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        Fuck.

      

      

      Ever since he’d been unceremoniously dumped on his ass three years ago, Logan Powell had done the world a favor by avoiding the fairer sex. Women had very real needs, emotional as well as physical. They deserved to be involved with someone who was a better person than he was.

      So what the hell was he doing in the dungeon of his friend’s home, at a BDSM play party, staring at the petite blonde on the other side of the room?

      It wasn’t just her strong, athletic build that attracted him, but also the short blonde hair that framed her face, fuck-me boots, tight black T-shirt and skimpy leather skirt. But what did him in was the way she tugged on the hem of her skirt in a betrayal of nerves.

      He propped a foot against the wall behind him and watched her exhale as he considered his next move.

      It had been months since he’d scened. And on the rare occasions when he did play, he preferred to engage with experienced submissives. If his tingling detective senses were anything to go by, the woman in question had never been dominated.

      Double fuck.

      He shouldn’t ache to be the one to give her the first taste of the exquisite pleasure that came from submitting. Shouldn’t. But he did.

      Joe Montrose, the house’s owner and tonight’s host, walked over and stood next to Logan. “Jennifer…”

      “What?” Logan cupped his ear to indicate he was having difficulty hearing over the thundering pulse of a Nine Inch Nails song.

      Joe repeated himself. “Her name’s Jennifer Berklee. She works with Noelle. It’s Jennifer’s first time at one of these events.”

      “I’m not interested.” Logan shook his head. When had he become a liar?

      “You don’t miss it?”

      “Playing with a newbie?” Teaching her about her own responses? Driving her to the edge of distraction, keeping her there, then shoving her over it so he could catch her and care for her? “No.”

      “Not at all?”

      Despite himself, Logan watched as Jennifer squared her shoulders and moved toward Simon, a Dom who attended a number of events in the area. Her hips swayed alluringly, and Logan adored the way she all but strutted in those booted heels. For a stupid, but thankfully brief second, he wished she were walking in his direction. “Is Simon still looking for someone to collar?” Simple Simon, as Logan thought of him, though it probably wasn’t a fair nickname. But from what Logan had seen, the man had a single approach to women, and a boring one at that. He never seemed to drive a sub to the very edges of endurance and give her amazing completion. The man wasn’t a bad Top, just an uninspired one.

      “Yeah,” Joe replied. “He’s been looking since Lisa ditched him.”

      Shouldn’t matter. Nope. Not a bit.

      Joe said something that Logan missed. Even though he clearly knew he was being ignored, Joe kept running his mouth. “So, are you?”

      Logan dragged his attention away from Jennifer. “Am I what?”

      “Coming to Noelle’s surprise birthday party? She’s turning thirty.”

      “When is it?”

      “Three weeks.”

      Logan turned and narrowed his gaze at the man who’d been a friend since basic training. Later, after they’d left the service, they’d returned to the Middle East as civilian contractors. They’d survived two years of skin-searing heat and an explosion where most of their team had died.

      Now they worked together again, based out of the Denver office of Hawkeye Security. They still had each other’s backs. Because of what they’d shared and how well they knew each other, Logan’s vague answer meant he was hedging. “What date?” Logan asked. “Specifically.”

      “Ah. February fourteenth.”

      Logan scowled. “I fucking hate Valentine’s Day. You know that.” It wasn’t just the cloying expectations but the still-raw memories he preferred to leave buried. Being among happy, loving couples only made it worse.

      “Missing the party will make you a bigger asshole than you already are.”

      “Fuck off.”

      Joe grinned. Not much bothered the man.

      In silence, they watched the exchange between Jennifer and Master Simon.

      “If you’re interested in playing with her, either Noelle or I can arrange it.” Without waiting for a reply, Joe moved off, leaving Logan in blessed, voyeuristic peace.

      Dom and sub spoke for a few moments and eventually Master Simon nodded at the St. Andrew’s cross.

      A blaze of unwelcome and unwanted possession arced through Logan as she closed the distance toward the X-shaped BDSM equipment.

      As if sensing his attention, she glanced over at him.

      He folded his arms across his chest as their gazes locked.

      Even across the distance, he saw her shiver.

      Smart girl, recognizing his danger.

      After a few seconds, she shook her head and turned away.

      Simple Simon took a step in her direction.

      Suddenly Logan realized he did want to be the man behind her, pressing her against the wood, instructing her to lift her arms high so he could affix her wrists to a pair of cuffs.

      Instead, another man had that honor.

      The man secured her in place, and she immediately pulled her right wrist free. If Logan were in charge, that wouldn’t have happened. Even if all she wanted was a taste of his dominance, he’d make sure she would never forget the experience.

      After putting her wrist back in place, Master Simon rubbed her buttocks through her skirt.

      Logan’s cock thickened.

      Because he needed human contact to maintain his sanity, he showed up at Joe and Noelle’s events several times a year. While watching others scene interested him, he’d rarely gotten aroused from it.

      Then again, he’d rarely had this kind of visceral reaction to a woman.

      Master Simon selected a sturdy leather paddle.

      It wasn’t a bad decision, Logan mused. The toy was intimate, but not overly so. And since her delectable derriere was covered by her skirt, the impact would be minimal. Good choice for a neophyte.

      Master Simon gave the sub three swats.

      The third made her move her body to one side—something she did easily since her ankles weren’t secured.

      Another mistake Logan wouldn’t make.

      He wanted his subs to feel every damn thing he did to them. He wanted them aware, aroused, interested, committed, and he wanted them to stay in place while it was happening.

      Without any change to the rhythm, Master Simon delivered two more swats.

      Then the man put down the paddle on a nearby bench, and she freed herself from the restraints.

      Logan blinked. Was the scene already over?

      Jennifer turned toward Simon, adjusted her skirt, then smiled politely before scurrying up the staircase.

      With a curse, Logan pushed away from the wall and followed. If she had scened with him, there would have been no bland, polite smiles afterward. At the very least, he would have talked to her and asked questions instead of allowing her to walk away.

      When he found her, she was near the front door, reaching to take her coat from a rack.

      “May I?” he asked.

      “I…” She dropped her hand and turned toward him before meeting his gaze.

      Until they were this close, he hadn’t known her eyes were blue, bright, wide, and vibrant.

      He wanted to see them widen with shock, darken with desire. “Logan Powell,” he said by way of introduction as he grabbed her coat and held it for her.

      “Thank you.” She settled into it, then knotted the belt around her waist as she faced him.

      “I watched your scene with Master Simon.”

      Her shoulders stiffened.

      “You didn’t seem all that into it.”

      Her mouth was pressed into a firm line, making him realize he wasn’t any more adept than Simon had been. Bulldozing on, Logan took a business card from his wallet and offered it to her.

      She hesitated, and he wasn’t sure she’d accept it.

      “Feel free to call me if you want to experience a real scene.”

      “That felt real to me.” She rubbed her behind.

      “Perhaps I’m mistaken,” he allowed. “But it seemed as if you might have wanted something more. BDSM is not just about impact. There’s a mental and emotional component as well. Trust is involved, and so is getting exactly what you’re looking for. I think you know that.”

      She glanced at his contact information before taking his card and stuffing it into her pocket.

      “Joe and Noelle can vouch for me.”

      After saying good night but not responding to his offer, she left, closing the door behind her with a decisive click.

      “You crashed and burned,” Joe observed.

      “How long have you been lurking?” Logan pivoted to level a glare at his friend.

      “Lurking? I prefer to think of it as making sure my guests find their way out safely.”

