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Blurb
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A game of seduction...

It's obvious to Jason that his son's girlfriend is only after the Masters’ money. He figures it will be an expensive lesson for the young man, but tries to ignore the situation despite the way Lanie makes him feel. It's only when Josh announces their engagement that Jason decides to do something to get rid of the gold-digger. Something cold and calculating, like seduce her away from her younger mark before scorning her. It's a straightforward plan, so why does she make him feel things he hasn't since his wife died years ago? Could the infallible Masters have misjudged Lanie? Or is she simply playing him in return? Just who is seducing whom?

This was previously published as “Island Seduction.” It is basically the same story, but with some additions throughout, including a newly added epilogue.

––––––––
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Just for a bit of nostalgia, here is the original blurb from 2011 Edition:

LANIE ACCEPTS AN INVITATION to spend vacation with her roommate and his father on their private island. The sparks fly between Lanie and Jason as soon as they meet. She wants him, and he wants the younger woman out of his son's life. The solution is simple—seduce her away from Josh to force her to show her true intentions. Once she has ended her engagement to Josh, he'll dump her brutally to teach the little gold-digger a lesson. Josh will forgive him once he realizes what she is. It seems so easy, until she becomes his lover, leaving Jason confused about her, his plans, and their future.

Lanie covers for Josh when he announces their engagement, though they have never been more than friends. She agrees to pretend to be engaged as long as he tells his dad the truth quickly. When Josh is called away for a summer internship, she and Jason have the island to themselves. She starts to fall in love with him and knows she'll have to tell him the truth for the sake of their future, even if it means exposing Josh's secret.
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Jason grimaced when he got his first look at the girl his son had brought home. They were still unloading their luggage from the seaplane that had stopped at his dock, so he had plenty of time to size her up. In denim shorts with tattered legs, slung low on her hips, a cropped black T-shirt, and with the ends of her short hair dyed an unnatural shade of purple-red, she practically screamed teenage rebellion. 

The only problem with that theory was he knew her to be twenty-three, according to the information his son had relayed. Josh was a sophomore, and so was she. When Jason questioned why she was still in college at her age, his son had breezily explained Lanie spent a few years searching for herself. Judging from the appearance she presented, the girl would have been better off spending a bit more time looking, until she found someone remotely presentable.

His eyes widened when she straightened, stretching with her arms over her head. A dart of desire hit him like a fist in the stomach, and he shifted in his boat shoes, uncomfortable with the idea of finding Lanie attractive. At thirty-eight, he was too old to react that way to a nice pair of breasts in a tight T-shirt.

With a shake of his head, he cast off the unwanted spark of attraction, along with his discomfort, and walked down the dock. Excitement at seeing his son again put a slight spring in his step, and Jason resolved not to worry about the girl. At Josh’s age, the liaison was no doubt transitory. He was sure to have a string of equally unsuitable relationships before settling down. It would be pointless to worry about each one.

Josh gave him an enthusiastic hug, and Jason’s eyes smarted when he embraced him. For a second, he held the toddler version of his son in his arms. A parade of memories danced through his mind during the brief hug. It was like that every time he saw Josh after a separation.

When his son stepped back, Jason turned to Lanie, bracing himself to be polite. He drew in his breath sharply upon seeing her face. It was a marked contrast to her appearance. Soft and rounded, with full lips, a straight nose, and dark eyes, her countenance was sweet and innocent. If only she hadn’t marred the physical perfection with a piercing through her right brow and a tiny diamond stud through her nose, she would have been classically beautiful.

“Dad, this is Lanie DeShaw.”

Jason took the hand she extended, surprised by the firmness of her handshake.

“Lanie, this is my dad, Jason Masters.”

Her lips, bare of lipstick like the rest of her face was free from makeup, curved into what seemed like a genuine smile. “How do you do, Mr. Masters?” She had pierced her tongue too.

