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He came to her on the night of their twentieth wedding anniversary.

Jeannie was lying in bed, straining to read the last page of her book in the weak circle of light cast by the bedside lamp. Jake snored gently as he lay beside her fast asleep. She sighed with that mix of contentment and regret that she always felt when a good book ended, and was about to remove her reading glasses when he was just...there—standing in the doorway of her bedroom clad only in faded denim jeans.

She gaped, too stunned by his appearance to even think about being afraid, though afterwards she wondered what the hell was wrong with her that she hadn't made a sound. Not even a squeak of terror, though it wasn't terror she felt as she stared at the stranger in her house.

The stranger who had just stepped straight off the cover of the romance novel she was still holding was standing there smiling and beckoning.

The picture in front of her shook as she looked down and then back up at the real deal in her bedroom. Almost exactly the same, with unruly black hair curling down into eyes that pale emerald color of the sea on a fine day, sharply cut cheekbones that gave him a sensual air, and a darkly tanned body so honed to muscular perfection she could see why he was currently the most popular model of the day for romance book covers. Including the one in her suddenly vice-like grip.

She squeezed her eyes shut then popped them open again. Yep. Still there. Still looking as hot as an ancient warrior. In fact, far hotter in the flesh than he appeared on the printed page.

Her woman bits contracted in a sudden, pleasurable ache. One that she hadn't felt in a long time.

"F...Federico?" She tried out his name, her voice a whisper that finished on a high note of panic, but he just smiled and held out his hand.

"Jeannie. Come." The faintest hint of an accent laced his words and enticed her all the more.

Why was she not screaming her head off? Or reaching for the phone to call the cops? Why am I even considering stepping out of bed to accept this stranger's hand? "Because it isn't real." She cast a glance at Jake to see if he had woken up when she spoke. Nope. Still asleep. Still snoring.

Jake's brown fringe flopped across his face and gave him a more youthful look than she was used to seeing lately. Setting up his own software company was what he'd always wanted and finally, eighteen months ago, he'd taken the plunge and stepped out into business for himself. But the hours had been long and stressful as he fought to build up a client base, and she could see the toll it was beginning to take in the deepening lines around his eyes and the faint smattering of grey in the shorter hair at his temples. A wave of tenderness had her reaching out to caress him, and then she glanced up to see the stranger watching her with an approving smile.

"Okay," she said. "So I'm asleep too, and this is definitely a dream. A damn good one, mind you." Then she frowned briefly. "Isn't it?"

"If that makes it easier for you," he said gravely, "then think of this as a dream. Now come."

"What about...um..."

"Your husband will not wake just yet," he said, correctly interpreting her hesitation. The look he directed briefly at Jake held such warmth that it set off a faint throbbing directly at her core, even though he was not, for those few seconds, concentrating on her. "There will be plenty of time for Jake...later."

"Really?" His words intrigued her, inviting thoughts of Jake and this stranger together in a sexual way. She was unsure why her dreams might be filled with such images, but the heaviness that intensified in her sex was a welcome result. It was an ache she hadn't felt in quite some time and, secure in the knowledge that this wasn't real, she raised one hand to her breast to explore her burgeoning nipples.

"Jeannie." There was a faint chiding now in the stranger's—Federico's?—voice. "Jake is for later. I promise you, he will have his turn. Now it is your time, beautiful woman. Come." On the last word his lips curved up in a sensual grin and he shifted slightly in the doorway. The sheen of his caramel skin glistened in the golden light cast by the reading lamp, and she had the urge to run her fingertips over his body and find out if it really was as smooth and sleek as it looked.

Her legs slid out from under the covers almost of their own volition, but then her breath caught and she felt her cheeks heat up. "Damn! I forgot, um, well..."

He cocked an amused eyebrow. "I can see past that flannelette nightgown, Jeannie," he said. "You are beautiful beneath it, but I will fix your attire before Jake joins us. His vision may not be so...x-ray."

She glanced again at Jake, who shifted slightly in the bed, then down at herself. Beautiful? That was definitely stretching the truth. The flannel nightie hid the persistent little pot belly and also the cellulite that had recently begun to appear on her thighs, both of which were courtesy of two children, and she knew without having to look in the mirror that a few streaks of grey had begun to silver her previously golden-blonde hair. Managing their home, her job as a secretary at the local medical center, and raising two teenage kids almost single-handedly while Jake was stressing over the new business in this difficult economic climate, had probably taken its equal toll on her.