      Noelle joined them. “Ignore my husband. He’s being nosy.” She lightly pressed her fingertips to her husband/Dominant’s forearm.

      Logan didn’t miss the sign of deference and affection. Until this moment, he hadn’t envied the pair their hard-won relationship. Tonight, though, he felt a twinge of regret for the life choices he’d made.

      “I was hoping Jennifer would talk to you.” Noelle sighed. “She needs someone.”

      “Maybe if Logan had more tact than your average gorilla, he might have had a chance.”

      Noelle frowned at Joe.

      “She took my card.” Logan needed to advocate for himself. Maybe, just maybe, she’d contact him.
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        * * *

      

      “You should call him,” Noelle said.

      Jennifer feigned ignorance. “Call who?”

      Noelle snagged a garlic bread stick from a basket and wagged it at Jennifer.

      “Who are you talking about?” asked Ella, another member of the infamous Carpe Diem Divas.

      To avoid the unwelcome question—and her startling responses to the unforgettable Dominant—Jennifer reached for the bottle of Chianti and topped off the wineglasses of the four other women gathered around her kitchen table.

      The small group had started meeting two years ago when they were all going through relationship challenges. They decided they’d seize life, no matter what it tossed at them. Over a pitcher of margaritas at Fiesta Olé, their favorite Mexican restaurant in South Denver, the Carpe Diem Divas had been formed.

      Even though Noelle was now happily married to Joe, she still attended. Jennifer couldn’t blame her. The evenings were fun, filled with laughter, support, and shared secrets.

      Tonight, they were gathered in her somewhat-renovated Highlands bungalow for the first time. To save money, she was doing most of the work herself, which meant some things were almost finished and others were nowhere close, including the dining room walls that were still a shocking shade of canary yellow.

      “We’re talking about Logan Powell.” With a smile, Noelle answered Ella. “He’s a hunky Dom.” She folded her arms triumphantly. “And he’s interested in Jennifer.”

      “What?” Ella demanded, turning to face Jennifer. “Details. Now. All of them.”

      Hyperaware that she was the focus of everyone’s attention, she took a sip of wine and stalled. “There’s nothing to tell. Really.”

      Undaunted, Ella leaned forward. “Where did you meet him?”

      Noelle supplied the information with a smile. “At a play party at my house.”

      “Do you mind?” Jennifer scowled. “What if I wanted it to be a secret?”

      She expected her best friend to show some sympathy, but Morgan defected to the other side. “No secrets in this group.”

      Noelle grinned in triumph.

      “You went to a party?” Ella prompted. “About time.”

      About a year ago, she and a few members of the Carpe Diem Divas had gone to see a movie about BDSM. Jennifer knew about BDSM, but seeing it played out, larger than life, with one of her favorite actors in the leading role as a Dom, had fascinated her.

      She’d watched, unblinkingly, as the man had removed his shirt and flogged his helpless submissive. She’d imagined herself in the heroine’s role, helpless beneath a man’s sensuous lash.

      At a bar afterward, she’d pestered Noelle with dozens of questions. But it had taken Jennifer a number of months to work up the courage to accept an invitation to experience it for herself.

      Ella was nothing if not persistent. “Did you play with this Logan guy?”

      “No.” Jennifer shook her head. “With someone else.”

      “And what did he do to you?”

      “He, um”—she ran her finger over the base of the wineglass—“gave me a few swats.”

      “A few swats? Is that all?”

      “What did he use?” Amelia asked.

      “A paddle,” Jennifer admitted.

      Noelle sat back, sipping her wine, following the conversation as if it were a tennis match.

      “Wait a minute.” Morgan scowled. “I thought you had a thing for floggers.”

      There were definitely no secrets with this group of friends.

      She and Morgan had recently gone shopping for a bachelorette party that Morgan was hosting. They’d ended up at an adult bookstore. And, encouraging each other, they’d ended up in the shop’s dungeon area. Maybe because of the movie, she hadn’t been able to get the idea of floggers out of her mind. Fortified by the mojito she’d had at dinner, she’d allowed the sales guy to show her the expensive leather pieces. Morgan had encouraged her to buy one. Before the end of the night, she was the owner of a still-unused flogger that had cost her half a paycheck.

      “Back to the story.” Ella drummed her fingers on the tabletop. “What kind of paddle was it? A wooden one like in the movie?”

      “It was leather.”

      “How was it?” Amelia asked.

      Jennifer wrinkled her nose.

      “You didn’t like it?” Ella demanded.

      “It was a bit disappointing. I was dressed, so…” She shrugged. “I didn’t really feel much.”

      “That’s why you should call Logan.” Noelle finally rejoined the conversation. “He’d give you a paddling you’ll never forget. Better yet, a flogging.”

      Jennifer squirmed as her whole body heated.

      “You have been thinking about him.” Noelle narrowed her eyes.

      All week. Jennifer had remembered the way Logan had held her coat and the way he’d skimmed his strong hands across her shoulders. He’d ignited nerve endings as well as her imagination.

      At six-foot-something, he towered over her and was impossibly broad. His raven-colored hair fell in place with military precision. When he spoke, respect and command laced his baritone.

      No one had ever studied her as intently as he had. His piercing jade-colored eyes had unnerved her. It was as though he’d seen beyond her polite veneer and wanted to excavate beneath the surface until he revealed her every secret. “He’s not my type.” Was she hoping to convince herself or her friends?

      “Why not?” Noelle demanded.

      “He’s…” Jennifer paused. She didn’t have to struggle to remember details. No matter how hard she’d tried, she’d been unable to erase details of their exchange from her thoughts. But how did she describe his disturbing effect on her? With a sigh, she settled for, “Dangerous.” Too masculine. Too intent. If she hadn’t refused him, he would have overwhelmed her.

      “You have to admit his scar’s sexy as hell.”

      Scary, as well. It meant they were from different worlds, and she likely didn’t understand his.

      “He has a scar?” Ella asked, looking between the two of them. “What kind of scar? Where?”

      Without giving Jennifer a chance to reply, Noelle grinned and leaned forward. “A big, jagged one. It runs from the corner of his eye up into his hairline.” She gave a delicious shudder. “When I asked him about it one time, he changed the subject. And Joe told me to leave it alone.”

      Jennifer didn’t want to be intrigued, but she was. More than she wanted to admit, she thirsted for details. “He and Logan have been friends forever, since they were in the service. Then they went to the Middle East together, but Joe doesn’t talk about that much. I’m guessing that’s where it happened.”

      Ella asked the question that Jennifer wanted answered. “What does he do now?”

      “Works for Hawkeye, of course. Just like Joe.” Noelle sighed. “I guess once a warrior, always a warrior.”

      Amelia shivered dramatically. “Logan sounds yummy.”

      “He is.” Jennifer had noticed him the moment he’d entered the basement, and her core temperature had shot up. And his scar had tantalized her, continually drawn her attention, despite her intention not to stare.

      After the party, she’d gone home and masturbated. But instead of remembering the paddling, she’d imagined that Logan had been standing behind her. Rather than swatting her through the skirt, she’d fantasized that he’d bared her skin and given her hard, deliberate smacks.

      And now…the image of him wielding a flogger was all but etched in her mind.

      “So why haven’t you called him?” Ella asked.

      Her blood went sluggish. “Because I’m a coward.”

      “No you’re not,” Amelia countered. “You did go to the party after all.”

      Jennifer appreciated her friend’s loyalty.

      Noelle smiled at Jennifer. “Here’s your chance to live a little. Let go of your past.”

