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CHAPTER ONE
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	“Interesting cover. Is the book any good?”

	Without thinking, Julia flipped the paperback over to look at the image, even though she was intimately acquainted with every detail of it—yet another instance of her cover artist’s intuitive ability to interpret her pathetic excuse for a specification, and come up with something that far exceeded her hopes and expectations. This specific example featured a couple whose relationship was definitely at the kinky end of the spectrum.

	“That’s what I’m trying to decide.” Julia made a point of reading each of her books a year after first publication, as a means of identifying ways in which she could hone and polish her writing skills. Three chapters in, and she’d only cringed a handful of times.

	“May I join you?”

	After the morning she’d had, Julia wasn’t really in the mood for company. That was one of the advantages of traveling in this particular cabin with this particular airline—the way the seats were laid out, it was relatively easy to avoid interacting with fellow passengers. She looked up, intending to refuse graciously, and it was at that point her hormones decided it was carnival time. This outstanding specimen of masculine yumminess was tall and luscious, with an aura of command that had her ovaries snapping off a salute. His attire was as impeccable as his manners, and she couldn’t help but wonder what the story was behind that sexy mid-Atlantic accent.

	Now that she thought about it, some conversation might just help to take her mind off the problem with her luggage, which she’d discovered on arriving at the airport. Only the minor matter of a jammed padlock, but she was dreading the possibility of being taken to one side at her destination, and asked to open her cases. Her lurid imagination had her being arrested at the very least for obstruction when she wasn’t able to comply. She didn’t even want to contemplate the possibility of allegations of drug-trafficking and a full body-cavity search…

	It wasn’t that she’d forgotten the combination—the blasted thing had just refused point-blank to unlock, no matter what she did. Mentally crossing her fingers, she’d dropped her luggage off at the check-in desk, and sought refuge in the executive lounge. Two glasses of champagne after boarding the aircraft and before their delayed take-off had helped to lessen the sense of panic for a while, at least, but Julia had no intention of landing in New York as a lush-in-training.

	“Please—be my guest.” She gestured toward the small ottoman in front of her, which doubled as a seat, so that passengers traveling together could also eat together.

	“Thank you.”

	Julia sat up a little straighter. Somehow, the man seemed to be even bigger sitting down. As a claustrophobic, personal space was important to her, and this man, with his overwhelming confidence and impossibly long legs, was in danger of encroaching upon hers.

	“May I introduce myself? My name’s Mark—Mark Chandler.”

	In the space of a second, Julia looked from his face to the hand he offered. As intrigued by the man as she was, when he took her hand and raised it to his lips to kiss her fingers, she became even more so. That mouth looked like it could do scandalously wicked things to a woman.

	The contact sent an odd little shiver down her spine. Looks like I might be right about that mouth.

	“Julia,” she replied, and didn’t miss the way his eyes flicked toward the book in her other hand. “Julia McKenna. One and the same.”

	“I’m very pleased to meet you, Julia. You’re traveling alone?”

	He’d have been in trouble if she hadn’t been, she thought wryly. “It’s a little late for that question, don’t you think, Mr. Chandler?”

	To her surprise, he gave a chuckle of warm, intimate laughter that reached out and wrapped itself around her, seeming to isolate the two of them from the rest of the cabin. “Mark, please. Okay, you caught me out.” He held his hands up in a gesture of surrender. “Yes, I already had a pretty good idea. I didn’t see you with anyone back in the lounge.”

	How could she have missed him there? Easily, she realised—her thoughts had been fixated on that stupid lock, and worrying about the possible dire consequences of not being able to open her case on demand once they landed.

	Without a great deal of effort, she returned her focus to the man in front of her. He had to be a Brit, she decided, but one who spent a lot of his time in the US. Maybe even an expat who’d gone to make his fortune on Wall Street. He certainly dressed the part, though, in spite of the fact that most of the other passengers in the cabin were attired far more casually.

	“Are you admitting to stalking me, Mr.—Mark?” Julia had no idea why, but she felt comfortable enough to tease this captivating stranger a little.

	“Would you be upset if I said maybe?”