“Call me Jason.” The invitation came automatically, as his brain was busy processing the impulses elicited just from touching her hand. He dropped it quickly, not caring if he appeared abrupt. “Come into the house.” As they followed him in, he mentally shifted the bedroom arrangement he’d had the housekeeper prepare. His plan had been to facilitate the couple’s interactions by allowing them to remain discreet, but he had changed his mind. The room next to Josh’s was no longer an option for their houseguest. He didn’t want his son to have such easy access to his lover. He tried not to question why the idea of them having sex bothered him so much. Jason had enough self-preservation not to want to know the answer.

****
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LANIE EYED HER ROOM with awe. Jason had opened the door for her and left with a nod after seeing Josh to his room farther down the landing. He hadn’t waited around for her to express her appreciation for the décor, but maybe that was for the best. She didn’t want to fall into a slobbering trance, so busy staring at him that she’d be unable to form a coherent sentence.

She had seen his picture many times in Josh’s room, but he’d been on the deck of a sailboat, with the sun shining brightly around him. It hadn’t been a very good picture, especially compared to the real thing. The sun had brightened his hair from a rich brown to a dark blond, and the way he’d squinted had obscured the impact of his bright blue eyes. She was still reeling from staring into them. What had been a halfhearted crush kindled by a picture in Josh’s bedroom was trying to become something more. She shook her head at the silly notion, knowing it wasn’t wise to let her emotions overrule common sense.

Lanie finally managed to move from the spot and drop her bags on the bed. She wandered the mini-suite, pausing to touch the gauzy peach curtains that coordinated perfectly with the silver and peach comforter. The wallpaper was an elegant foil for the rest of the room, and the white furniture matched everything. Compared to her dorm room, and any of the places she had ever lived, this room was four-star. What else would one expect to find in a large home perched on the cliff of a privately owned island? Josh’s family was wealthy, and it showed. She hoped she wouldn’t look as out-of-place as she felt.

Which brought her to her first dilemma. Jason had imparted dinner was in an hour, but hadn’t expounded on how she should dress. It seemed like a formal kind of place, and she tried to reconcile the Josh she knew from college, who lived in frayed Levis and T-shirts, to the way she imagined he would appear that evening.

Unpacking didn’t take long, and her possessions barely filled two drawers of the dresser. When she hung up the few items in her wardrobe that might wrinkle, Lanie laughed at the pathetic sight. Her clothes took up half a rack in the walk-in closet. The built-in shoe organizer could hold at least twenty pairs of shoes, and she wondered how it would be to have that many pairs as she stowed a pair of black flats and her sneakers. Other than the sandals on her feet, they were the only shoes she owned.

Lanie settled on a sundress she’d picked up in Miami before they boarded the seaplane Jason had reserved for them. The background of teal embossed with large, pink flowers probably wasn’t dressy enough, but it was the only dress she had.

A quick shower and grooming session left her with twenty minutes before dinner. She slipped on the fake silk dress, eyed herself in the mirror, and decided the print clashed with the shade of her hair. Maybe she would dye it. She was getting tired of this color anyway. Not right then, of course. She didn’t have time.

Wandering aimlessly around the room didn’t appeal to her, and neither did the LCD TV tucked into an armoire, so she decided to head down to the main level. It might take her that long to find the dining room anyway, since the house was huge.

She left her room, hoping she would later remember which one was hers from the myriad choices, and strolled down the hall. Artwork drew her eyes, ranging from original priceless oils and acrylics to portraits that were probably members of the Masters family.

Halfway down the stairs, she looked back at the sound of her name. Josh was bounding down the steps, two at a time, and she was relieved to see he wore khakis and a polo shirt. Her estimation of a painfully formal dinner seemed to have been wrong, thankfully.

When he drew level with her, Lanie linked her arm through his. “I’m glad you’re here. I thought I might need a map to navigate this place.”

Josh laughed. “Imagine growing up here.”