      She’d always done the right thing. In school, she worked hard so she could get into the college her parents had selected for her. She graduated near the top of her class, became a CPA, and joined her father’s firm, exactly as expected. Even so, she was still figuring out what she wanted.

      “I think he’s trustworthy,” Noelle went on. “Joe considers him a friend. He doesn’t say that about many people. Very few, in fact. And…” She slid her glass onto the table as she mysteriously trailed off.

      Despite herself, Jennifer scooted forward on her chair.

      Noelle glanced around, heightening the tension. “I’ve spoken to a couple of the subs he’s played with…”

      “Quit teasing!” Ella laughed. “You’re driving us crazy.”

      “They say he’s an exceptional Dom. Unrelenting, demanding, but patient.”

      Amelia and Morgan fanned themselves. Jennifer was tempted to do the same.

      “As good as the guy in the movie?” Morgan asked.

      “Better.” Noelle sighed.

      Amelia shook her head. “No way!”

      “He’s a pretty wonderful guy.” Noelle leveled a look at Jennifer. “You could do worse.”

      Ella gave a gentle smile. “I’m with the others. You deserve to be happy with a man who’s worthy. You’re far too amazing and wonderful to let the Cheating Asshole ruin your future.”

      “Brett.” Jennifer shook her head. And Ella was right. The man had occupied far too many of her thoughts. It was time to stop letting her past hurt define who she was.

      “Maybe you should let this Logan guy flog you,” Amelia said. “See how you like it, at least.”

      “Master Logan.” Noelle grinned.

      Jennifer met her friend’s gaze.

      “Well, if he were swinging a flogger at my naked body, I’d call him Master Logan.”

      No matter how hard Jennifer tried to shove that image from her mind, it wouldn’t budge.

      After a few giggles, the conversation moved on, thankfully away from her and a fictional scene with Logan.

      Amelia mentioned the new guy who’d been hired at her firm. She said he dressed in suits and seemed aloof. “I saw him last weekend while I was running in Washington Park.”

      “You were running?” Morgan asked, eyes wide.

      Amelia shrugged. “So, fine. I might have been walking, but he was like a world-class marathoner. It was so warm that day.” She fanned herself. “And he was wearing short-shorts, and a mesh-like sleeveless shirt, and his arms are all tattooed.”

      “Mr. Professional has an intriguing side.” Morgan took a drink of wine.

      “Did you talk to him?” Ella asked.

      “Maybe trip him?” Morgan suggested with a laugh.

      Amelia shook her head.

      “You should go for it,” Noelle encouraged. “Ask him to coffee or something. What can it hurt?”

      Though she tried to participate in the conversation and nodded at what she hoped were appropriate intervals, Jennifer’s mind once again returned to thought of Logan, even though she tried to shove them away. But a tantalizing fantasy unwound, one in which he might demand she call him Master…

      Once her guests had gone home for the evening, images of the breathtakingly handsome man became brighter, more vivid, and completely persistent. More than ever, she wished she’d been brave enough to take him up on his offer at Noelle’s party.

      She retrieved his business card from her coat pocket where it had rested, undisturbed, for more than a week.

      His name was listed directly beneath the words Hawkeye Security. There was nothing else other than an email address and office phone number.

      She traced her fingers across the raised lettering, and a dragon seemed to roar to life in her stomach. It wasn’t butterflies, but something fire-breathing, threatening to consume her.

      As much as she wanted to have the courage to take her friends’ advice, she couldn’t find the courage.

      Instead, she dropped his contact information back into the pocket. At some point, she’d see him at a future event. If he invited her to scene again, she’d accept his offer. She wouldn’t give in to her fear a second time. After all, Noelle had said he was a good Dom. And that made him a safe choice.

      A chill skated up her spine and caused a cold feeling to seep into her head.

      There was no way Logan Powell—Master Logan—was safe, no matter how much she wanted to believe he was.

      As Noelle had noted, he was a warrior who’d seen combat. And Joe’s job at Hawkeye was all sorts of dangerous.

      But that realization didn’t stop her from walking into her closet and taking her flogger down from its hook.

      She traced one of the strands. The leather was firm and thick.

      For a frightening, dizzying second, she pictured the handle in Logan’s hand as he took a purposeful step toward her.

      Her breath froze. More than anything, she wanted him…
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        Where the hell is everyone?

      

      

      Logan checked his very expensive, very precise watch. Three minutes after seven. Noelle Montrose’s surprise birthday party was scheduled to begin in less than fifteen minutes, and he was still the only one here. He was starting to get pissed off.

      Only for Joe and Noelle would Logan have left work early, driven up to unlock the house, and put a bottle of champagne on ice.

      The doorbell shattered the silence.

      Finally.

      Jarred from his annoyance and glad someone else was here, he answered the summons.

      When he saw Jennifer Berklee standing on the stoop, hand raised to press the bell a second time, he had an instant attitude change. If Joe had mentioned that Jennifer had been invited, Logan wouldn’t have bitched at all.

      “Logan.” Her softly feminine voice was shocked and husky.

      Until this moment, he hadn’t allowed himself to realize how disappointed he’d been that she hadn’t taken him up on his offer last month, and more, that she hadn’t called him.

      He wasn’t attached to women. So the fact it bothered him was an irritation.

      She remained outside, mouth slightly parted, her breaths coming in quick little bursts.

      Perhaps she’d thought about him as much as he’d thought about her. “Come in.” He opened the door a bit farther, and she entered the foyer, stamping a few snowflakes from her black ankle boots. Damn. They were just as hot, if not hotter, than the ones she’d worn the last time he’d seen her.

      He reached above her to close out the nasty, howling wind.

      For a moment, their gazes collided, but she quickly blinked, severing the connection.

      “Is everyone else hiding?” She dragged a trembling hand through her short hair, restoring order to the weather-tossed locks.

      “I’m afraid it’s just you and me so far.”

      She scowled. “I thought I was going to be late. Did I get the time wrong?”

      “Joe told me to be here by six.” He’d probably figured that Logan would be half an hour late, which he had been. Getting away from work was never easy. Fortunately, no one had been waiting, and Logan had disarmed the security system and let himself in.

      He took her oversized bag and placed it on the floor. Absently he wondered if she had any toys hidden away, like he had in his.

      Jennifer unfastened the belt around her waist, then removed her wool peacoat. He couldn’t stop thinking of the way her skin had felt when he’d helped her into it a few weeks ago.

      She stood before him, ridiculously close since he hadn’t taken a polite step backward.

      As he might have expected, she was dressed in a short leather skirt that highlighted her feminine curves. It was appropriate for a kink event—which he anticipated this evening’s party might become—but it wasn’t so scandalous that it would be whispered about at a vanilla gathering.

      Her white turtleneck was another matter. It hugged her body, showing off her breasts and trim waist.

      She’d completed the outfit with tights and those sexy boots.

      His blood pressure spiked. “May I?” He nodded toward her outer garment as he extended his hand.

      “Thanks.” She gave him the coat, and he placed it on a nearby peg.

      “Let me just get Noelle’s present and my phone so I can take pictures of her when she gets here.”

      Jennifer bent to open the bag, but the way she angled her body ensured he couldn’t see everything in there. She extracted a gift and handed it to him, then she grabbed her cell phone from a small purse before tugging the zipper closed and then straightening.

      “Where are we waiting?”

      “In the kitchen.” He shrugged. “Unless you have a better idea?”

      “I’m not good at the whole surprise thing,” she admitted as she followed him.

