“Come on, Dante.”

She wasn’t even sure what she was asking for. Just more.

“Shh. Quiet, Kara.”

The command in his tone made her limp, her muscles loose and warm. Yes, just to hand it all over to him. To let him take charge . . .

He pushed her against the door with his hands, one on her shoulder, one on her belly. Then he moved his hands lower to slide her panties off.

“You are so beautiful,” he said, his tone low. “So, so beautiful.”

He knelt down, and, holding her hard against the door once more with his hand on her hip, he used the other to push her thighs apart.

She could feel his breath warm at the apex of her thighs. And as he leaned in, her sex squeezed in anticipation.

“Do you want my mouth on you, Kara?” he asked her.

“Yes, Dante . . . Oh . . .”

His tongue flicked out, one brief flicker against the hard nub of her clitoris.

“Ah, God . . .”

He held her harder against the door. Leaned in and licked. One long, slow stroke up the length of her soaking cleft.

Pleasure hummed, a sharp current arcing through her. From sex to belly to breasts. He licked again, and once more it was like a jolt of pure pleasure.

“You taste like honey, Kara. I swear it,” he murmured against her needy flesh.

He licked again. And again. His tongue was soft and silky and hot. Burning her up. With pleasure. With a need that was spiraling, climbing higher and higher. His tongue moved faster, sliding  over the lips of her sex, over her hard clit. But she needed more. And without her saying anything, he seemed to sense it.

Pulling back, he told her, “Spread for me now. Yes, that’s it. Perfect. You’re so damn wet. So perfect.”

He used his fingers to spread her pussy lips, and even the hard press of his fingers on her flesh was exquisite.

Even better when he bent his head once more and took her clit into his mouth and sucked.

“Ah!”

She thought he’d pause. Tease her. But instead he really went to work, sucking, sucking at her clit. His tongue swept over the hard tip, back and forth. She was going to come any moment.

When he pushed two fingers inside her, the sensation was shocking. Intense. She had to hold her climax back, wanting simply to feel it all: his mouth, his fingers inside her, beginning to pump now, like some small cock.

She pulled in a breath, trying not to come. But she was overwhelmed by sensation. He drove his fingers deeper, sucked her in, drank her in. And her climax roared through her like a freight train as thunder clapped outside the windows. Pleasure and pleasure. Sensation upon sensation. All of it deep in her sex, her belly. She shuddered, her legs almost too weak to hold her up, if Dante’s hand wasn’t still on her hip, pressing her against the door.

Was it the sudden storm shaking the door? Or was it her? Coming and coming still in tiny, shivering coils, shimmering through her body.

“Oh my God,” she muttered, her head falling back against the door.

“Again,” he demanded.

“What? I can’t. Come on, Dante. Take me to bed.”

“Not yet. I want to make you come again. Here.”

“Oh . . .”

She wanted to argue. But his mouth was on her once more, one hand caressing her breast, taking the full flesh and kneading gently. And his mouth . . . his tongue was softer on her this time, as though he knew
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