She couldn’t fathom what it had been like for Josh, to have everything. It was amazing, and likely a credit to Jason, that he was humble and down-to-earth instead of a spoiled brat. “What was it like?” she asked, eager to fill in the gaps in her imagination.

They continued down the stairs as he said, “I used to have a hundred places to hide from my nanny. It was great to be able to go to the beach whenever I wanted, but the downside was friends couldn’t just drop by.”

She knew he had been homeschooled by Jason for several years, before going to a boarding school for high school, and a pang hit her chest as she imagined how lonely the little boy must have been. It must have been difficult for Jason to decide to send his son away to school, even if it had been a good decision.

“Are you crying?” asked Josh.

Lanie shook her head, swiping at her cheeks. “Nah, I’m just feeling maudlin today, I guess. I was thinking how lonely you must have been as a kid.”

Josh surprised her by shaking his head. “Not at all. Dad employed a lot of people back then and tried to make sure they had children whenever possible. It wasn’t like one of those Victorian scenarios where I was little lord of the manor and couldn’t fraternize with the help. Hell, I’m still in contact with some of the kids I grew up with.” His cheeks turned slightly red as he lowered his voice to confide, “Chaz Donner is Mr. and Mrs. Donner’s son, and he was my first romance.”

“Ah.” She paused. “Who are Mr. and Mrs. Donner?”

“They’re the couple who live on-site now and manage the household. Dad has downsized since I left for school, and they’re the only ones left, other than a few gardeners and landscape staff that live on the other side of the island.”

“Interesting.” She broke off when Josh led her into a semiformal dining room. She could tell the cream carpet and black furniture were supposed to be casually elegant, but it seemed too stiff and fancy for her. Lanie knew the basics of etiquette and could eat without embarrassing herself, but the room was stifling, making her wonder if she would be able to swallow anything past the lump in her throat.
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To make the room even more intimidating, Jason sat at the table, clicking the keys of his laptop and speaking into the microphone of a headset he wore. He looked up, lifted a finger to indicate he’d be a moment, and finished his conversation. As he spoke, she drank in the sight of him, resisting the urge to squirm as she took a seat. Jason was fit and tanned, with handsome features that had a rougher edge than Josh’s still immature facial appearance.

Get a grip. It was crazy to lust after Josh’s father. She reminded herself he was fifteen years older than she was and unlikely to find her at all appealing. He was too virile and male to seem like anyone’s father, especially since he could pass for someone in his early thirties. No doubt, Jason had his pick of women, so why would he want someone like Lanie?

When he’d finished his conversation, he looked up. His gaze encompassed both of them, but she couldn’t help feeling as if his eyes were boring directly into her, probing her deepest secrets. She blinked to shield her eyes, though the action was superstitious.

“I’m sorry, but you were down earlier than I’d expected.”

“Lanie’s not your typical girl,” said Josh, touching her shoulder carelessly. “She doesn’t take forever to get ready.”

Lanie grinned. “Josh takes longer to get ready in the mornings than I do.”

The arrival of an older woman interrupted the conversation, but she thought Jason stiffened for just a moment. When Lanie turned her head to look fully at him, his attention was on the tray the woman held.

“Lanie, this is Mrs. Donner,” said Josh as he carelessly reached for one of the papaya wraps on the tray. 

“It’s Vera.” She pulled the tray away from Josh’s reach to offer it to Lanie.

“Hello.” After taking a wrap, Lanie eyed the other woman as Vera served Jason before offering the tray to Josh. She speculated about Vera’s relationship with Jason, deciding the other woman might be in her mid-forties but was still very attractive. Of course, there was a Mr. Donner, so she probably wasn’t sleeping with Jason.

Lanie frowned, exasperated her thoughts had once again turned to Jason and contemplating his sex life. What would it be like to have sex with him? Goosebumps bloomed on her arms as she imagined how it would be to wrap herself around his body.