      Joe had built the weekend home with entertaining in mind. This part of the house showcased an open concept with the kitchen seamlessly transitioning to the dining area adjacent to the living room.

      The most stunning feature was a bank of picture windows that faced east and overlooked downtown Denver. Generally the view was breathtaking, but this evening a layer of threatening clouds loomed, making it seem as if he and Jennifer were cut off from the rest of the world. Until now, he hadn’t appreciated it.

      Festive streamers hung from the soaring wooden beams. Red and white balloons floated everywhere, tied to chairs, attached to end tables, floating at various heights over each flat surface.

      Jennifer glanced around. “The place looks great.”

      “Joe missed his calling as an interior decorator.”

      “He did this, really?” Her eyes widened. “I figured they hired a company.”

      Logan made a circular motion near his temple. “He says it’s relaxing.”

      “I wouldn’t. Cleaning. Cooking. Inviting people. Tracking the RSVPs. Prep work.” She shuddered.

      Yet Joe did it routinely. At least once a month, he made the trek from his Cherry Creek home to his foothills house to organize play parties for his closest friends.

      “If there are only going to be a few people, this is a lot of cupcakes.” She took in the three-tiered structure on the dining room table.

      Plates were piled high, sitting next to the napkins and silverware. Silver dishes were filled with mints and nuts. An inviting, expensive bottle of bubbly was chilling in an elegant stainless-steel bucket.

      A chime sounded, and Jennifer checked her phone.

      A moment later, Logan’s phone vibrated, and he pulled it out of his pocket. Seeing there was a message, he entered his pass code, then read the text.

      

      Surprise!

      

      Logan frowned.

      “What the hell?” Jennifer asked.

      He glanced up from his screen.

      “It’s from Noelle.” Her eyebrows were furrowed. “It says surprise.”

      Logan turned his phone so she could read it.

      “Now I’m really confused.”

      Both phones signaled new messages.

      

      Happy Valentine’s Day! The house is all yours. Don’t do anything we wouldn’t, and enjoy the evening! We love you both… Joe and Noelle

      P.S. The champagne is for the two of you to enjoy.

      

      “I think we’ve been had.” Logan’s words were unnecessary.

      She closed her eyes for a second, and when she opened them, he again noticed how intense they were, but tonight the blue was spiked with gold flecks of anger.

      “Noelle knows I hate Valentine’s Day. I’ll kill her. Kill her. Long. Painful. Slow. Very freaking slow.” She focused her gaze on him.

      “I had nothing to do with it. I swear.” Still holding his phone, he raised his hands and backed away slowly. “I hate Valentine’s Day too.”

      “Do you?” She put a hand on her heart and tipped her head to the side, regarding him skeptically.

      “Rather have a root canal than deal with it.”

      “Yet here we are.”

      The truth was as cold as the Colorado windchill. “Set up by our best friends.”

      “Some friends.”

      He lowered his hands.

      “All this stuff. We can’t just leave it out since we have no idea when they’ll be up here again.” She dug a hand into her hair, sending an enticing blonde lock forward to spill in front of her eyes. As she raked it back, she sighed. “God.”

      “What?”

      “We don’t even get to enjoy the party, and we have to clean up the mess.”

      “Who says we don’t get to enjoy it?”

      Their phones lit up again.

      

      We’re celebrating in town. So feel free to spend the night.

      

      Jennifer replied to the message. He didn’t know it was possible for a person’s fingers to move so fast. But then she stared at the screen as if expecting Noelle to respond instantly.

      After thirty long, painful seconds, it was obvious no reply was coming. Instead, Jennifer touched an icon to call Noelle.

      From a few feet away, he heard the instant, pleasantly professional notes of Noelle’s voice mail message.

      “She turned off her phone.” Jennifer’s mouth was formed into an adorable O.

      Still not giving up, she tried Joe’s number and got the same result.

      With a deep sigh, she tossed her phone onto the island. “Now what are we going to do?”

      “I have an idea.” Logan dropped his phone into his pocket then crossed to the bucket that held the bottle of sparkling wine. After pulling it from the ice, he looked at the label. “Expensive stuff. I’d hate for it to go to waste.” He removed the protective wire cage, gave the cork a quick turn, then popped it off. “How about a drink?”
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        * * *

      

      Along with survival instincts, common sense urged Jennifer to get back in her car and head back to Denver. As she’d told the Divas the other night, the man spelled danger, in capital letters. But it wasn’t just the compelling scar that zigzagged between his scalp and his right eye that intimidated her. So did his size. She’d remembered him being unbelievably tall and broad, but hadn’t recollected that his muscles had been chiseled with iron.

      As if that wasn’t enough to scare her away, his past should. No doubt he’d seen things, done things that no person should.

      Even now, he worked for Hawkeye. From Noelle, Jennifer knew the security firm protected the world’s most prized things—people, things, even secrets. A few articles she’d read in Scandalicious—her favorite online magazine—had pictures of some of their personal protective agents, but none of Logan. And some articles hinted at things the company did that were borderline illegal, from cleaning up crime scenes to providing black ops assistance overseas. Since none of those things had ever been proven, they could be dismissed as salacious gossip. But she wondered.

      She studied him.

      What kind of agent wore motorcycle boots, a faded-to-gray button-down shirt, and a high-tech watch that cost half a year’s salary?

      The same as the first night, everything about him arrowed a warning signal straight to her survival instinct. Impossibly he made her feel vulnerable and safe at the same time, and she couldn’t make herself leave.

      After pouring the sparkling wine, he held up both flutes and tipped one in her direction.

      She wanted him. And just as desperately, she wanted not to want him.

      Noelle’s words, though, echoed in Jennifer’s head. “They say he’s an exceptional Dom. Unrelenting, demanding, but patient.”

      Part of her still wanted to experience exactly that.

      Rationalizing that her friend trusted him and that no harm could come from sharing a simple glass of champagne, Jennifer walked into the dining area.

      When she accepted her flute, they touched, and electricity jolted through her.

      Jennifer snatched away the glass. Some of the expensive liquor splashed over the rim. Aware of his gaze on her, she licked it off.

      “So you hate Valentine’s Day?” he prompted.

      “I didn’t always.” After taking a breath to steady her pulse, she answered him. “I had a bad experience a couple of years ago.” At first, Brett had seemed like the ideal boyfriend. He was thirty-four, wore Italian suits, had an impressive portfolio, a stunning mansion off Eighth Avenue in Denver, a ritzy downtown office, and he was a successful criminal-defense attorney. Her parents had loved him. But his relentless expectations had worn her down. He was looking for the perfect wife, someone to host his events and organize a high-profile social calendar, and he’d made it clear that he expected her to abandon her dreams of starting her own CPA firm.

      “What happened?” Logan asked.

      Dragged back from the unpleasant memory, she gave a brittle smile. “Does it matter?”

      “You can keep your secrets.”

      She narrowed her eyes. Was that a lie?

      “I’m morbidly curious.”

      Time and distance had helped. “Short story? A public humiliation.”

      “He was a bastard.”

      His lack of judgment encouraged her to continue. “Brett—my boyfriend—proposed at dinner on Valentine’s Day. When I said I wasn’t ready for his demands, giving up my dreams to become Mrs. Someone Else, he dumped my ring in a glass of ice water. Then he stormed out, leaving me to pay the bill and find my own way home.” Adding insult to the mortification, the meal and wine had been considerably more money than she could afford.

      “He had a temper tantrum in public?”

      She nodded. “I tell myself that the unfortunate incident was better than a lifetime of misery. And honestly? I love what I do. At certain times of the year, I work double shifts. I need the freedom to do that.”