She and Jake hardly spoke these days, let alone had time for anything more intimate than a quick peck on the cheek. Feeling good about her body—feeling desirable or even remotely beautiful—was just not on the agenda. Maybe, she realized, it wasn't just her husband who'd forgotten how to be romantic.

Federico reached to remove her reading glasses and drop them onto the bed, before holding out his hand, and despite the pang of guilt, she leaned forward to clasp it. Heat assailed her as strong fingers closed over her own. Heat and power.

It felt as if her body was standing to attention, energized by a burst of electricity that made her feel more alive than she had in years. But still she hesitated. "Jake's my husband," she said.

"I know."

"I love him."

"I know that, too. And he loves you. You have been married twenty years and your love for each other is just as deep today as it was the day you met. But things have not been the same lately, have they? The physical spark...it does not appear to be there at present, does it?"

She stood in the doorway and looked back at the man she loved. "No." The frustration filled her, twisting her lips. "I want it to be! And so does he; I'm sure of it. It's just...we're so tired all the time!"

Federico placed a finger under her chin, lifting her face until she was staring into his eyes. They really were the most unusual color she had ever seen. Almost translucent green, it reminded her of her favorite place in the world—the deserted white beach in far north Queensland where she had first made love with Jake on their honeymoon.

Twenty years ago tonight.

And he hadn't remembered.

Tears welled involuntarily and Jeannie bit her lip as she fought them back. I don't want to cry in front of this man. I know it's my dream, but still...

He was caressing her now, running a strong thumb down her cheek and over trembling lips. His touch left a ribbon of warmth behind. "Shh," he said. "He will remember, and the spark is still there, I promise." Laughter lit his features. "Tonight we will nurse that spark back to life until it becomes a raging fire once more." 

A wash of joy crossed her skin, and even though she sensed it was being forced onto her rather than generating from inside herself, she sank gratefully into the emotion. The need to cry receded and a growing sense of excitement took its place.

Butterflies. I'm thirty-eight years old and I have butterflies in my stomach. For heaven's sake!

"Tonight I am going to ignite your fire, Jeannie. First you and then Jake will have his turn. Eros sent me to—"

"Who?"

"Ah." He frowned, and then sighed dramatically. "You people in this modern age. Never mind. It is of no consequence right now. We need to focus on you, Jeannie, and your upcoming pleasure at my hands."

The way he said her name, with that faint accent softening the "J" sounded slightly European. And the idea of him pleasuring her with those strong fingers, which were even now tracing small circles down the column of her neck and along her collarbone, created damp heat in her sensible cotton panties.

She took a deep breath, trying for composure. "I've never had a fantasy without...well, without Jake in it."

"Really?" He went very still, and she got the feeling her admission had genuinely surprised him. "That is most unusual. But...rather endearing." He looked across at Jake, then back at her, and the hint of astonishment in his features morphed into determination. "Do not be concerned, darling Jeannie. It is in my nature to inspire many aspects of yearning. And to sate them. I will ensure that Jake joins us soon, and that you both have the best time tonight."

Thoughts of herself sandwiched between Jake and Federico—or perhaps it could be Jake in the middle, sinking himself into her while Federico pounded him from behind—sent a wave of pure lust crashing through her body. She let out a tiny moan and saw those strange green eyes light up as he watched her. "Why am I picturing these things?" she asked.

"Because you are with me! It inspires you."

Now it was her turn to raise a brow. Even figments of the imagination needed to behave. "I didn't actually expect you to answer that one, you know. It was rhetorical. Anyone ever call you on that self-confidence thing?"

He laughed then, the sound pure and rich, and her heart filled with delight. Was he manipulating her emotions? Maybe later she'd have an issue with that, but for now, she didn't care. She just felt young and happy again, like when she first married Jake.

"Often," he admitted. "But I have no need for humility. I am a..." He hesitated, and then said, "Well, I am Federico, at least for tonight. So—" he pulled her forward into the dark hallway—"where would you like to go, beautiful woman?"

He stood a full head taller than her own five foot six inch height, and she had to crane her neck a little to meet his questioning gaze.

"I like the beach," she answered, and then could have kicked herself. The beach? At night? Why had she said such a stupid thing? "Well, I guess it is my dream," she added with a hint of defiance.

He tilted his head and studied her. "A good choice. I, too, enjoy the beach. So base, and raw, and elemental. Especially at night, with moonlight silvering the water." He leaned forward and warm breath lifted the hair near her ear. "Close those gorgeous blue eyes, little one."

A moment of dizziness assailed her when she did as requested and then fingertips grazed her cheek. "Okay to look, now," he said.

She did so, and gasped when she saw where they were standing. The long, sandy curve of beach
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