She forced her attention back to Josh and Jason after Vera brought in colorful salads. The men were engaged in conversation, and Jason’s attention seemed fixed on his son, but she still felt watched. 

It was difficult to eat when she couldn’t shake the sensation Jason was covertly examining her, carefully weighing her every action, judging her and finding her wanting. Lanie tried to be sensible and tell herself she was imagining things, that her own insecurity made her feel that way, not his actions. It was still difficult to choke down anything.

“Is there something wrong with your dinner?” asked Jason unexpectedly during the main course, as he abruptly turned toward her.

She shook her head. “Not at all. The tuna sashimi is delicious.”

“Hmm. You’ve barely touched anything. If you prefer something else—”

Again, she shook her head. “No, thanks. I think I’m just tired from the trip.”

“Maybe it’s jet lag,” Josh said with a grin. “That flight from Atlanta can be a killer. It takes at least four hours, with stopovers and boarding the seaplane.”

“Ha ha.” Lanie almost stuck her tongue out at him, but resisted the urge.

“I’m sure a night in bed will make you feel better,” said Jason.

Whose bed? She gasped lightly at the idea of uttering that question. She was definitely losing it, especially since she was projecting a double meaning into his words and a slightly throaty tone to his voice.

His brow furrowed. “Are you okay?”

Lanie nodded, not explaining the gasp. How could she? Instead, she tried changing the subject. “This is an elegant room. Did you decorate it, Mr. Masters?”

“Jason.” He shook his head. “It was a design firm in Miami. I’ve always found the room kind of stiff, but I haven’t bothered to redecorate.” He shrugged. “I eat most of my meals on the patio.”

“That sounds nice.” She sipped the iced fruit juice, wishing they were outside right now, since she was overheated, despite the temperature being closely regulated for comfort.

“We eat out on the balcony a lot,” said Josh. “Our kitchen table is covered with Lanie’s supplies.”

Jason set down his fork carefully. “You two live together?”

Lanie froze, sure she wasn’t imagining the icy inflection in his voice.

Josh seemed oblivious. “Yep. My last roommate left without notice, and Lanie’s rent had just gone up, so we decided to live together.”

“You don’t need a roommate,” said Jason. “I’d be happy to buy you a condo.”

Josh frowned. “No, thanks. I want to do it on my own.”

“You can pay me back when you graduate.”

Lanie saw Josh’s shoulders stiffen. “No, thanks,” he said again, sounding resolute. 

“Josh, I want to help—“

“I don’t want your help, Dad.”

Jason sipped water before asking in a light tone, “Should I cancel the check for your fall tuition then?”

His fork clattered to the plate, and Josh balled his fists on either side of his plate. “Dammit, Dad, that’s different.”

“How? You’ll let me pay for college, but not support you? That’s nuts.”

Lanie tried to remain absolutely still, wondering if they felt as awkward having what she’d heard was a typical conversation as she did having to hear it.

“Your help comes with too many strings, Dad.”

Jason frowned. “I’ll never ask more of you than you’re capable of doing.”

Josh sighed. “Can we drop this?” He shot a meaningful look at Lanie, and she squirmed as both their gazes skirted over her.

After a pause, Jason returned to his meal and Josh did the same. Lanie attempted to give the appearance of eating in the stiff silence.

“How long have you been living with Josh?” asked Jason. His tone was bland, but he seemed on edge.

“A few months.” Why did his question make her feel so guilty? She wasn’t sleeping with Josh, and even if she were, they were both adults. Trying to suppress the irrational response, she added, “I love Josh’s apartment. It’s so much nicer than the one I lived in before, on my own.”

He nodded, his blue eyes glittering with an emotion she couldn’t identify. “I imagine it must be a step up.”

“I was lucky to find that place,” said Josh. “The price was amazing.”

“Very lucky,” said Jason before taking another drink of water.