      “What do you do?”

      “I’m a CPA.”

      “So you’re not available the first half of April?”

      “From mid-March on, actually. But there’s always corporate work, extensions. It never really ends. And I’m hoping to go out on my own within a year or so.” Because of Logan’s patience and interest, some of her resistance to him faded. Maybe he wasn’t as dangerous as she’d originally thought.

      Feminine intuition shrieked at the stray thought. More likely his interest in her was a tactic to lure her in closer.

      Wanting to protect herself from revealing anything more, she turned his question around. “What’s your story?”

      Surprising her, he didn’t stall. “I was an idiot. Actually, the world’s biggest asshole. It was Valentine’s Day a couple of years ago. I was working protective detail, and I didn’t make it home in time for our dinner reservation.” He shrugged. “I’ll be honest, I didn’t even think about buying her a card or a gift. There were all these vendors, even some on street corners selling flowers. Yet it didn’t register that I should do something. In retrospect, it’s easy to see I was a selfish bastard. I wasn’t ready to be a…” He dragged a hand through his hair as he frowned. “I don’t know the right word. Boyfriend? Lover? I never proposed, and I know she wanted a husband and kids. As I said…selfish.”

      His lips were set in a tight line. Although his words were light and easy, the underlying betrayal of pain in his voice was unmistakable.

      Like he’d done for her, she waited for him to continue.

      “When I got home, all the lights were on, but Amanda and her belongings were gone. She left a note with two words on it. You can probably guess what they were.” He grinned wryly.

      Their confessions had created an intimacy between them, and she smiled back. “I bet I can.” And with the shadows in his eyes, she guessed there was more to the story than he’d revealed.

      He angled his expensive glass toward her, and they clinked the rims together.

      “We got off to a bad start the first time I met you.”

      His boyish smile disarmed her.

      “I was arrogant in my assumptions and approach. I was an oaf. Joe said I crashed and burned with you. I deserved it. Please accept my apology.”

      “An oaf?” She couldn’t hide a grin. “I’m not sure I’ve ever heard anyone actually use that word in a sentence.”

      “I’m one of a kind.” He paused. “Say you’ll forgive me.”

      “How can I refuse?”

      “I don’t blame you for not calling. But I’m devastated that you didn’t.”

      Devastated? “I’m surprised you gave me a second thought.” The information stunned and thrilled her.

      “Every day.” His sexy, sultry voice chased pinpricks up her spine. “I’m ashamed to admit I asked Joe about you.”

      She opted not to inform him that he’d been the topic of discussion at the Carpe Diem Divas dinner meeting.

      “Joe said you were worth having.”

      “Did he?”

      “He suggested I try groveling.”

      Suddenly feeling lighter than she had in months, she teased, “Let me guess. That’s not one of your finer skills?”

      “Finer skills? It’s something I’ve never heard of. I had to look up the word in the dictionary.”

      She laughed.

      Logan took a step closer. He filled her vision, intimately close, making her nerve endings vibrate with awareness.

      “You’re a newbie to BDSM.”

      She wasn’t sure whether he’d guessed that or whether Joe had told him. “And?”

      “If we had scened that night, you would have given me your phone number and taken my call the next day. And right now… Right now…?”

      Nervously, she swallowed.

      “You’d be remembering how good it was. You’d have confidence, and you’d be on your knees begging me to take you to the basement.”

      Jennifer drew a shaky breath. “That’s arrogant.”

      “Is it?” The words were easy, as confident as they were challenging. “Or is it a statement of fact?”

      Why am I still standing here?

      “Be as honest with yourself as I’m asking you to be with me. If you had been totally into that scene with Simon, you wouldn’t have turned to look at me.”

      She hated how right he was.

      “You were disappointed with the experience, wondering if it could have been better.” He allowed time to stretch between them. “It’s okay to admit the truth to yourself.”

      Finally, after a shallow breath, she sighed. “Yes.”

      “So why didn’t you call?” He paused. “The truth.”

      Heat rocked her. She wasn’t sure any man had ever demanded so much from her. “You scare the crap out of me.”

      “Because?”

      Her mouth went slack. “Seriously?”

      He didn’t respond.

      “You’re…” She searched for words. Enormous. Overconfident. “Intimidating.”

      Without taking another drink of his champagne, he put the glass down. “Am I?” Though a smile teased the corners of his mouth, he was no less frightening.

      “I hardly know anything about you.”

      “Didn’t stop you from agreeing to scene with Simon.”

      She scowled. “That’s different.”

      “How?”

      Logan should be able to see it for himself. “Simon isn’t like you.” Hesitantly, maybe stupidly, she put down her glass then gave in to the ridiculous temptation of tracing the jagged edges of his scar.

      He didn’t flinch or pull away.

      “He let me tell him what I wanted.”

      “And you don’t think I would?”

      “No. Yes.” She hesitated. “It’s not the same thing at all.”

      “You’re right on all counts. I’d push you to ensure that you had the experience you wanted.” He clamped her wrist, making her regret not moving away while she could. “I settle scores around the world, but I promise you, I am not a harsh Dominant.” He stroked her pulse point. “I know exactly how to give a submissive what she wants. And moreover, what she needs, craves in the deepest recesses of her soul.”

      Did he feel how fast her heart was beating? Know the powerful effect he had on her?

      “Would I let you tell me what to do?” He dropped his voice. “Fuck no.”

      Her knees wobbled.

      “But I also wouldn’t do anything you were uncomfortable with.” He allowed her no time to respond before going on. “Do you know what a safe word is?”

      “Yes.” Or at least she thought so.

      “Explain it to me.”

      His eyes became opaque, the color like molten jade, revealing nothing but demanding everything. “It’s a word that will stop a BDSM scene.”

      He nodded. “Oftentimes, people will have a second word, one that means slow down or pause.”

      “Like yellow.”

      “Yeah. Like yellow.”

      She nodded.

      “Right now, you’re nervous as hell.”

      As if she’d missed a tax-filing deadline.

      “I like that.” He continued feathering his thumb across her wrist hypnotically.

      “You do?” She couldn’t fill her lungs with air.

      “A little fear, nervousness, heightens your awareness. Maybe it even makes you wet.”

      God help me.

      “Tell me about your fantasies.”

      He was pushing her into areas she’d never been before. It was thrilling, terrifying. Ever since she’d walked away from him last month, leaving him alone in the foyer, she’d regretted being a coward.

      She’d vowed that she wouldn’t make that mistake a second time.

      But faced with him, breathing his spicy, masculine scent, it was more difficult than she could have imagined.

      “I’m waiting.”

      She tried to pull her hand away, but he tightened his grip, keeping her captive.

      “Jennifer…” He said her name softly, implacably, a command as much as an entreaty.

      Mesmerized by the heat in his gaze, she was lost. “A while ago, I bought myself a flogger at an adult store.”

      “Have you ever used it?”

      She shook her head. “I haven’t had the opportunity.”

      “What other toys do you have?”

      How could she admit this? How could she not? “I have a pair of nipple clamps, but I’ve never actually been brave enough to try them.”

      “What gets you off when you’re masturbating?”

      Heat swarmed her. He was a near stranger. Yet, as she’d feared from the moment she first met him, he saw deeply into her psyche. And he wanted to explore the depths like no one else ever had. The knowledge made her dizzy.

      “You’ve never had a conversation like this before.”

      Was that a lucky guess or a question? “No.”

      “You’re doing great.”