	Good question—was she upset by a confession of stalking made by a very attractive man, one with a disarming smile and a voice that turned her girlie places into a molten mess? Perhaps she should be, but she couldn’t find it in her to object. Besides, a real stalker would hardly admit to it, would he?

	“If it’s only maybe, then I think I can deal with it.”

	At that point, a member of the cabin crew came around with more champagne, and at Mark’s insistence, a third glass was pressed into Julia’s hand, to accompany the appearance of a small bowl of snacks.

	“So, did you forget what you wrote?” He nodded in the direction of the now-discarded novel.

	Amusement rather than indignation tailored her response to that question—he was closer to the mark than he probably imagined. “Lest you think I’m some ego-driven prima donna, this is quality control. I make a point of reading all my books after they’ve been out for a while. After a few months, I’ve generally forgotten the details of the plot, which enables me to identify where there’s room for improvement. Lessons learned, as they used to say in my old day job.”

	“And is there? Room for improvement?”

	“There’s always room for improvement. But that’s enough about this nonsense—what takes you to New York, Mark?”

	“I’m actually heading back home. I haven’t lived in England for the better part of a decade now. I’ve just been back for a vacation, and to visit my parents.”

	That explained the accent, but more to the point, Julia was wondering if this was merely a coincidence, or if the universe really did move in mysterious ways. All of a sudden, her mood lightened again, though there was no reason why it should. New York was a city of millions—there was zero chance their paths would cross there. More to the point, why was she even imagining that they might?

	“I thought I detected a mix of linguistic influences.”

	He laughed again, a shorter laugh this time, and somewhat rueful in nature. “Yeah, about that. To my family I sound American, and to my friends and colleagues in the US, I’m still a dyed-in-the-wool Brit. How about you? What takes a writer of—” he went through a minor contortion to get another look at her novel “—erotic romance with a BDSM twist to the Big Apple?”

	She tapped the cover of her novel. “I’m attending a conference for writers and readers of this sort of subject matter, both fiction and non-fiction. I fly back next Monday.”

	In a way, that left her even more puzzled—he seemed to find the revelation of rather more interest than Julia thought it warranted.

	“In that case, perhaps I could take you out to dinner while you’re visiting?”

	Well, that was straight to the point. And how she wished she could say yes. She gave a brief, quiet sigh. “Thank you for the invitation. Unfortunately, my evenings are taken up with networking and various conference activities, including visiting a club. Then I fly back the day after it finishes.”

	“No time for sightseeing, then?”

	Not much, but there were two places she hoped to have time to see—the Empire State Building and Grand Central Station.

	Her choices appeared to amuse Mark for a moment, and then he became serious again. “If you do find yourself with a little time on your hands, perhaps you’ll call me.” He offered her a business card.

	Yes, she’d been right, he was something on Wall Street, which confirmed he was way out of her league. His social life was probably swarming with wealthy heiresses who could trace their family trees back to the Pilgrim Fathers.

	“I appreciate the offer, Mark, but I have to be honest—it’s unlikely I’ll have the opportunity.” Julia hoped he realised her regret was sincere.

	“Then will you tell me more about your conference? I’d love to know what’s going to keep you… tied up.”

	Surely he hadn’t intended to imbue those last two words with any hidden meaning? Did that little pause make the words more suggestive? Or was it simply her imagination going into overdrive again?

	“As I said, it’s for writers and readers of this kind of material, and consists of a series of discussions and workshops.”

	“Really? Sounds fascinating. Please, go on.”

	“I wish I could. This is the first time I’ve attended the conference, so while I have an idea of the subject areas we’ll be looking at, I’m not really sure what to expect.”

	“So you don’t know yet whether you’ll have any hands-on experience?”

	“Anything’s possible, although I’m not entirely sure I’m up for being flogged!”

	“But if you had the chance to experience it—would you take it?”

	The comment was surely supposed to have been throwaway humour, nothing more, but Mark’s quietly voiced, sincere question made Julia squirm a little in her seat, as did the intensity with which he was suddenly regarding her.

	“I don’t know—it would certainly be
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