Lanie eyed him thoughtfully for a moment, unable to hold back a slight smile. Nothing in Jason’s posture betrayed him, but somehow, she knew he was the one who’d helped Jason find such a great deal—whether he owned the apartment and rented it to his son through a third party, or just paid some of the rent, she didn’t know. It was obvious Josh had no clue. 

He met her gaze, his appraising, and then he nodded slightly, recognizing she had guessed his secret. “Do you enjoy living so close to the beach, Lanie?”

Josh laughed. “You can hardly get her to go, Dad. She’s either busy with school or designing.”

“What do you design?” His gaze raked over the cheap sundress. “Clothes?”

Lanie shook her head, wishing the conversation hadn’t shifted focus to her. “Jewelry.”

“Stick out your tongue.”

Jason arched a brow at his son’s request. “Excuse me?”

Lanie slowly extended her tongue, leaning slightly closer to Jason. The action was intimate in a way she couldn’t describe, bringing a flush of heat to her body.
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“The stud is one of her pieces.”

Jason leaned closer to examine it, bringing his face inches from hers. Lanie had the mad urge to bridge the distance and press her lips to his. She jerked back abruptly to avoid giving in to the impulse.

“It’s lovely. I like the serpentine design.”

“Thanks.” She didn’t bother to enlighten Jason about the special texture the tongue stud provided for extra stimulation when used during oral sex. It was one of the products two adult shops in Miami purchased from her on a regular basis. Sex jewelry wasn’t her primary niche, but it helped pay the bills so she could work on more traditional pieces.

To her relief, the conversation shifted back to Josh, and she was able to sit quietly throughout the rest of the meal, needing only to give an occasional reply. When dinner ended, she rose to her feet with relief once Josh did. As they strolled from the dining room, she realized they were all heading for another destination. She grimaced, having hoped the awkward evening was coming to an end. Maybe she could bow out politely?

The hope disappeared when Josh slung his arm around her shoulders to steer her outside to the patio. The sun was just starting to set, lighting the sky with dark oranges and reds that took her breath away. She sat down in a wrought iron patio chair without protest, still taking in the view. She refused coffee with a shake of her head to Vera and closed her eyes, inhaling deeply. The heady fragrance of one of the tropical flowers growing close by made her feel giddy.

It took her a moment to realize Josh and Jason were discussing his future once again. “I’m just saying, son, that if you really think you want to pursue politics, you need to think about your future now. Youthful indiscretions can come back to haunt you later.”

“Geez, Dad. I’m not partying and sleeping around every weekend.” 

Lanie did her best to tune out the conversation, wishing Josh had warned her about the friction between himself and Jason. They clearly loved each other, but it was also obvious Jason had plans for his son and was doing his best to override Josh’s own stubbornness. Idly, she wondered if the men realized just how alike they were?

Her head snapped in their direction when she heard Josh say, “Well don’t worry about what I’m doing with every girl around, Dad. I’m getting married.”

She held her breath, wondering if Josh had decided to come out to his father at this moment. Lanie wanted to warn him she didn’t think Jason would be receptive to the news at this instant, but couldn’t figure out a way to do so. Jason was going to learn soon enough about Josh’s engagement to Mark Snow, but it still seemed like the wrong time.

Jason looked thunderstruck. “You’re too young to get married, Josh. Nineteen is crazy. You can’t make a commitment at that age.”

“Why not? You did. You and Mom married right after high school.”

Jason flinched. “Yeah, but she died three years later. Who knows if we’d have lasted?”

Josh rolled his eyes. “Please, Dad. You haven’t had any serious relationships since Mom.”

“How do you know?”

Lanie cleared her throat, certain she didn’t want to hear about any of Jason’s relationships. “I think I’ll go to bed.”

“This affects you too,” said Jason. “At twenty-three, you’re much too young to understand the weight of a lifetime commitment.”

“But Josh and I—“

“Know exactly what we’re doing,” he cut in. “I’m marrying Lanie, and there’s nothing you can say to change my mind.”