      The reassurance of his touch, combined with his matter-of-fact tone, was compelling, making this easier than she might have imagined. “I envision myself tied to a St. Andrew’s cross.” It was part confession, part dream. “Helpless. Clamped. Blindfolded.” Writhing. Desperate. In her mind, the more intense the bondage, the harder her orgasm.

      “And then what?”

      She shook her head. “I feel ridiculous.” That was a lie. Vulnerable was more like it.

      “You shouldn’t. I’m honored you’re trusting me, and there’s nothing unusual about what you’re saying. Please, tell me more.”

      Was he as interested? Or was it a pretense to get her to scene with him? And if it was, his technique was effective. A reckless part of her wanted to submit to his dominance right this instant. “I’m flogged. Hard. No matter how much I beg for it to end, it goes on and on. I’m…” Suddenly overwhelmed, she tugged her hand free.

      “You’re…?”

      She wrapped her arms around her middle. “Honestly it’s not something I’m sure I want to come true.”

      “That’s part of it. You want to be pushed?”

      “I…” How could she explain something she wasn’t sure she completely understood?

      “May I try to help here?”

      Mortified, she nodded.

      “I’m going to be arrogant and insert myself into your fantasy.”

      “Actually that’s not arrogant at all.”

      As if she’d crowned him king of the world, he grinned, and for a moment, she bonded with him. “Let’s say you want me to flog you.”

      Every part of her liquified with need.

      “And you want me to use full, commanding strokes.”

      Yes.

      “And you scream, trying to escape, maybe even sobbing as you beg me to stop, but I don’t because I’m relentless, determined you’ll take whatever I give you.”

      Helplessly she nodded.

      “Here’s the thing. If we scened together, even in that moment, you’d still be in control.”

      In a strange paradox, this big warrior’s gruff voice soothed her anxiety.

      “You have a safe word, and another that would tell me to slow down. That leaves you free to fly and enjoy, surrendering to the experience.”

      Ever since she’d seen that movie, she hungered for just that.

      “And a good Top will always look out for his bottom, making sure she doesn’t lose herself completely and take more than she really can.” Ever so gently, he took her shoulders. “I give you my word, Jennifer. If you place your trust in me, I will always look out for your safety.”

      She believed him.

      “Right this moment, what are you hoping is going to happen tonight?”

      When she didn’t respond, he went on, dropping his voice a little to be both commanding and inviting. “Are you hoping that I’ll take control, ordering you downstairs to the play area? You’ll be able to rationalize that you’re doing it because it pleases me as your Dominant?”

      Unadulterated desire arced through her, jolting her pussy. He understood her.

      “Then I’ll tie you to the St. Andrew’s cross.” His eyes were dark as he swept his gaze over her. “You want that…to be vulnerable, to pull against the bonds while knowing you can’t get out of them. You want to know what it feels like to surrender and have the structure support your entire weight while you’re needy, naked, waiting.”

      Jennifer’s breath rushed out in a white blaze of heat. Suddenly she was grateful for his masculine hold on her shoulders.

      “You’re picturing it, aren’t you?”

      My God.

      “And if you want to know what it’s like, not just a few casual swats with a paddle, I can make that happen. We can make that happen. It’s just the two of us here. We have all night, and we won’t be interrupted. No one will be watching. It’s just you and me and your deepest desires.” He slowly let her go.

      The absence of his touch left her bereft.

      “But here’s the thing…you’ll have to ask me for it.”

      He was offering to fulfill her erotic fantasies. Yes. Yes. She only wished he wasn’t so overwhelming.

      “Oh, and Jennifer? You’ll do it from your knees.”

      Her breath strangled her.

      He stood so close she inhaled his scent, that of musk and determination. Heavens above, she wanted this.

      “What will it be? A night spent in exploration? Or shall we put away the food and head back to the city before it gets any later?”
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      With patience learned during long days and nights in war zones—brutal monotony shattered by occasional life-or-death rushes of adrenaline—Logan waited for Jennifer’s answer. He’d liked the way she blushed earlier, and now he enjoyed looking at the little furrow between her eyebrows. No doubt she’d be mortified if she had any idea how expressive her face was, the way all her emotions were so clearly readable. He knew her answer, realized she was waging an internal battle with her own desires. Just as surely, he intended to wait until she was honest with herself.

      In under ten seconds, less time than he expected, she met his gaze.

      “I’d like to explore.”

      The words pleased him more than he had anticipated. What was it about her? He truly had been disappointed when she hadn’t called. No other woman ever mattered this much to him. “Tell me your safe word. Do you want to use red?”

      She shook her head. “Marshmallow.”

      “Seriously?”

      “I don’t like them.” She shuddered. “Eww. It’s the texture, especially when they get warm.”

      He grinned. This gorgeous woman, so trusting, so open, delighted him. “You’ll remember that?”

      “No doubt.”

      “And a word to let me know you want to slow down?”

      “Can we use yellow for that?”

      “Absolutely. Did you bring your flogger with you?”

      “I… Yes. It’s in my bag.”

      Obviously she’d made the same guess he had, that any gathering at the Montroses’ mountain home would end up kinky. “Will you fetch it for me?”

      After the briefest hesitation, she walked to the foyer. Filled with something more than lust, he watched the graceful sway of her hips as she crossed to the bag, then crouched to unzip it before digging to the bottom.

      The red leather flogger in her hand impressed him. It had long, thick strands. Even from across the room, he recognized it wasn’t a twenty-dollar novelty. No doubt it had cost ten times that amount, and that told him just how serious she was about this evening. “Did you bring the nipple clamps?”

      She didn’t look over her shoulder at him as she answered, “No.” When she was walking back toward him, her steps faltered as if she was unsure what to do.

      “Hold on to it until we get downstairs. I want you to formally offer it to me when you’re on your knees asking me to flog you.”

      The hint of a blush stained her cheeks.

      “Give me a moment.” He locked the front door before fetching his bag and heading toward the basement stairs.

      He flicked on the lights, beckoning her, indicating she should precede him.

      In the mountain silence, her breaths were unnaturally loud, filling him with a heady sense of power.

      “Go and stand near the St. Andrew’s cross,” he instructed when they were in the expansive and well-equipped play area.

      Jennifer stopped where Logan had said, then turned to face him. She clenched the flogger so hard her knuckles turned white.

      “Take a deep breath.” Despite his words, her chest rose and fell in frantic bursts that could make it difficult for her to enjoy the experience. “Try to relax a little.”

      She scowled ferociously. “Would you, if you knew someone was going to spank you?”

      “Put that way, no.” Trying to ease her tension, he grinned. “But if I knew someone was going to spend the rest of the evening taking me to heights I’d never imagined, I might.”

      “For me, that makes it even more nerve-racking.”

      He continued past her to put his bag on a bench near the wall, intentionally giving her some space.

      Even though his back was to her, Logan heard the scrape of her boots on the hardwood floor, making him aware she had turned toward him.

      He began to lay out his equipment: cuffs, blindfold, and nipple clamps with a chain running between them. Since she had her own flogger, he left his in the bag along with a tawse and paddle. “Nothing will happen that you don’t want,” he reassured her when he faced her. “I promise you, you will ask for it.”

      She trembled.

      “Would you like to see what I have?” He extended his hand in invitation.

      After a two-second hesitation, she came up alongside him.

      “Does anything here scare you?”

      “Those clamps don’t look like the ones I own.”

      “What kind do you have?”

      “Alligators.” She frowned. “But these are the kind that don’t come off easily, aren’t they?”

      “Yes. Japanese clovers. They tighten if you pull on them. But it can be interesting to try to beat them off.”

      She froze, obviously not knowing whether he was serious.

      He wasn’t. He might try with the tamer alligator clamps, but not these. “Would you like to skip them?”

      For a moment she was silent. “Actually, I wasn’t planning to get naked.”

      At most play parties that he attended, most women kept on at least a bra and panties. Tops who preferred their subs bare-chested often adorned nipples with pasties or covered them with electrical tape. “Your wishes will be respected. But I’ll remind you that you walked away from your evening with Master Simon filled with disappointment.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “I guess I want all the excitement without any of the risk.”

      He inclined his head.

      “That sounds ridiculous, doesn’t it?”

      “On the contrary. Most of us are filled with bravado, and it vanishes when the threat becomes real.” He’d seen that many times while he served in the army and during his tours of the Middle East as a civilian contractor. “On the other hand…” He paused, and when she cocked her head, he went on. “This is your chance to explore. You can have the flogging of your dreams. I’ll make it so damn good that you’ll forget your name. And bonus points if you scream mine. To avoid being disappointed, you’ll have to face your fears and get out of your own way.”

      “I…” She paused, her mouth open. “Logan…I’m not sure what to say.”

      “Master Logan.” He made the correction easily. “Master, if you prefer. Sir, at the very least.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “It’s a boundary during a scene, helps separate the civilized world from mine.”

      She shuddered. “Are you calling yours uncivilized?”

      “No,” he hedged. “I call mine real. Say it.”

      “Ah…” She pressed her hands together, and the flogger’s leather strands dangled in midair. “Master Logan.”

      Fuck. The sound of her voice, so compliant, made him ache.

      With great effort, he concentrated on finishing their conversation. “I will be kissing you, if that’s okay.” Creating an air of intimacy so complete that she’d be engulfed by it, secure forever.

      “Yes.”

      “While I don’t like to have sex during a scene, if that works out later, that’s fine. Plenty of people play without it, and I have zero expectations. If it happens, it will be because you want it, and then we’d use condoms.”

      After she nodded, he continued. “Are you okay with intimate touch?” He lowered his voice. “Playing with your clit, finger-fucking you.”

      “Oh God. Yes.”

      He would have been fine if she refused, but the fact she gave permission was heady stuff. “I’d prefer it if you’d take your clothes off, but I’ll be satisfied if you strip down to your undergarments. So what will it be?” He waited. Even if it hadn’t been on a conscious level, she’d thought about scening tonight. She knew what she was and wasn’t willing to do. The game changer for her was the fact he was more formidable than Master Simon.

      “I want to keep on my bra and underwear.”

      He nodded. “You can put your clothes on this bench.”

      Fully anticipating her obedience, he went to the sound system and selected a mix that Joe had cued up. The choices ran the gamut from soft rock to inviting jazz, some Nine Inch Nails with occasional Gregorian chants threaded in.

      The preset volume was too loud for Logan’s tastes. He wanted to drink in her moans and cries, no matter how quiet they were. And he wanted to hear the strike of leather on skin.

      After he found the sweet spot, he turned to watch her.

      She’d placed the flogger next to his equipment. Everything was in a very orderly line, which he liked. She’d removed her boots and tights, and she was struggling with the skirt zipper.

      Logan walked toward her. “May I?”

      After she nodded, he brushed aside her fingers and finished the task. Then he stepped back to watch her finish undressing.

      Her choice of underwear enchanted him. The panties were red, which was a pleasant surprise. And they were mesh, making them see-through. That was an even better surprise.

      Thin black ribbon was threaded through the waistband. The panties were cut high, giving him a nice view of her curves.

      Then she faced him.

      The scrap of material in the front barely covered her pubis.

      Logan’s pulse accelerated.

      As he silently watched, she caught the bottom of her turtleneck and pulled it up and off.

      Her bra matched her panties. The material was gauzy, and the cups were defined by the same black ribbon. Tiny bows were set on each strap, an innocent tease to counter the seductive appeal. “You’re absolutely gorgeous, Jennifer.”

      For a moment, their gazes met. Then she seemed to forcibly look away. As she placed her turtleneck on the counter, her hand trembled.

      He bent to scoop up her discarded clothing and handed the pieces to her.

      “Thank you.” She folded the garments, then put them on the bench as he’d instructed.

      “Now I’d like you to pick up your flogger, walk to the cross, and stand with your back to it.”

      She took a deep breath before complying.

      Logan transferred the clamps, cuffs, and blindfold to a metal towerlike structure then wheeled it toward her.

      After ascertaining her height, he attached cuffs to the top of the cross. He was very much aware of Jennifer studying his every motion. That done, he took a step back and folded his arms. “When you’re ready, please kneel and ask me to flog you.”

      She gasped. “I didn’t know you actually meant that part.”

      “Every single word.”

      Her mouth was open, and her breaths were audible, rapid. Without offering her a verbal lifeline, he waited.

      Then long, long seconds later, she followed his command.

      Fuck. Was there anything better than having her submissively at his feet? Her respect left him dizzy. “Perfect.” It was. She was. “Now offer the flogger to me with your hands extended.”

      With astounding grace, she did so.

      “Extraordinary.” He’d had plenty of BDSM scenes throughout his lifetime, but he’d never had his gut constrict in this way. “Now I want you to spread your legs and lean back just a little.” Once she’d done that, he harnessed his all-too real sexual reaction and concentrated on being the Dominant she deserved. “Perfect. Now lower your head and cast your gaze down. If it’s more comfortable, you may close your eyes.” He spoke in a low, firm tone, ensuring she could hear him over the music while creating a sensual web of desire around her, one that informed her she was ceding power to him.

      After the slightest hesitation, she closed her eyes.

      “You look lovely, Jennifer.” There was something completely erotic about the way she knelt, motionless, nervous, yet fighting past it in order to trust him. The image seared his mind, and he’d carry it in his heart forever.

      Logan appreciatively drank her in before taking a step forward to accept the flogger. He hung it from the metal structure. “Now open your eyes and look at me.”

      Slowly, as if in a daze, she followed his order.

      Already there was a softness about her, a responsive slide into somewhere sexy and potent. There was no bland smile on her face like she’d had when she was with Simon.

      Logan shouldn’t be triumphant. But he was. “And now, ask me to flog you.”

      “Ah…” She sighed. “Can’t we just…you know? Do it?”

      “It’s about consent. I want you to be sure you know what you’re doing.” On this one point, he wouldn’t yield.

      “Please, Master Logan.” Though her voice wavered, she bravely continued. “Will you flog me?”

      “There’s nothing I’d enjoy more.” He extended his hand to help her up, and her smaller one was lost in his much larger grip.

      He didn’t stop once she was on her feet. Instead, he continued to draw him toward her. Her body was slightly chilled, and he held her against him. Her hard nipples pressed into his chest. His body instantly responded, flooding his dick with blood and primal need. Fuck, fuck. He wanted her.

      “Sir?”

      While he still could, he let her go, but she remained in place with her head tipped back to meet his gaze. Her blue eyes were filled with the purity of trust, and he savored that connection.

      Part of him wanted to go all caveman on her, take her upstairs to the bedroom and fuck her, claiming every bit of her, body and soul.

      Life had taught him harsh lessons about the fragility of life and the crushing inevitability of death, and he wasn’t a man given to flights of fancy or even thoughts of the future. Yet he’d never had a connection like this one, and it unnerved him. Big, strong man, afraid of nothing, was suddenly terrified.

      He cleared his throat, if not his mind. “Let’s get you on the cross.” With his hands on her shoulders, he turned her and guided her toward the wooden structure. “Are you doing okay?” Hopefully better than he was.

      “To be honest, I’m somewhere between exhilarated and terrified.”

      “Let’s keep you on the happier end of that, shall we?” If he focused on her, he’d be better off. “Wrists first.”

      She raised her right arm.

      He secured her in place and watched her tug against the fabric strap, testing it. “Can you pull out?”

      “No.”

      “You doing okay?” When she didn’t immediately reply, he went on, “Take a steadying breath and then answer.” He stood in front of her so he could study her reactions.

      She exhaled deeply. “I’m all right.”

      “Good.” He smoothed a wayward lock of hair back from her forehead. “It’s okay to give yourself over to the full experience, and remember you can stop it at any time. Let me know when you’re ready to continue.”

      After a few moments, she nodded. She kept her gaze on him as he secured her left wrist in place. “How’s that?”

      She tested both bonds, and they held her firm. “It’s a bit uncomfortable.”

      When he moved in to loosen her, she clarified, “I think it’s more mental than physical.”

      “You’re right about that. Stay in the moment. Don’t worry about what’s next. One thing at a time.”

      “That’s probably good advice in all areas of life.”

      “For all of us.” Totally focused on her, he smiled. “I want you to spread your legs apart, but no farther than you’re comfortable with. I don’t want you stressing any muscles.” Once she’d done as he asked, he bent to fasten her ankles to the X. As expected, she instantly sought to draw her thighs together.

      Her eyes were wide as he picked up the flogger then returned to stand in front of her.

      He swept his gaze over her, from her way her hair curved around her cheeks to the luscious swell of her breasts to her slim waist, curvy hips, and strong legs. In her bondage, Jennifer was breathtaking. In that moment, with her on the cross and the weight of the flogger in hand, he realized he’d lied to Joe at the last party. Logan had missed dominating a submissive. Until now, he hadn’t realized how badly.

      Wordlessly, he trailed the hilt down the column of her neck and paused at the hollow of her throat.

      Her mouth parted.

      Still using the flogger’s handle, he followed the outline of her bra cups. The lingerie was sheer enough for him to watch as her nipples beaded.

      He continued on, tracing downward, between her ribs, down her belly, then lower. Her breaths came in an audible staccato, and her eyes were unbelievably wide, unblinking.

      Through her panties, he teased her pussy.

      “Oh. That’s…”

      “Tell me, Jennifer.”

      “Sexy. Hard.”

      He adjusted his grip and pressed the flogger’s hilt lengthwise between her labia. “I want you to hump it.”

      Deep red chased up her cheeks. Logan was willing to bet no one had ever asked her to do something like this, which made him doubly glad he had.

      “Logan—”

      “Master Logan.”

      Her beautiful blue eyes opened even wider.

      “If something’s outside your limits, use a safe word. Otherwise, I expect you to hump this flogger immediately.”

      She gasped but tilted her pelvis forward.

      He nudged the handle a little higher to press it against her clit.

      Their gazes fused, and he willed her not to look away. “Now.” He snapped the command to break her out of her thought pattern.

      Somewhat awkwardly, she rocked back and forth.

      “That’s it. Such a good, pleasing submissive.” He softened his voice. “Give me more.”

      She shuddered.

      “Faster. I want your pussy slick. I want your juices on the leather.”

      “Logan… Sir…”

      “Good girl. Ride it.”

      She gyrated, pulling against her bonds and leaning forward as much as the X would allow.

      He repeated approving words, kept her labia spread, continued to keep the handle in place. Though she was doing as he asked, there was awkwardness in her movements. “Go ahead and close your eyes. Let go.”

      Once she did, her inhibitions seemed to vanish, and her movements became freer. After a minute or so, she all but allowed her clit to caress the leather.

      The sweetly pungent scent of her arousal drifted toward him, inflaming his masculine response.

      Since the hilt slid more easily, he moved a hand inside her bra cup to capture her breast then squeeze one of her nipples, rolling it between his thumb and forefinger.

      She moaned.

      “That’s it.”

      The New Age song trailed away and was replaced by a Gregorian chant. He began to stroke her pussy with the flogger’s hilt, and she gyrated faster and quicker. He was into this, into her. “Are you going to give me your orgasm, sub?”

      “Oh…”

      “Jennifer?”

      “Yes. I can’t believe this!” Her body stiffened.

      “Ride it out.” He tugged on her nipple. “Give me your climax.”

      She opened her eyes, looked at him, into him.

      Right then, nothing existed but them…and her pleasure.

      “I…”

      “Do it.”

      With a scream and a sigh, she bent her knees. The bonds captured her weight, and he reacted, releasing her nipple and reaching behind her to support her ass even as he increased the pressure of the hilt against her clit.

      She tipped her head back, closed her eyes, and screamed as her body jerked.

      Finally, endless seconds later, her head rolled forward.

      He leaned in and kissed the side of her neck, then slowly moved his hand from beneath her buttocks.

      “That…”

      “Yeah.” He grinned. “That.” Logan lowered the flogger, and she gave another involuntary squirm. “Many times a sub thanks her Dominant for an orgasm.”

      She pressed her lips together.

      He raised a brow. “Otherwise, in the future he may bring her to the brink, then leave her there.”

      “What? Seriously? For how long?”

      “She might be lucky if she’s allowed to come at all during the scene.”

      “Oh my God. No way.”

      “Absolutely.”

      “What I mean is, thank you, Master Logan.”

      “You’re a quick study, Jennifer. It was my pleasure.” He stroked a finger down her jawbone, and she slowly turned into his touch.

      Desire lanced him. He hadn’t just missed playing with a sub, he’d missed being with someone like her, innocent, trusting, new. Experiencing this through her eyes was fucking glorious indeed.

      He slowly lowered his hand, then rehung the flogger before looking at her. “How are you doing? Mentally? And the bonds?”

      “Everything is good.”

      Her tone was strong, and she met his gaze without looking away. “So now are you ready for me to unfasten your bra so I can clamp your nipples before the flogging begins?”

      “About that…”

      “You have a safe word,” he reminded her. “It was part of your fantasy.”

      “I’m willing to try.”

      “Ask me to do it.”

      Jennifer knitted her eyebrows together. A potent mixture of apprehension and arousal danced in her eyes, making her pupils flare. “You’re relentless.”

      “Do you really want it any other way?”

      “No.” Her admission was soft. “Please put the clamps on my nipples, Master Logan.”

      If she asked for the moon in that tone of voice, he’d do anything to grant her wish.

      After walking behind her, Logan unhooked her bra. When he stood in front of her again, he lifted the cups out of the way. Her breasts were gorgeous, full, and her nipples were a deep, dusky, kissable brown. He couldn’t wait to have his mouth on them.

      He picked up the set of clamps, but instead of affixing them right away, he sucked on each of her nipples for several seconds, laving them, then increasing the pressure until she moaned.

      When he once again inhaled her arousal, he pinched her right nipple. When it swelled, he tugged on it, elongating it for the clamp.

      She hissed when the teeth bit into her flesh.

      He played with her breast, waiting for the first blush of pain to fade.

      “Damn.”

      “Halfway there. Relax as you can.”

      When she unclenched her hands, he asked, “Ready?”

      “I… Yes.”

      Rather than immediately placing the gripper part, he slid his fingers between her legs. Through her panties, he eased back and forth across her pussy.

      “Oh, Master Logan…”
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