Her eyes widened, and she stared at Josh in horror. An automatic denial sprang to her lips, but Josh rose from his seat before she could formulate the words. “We’re going to bed.”

Jason’s expression revealed nothing. “Good night.”

Lanie trailed behind Josh, her stomach twisting in knots. She followed him right into his room, not certain what she was going to do to him, but wondering if she could restrain the impulse to thrash him. “What the hell are you doing, Joshua Masters?” 

“Being an idiot.”

His reply drained away her anger, and she sat on the bed beside Josh when he threw himself down. “I’m glad you realize that. Why’d you tell your dad we’re getting married?”

Josh shrugged. “I dunno. I was about to tell him about Mark, but your name slipped out instead. I was so annoyed with him, you know?”

Lanie sighed, lying down beside him when he stretched out. “He loves you, Josh. Your dad doesn’t strike me as homophobic, so what’s the problem?”

He wore a frown when he turned his head to look at her. “I just don’t think he’s going to take it well. Dad wants me to go into politics, and you know being gay will be an issue.”

“Your dad wants you in politics because of your interest, not his. I know that much from what you’ve told me.” She pushed a strand of hair off his forehead. “You should just tell him about Mark.”

With a stubborn set of his lips, he shook his head. “I can’t. I don’t want to give him another reason to be disappointed in me.”

“Fine.” She waved her hand. “At least tell him the truth about us.”

A small smile made his lips twitch. “Why? So you can have a shot with him?”

Lanie shoved against his shoulder. “Be serious.”

He grinned. “I am. I’ve seen you drooling over his picture in my room.”

A blush scorched her face, but she strove for nonchalant as she stretched and sat up. “Yeah, whatever. I’m off to bed, brat.”

“Okay, Mommy,” he said with a light laugh.

She lifted the closest pillow and smacked him upside the head. “Go to sleep before I spank you.”

He waggled his brows. “Promises.”

Lanie rolled her eyes. “As if you’d want me to do that.” She schooled her expression to one more serious. “You do need to tell your dad we aren’t engaged though.”

Josh reached out for her hand. “Please don’t make me. I swear I’ll let him know before we go home in a couple of weeks, but let me do it in my own way. Okay?”

Reluctance warred with the desire to ease his anxiety. Lanie exhaled sharply, knowing it was a bad idea to continue the pretense, but not sure what else to do, short of telling Jason his son’s secret. That wasn’t her place. “I guess, but you’d better fix this quickly. Your dad hates the idea of you marrying me.”

With a half shrug, he said, “He thinks I’m too young.”

Lanie nodded, but she wasn’t convinced that was Jason’s sole objection. If Josh had presented a more suitable girl, would he have been so nonplussed? What did it matter? She’d already decided her crush on him was silly, and he’d never reciprocate the interest. He wasn’t likely to dislike her any less if he found out she and Josh weren’t really involved. Not that he’d betrayed his disapproval in an obvious way, but she had still sensed it.

A moment later, she left Josh’s room, backing out and closing the door behind her. Lanie let out a startled yelp when her back collided with something solid. Warm and solid. Distinctly male. She turned her head, finding her face inches from Jason’s. His hands on her hips had steadied her, but they also burned through the thin fabric of her dress.

“Sorry,” she whispered, licking lips made dry with sudden nervousness. “Thanks.”

Jason shrugged, still not removing his hands. “You’re welcome.” He finally dropped them but didn’t step back. She couldn’t move forward without opening Josh’s door again. An awkward scoot to the right was an option, but it would be obvious she was trying to get away from him. She licked her lips again, eyes widening when she saw his gaze following the motion.

“Let me show you to your room, so you don’t get lost.” There was a heavy note of mockery in his voice. “We don’t want you aimlessly wandering the hallways.”

As he stepped away from her, their bodies brushed, making her gasp. Lanie jerked away, aware of overreacting, but unable to maintain a façade of indifference when he touched her, no matter how casually.

He arched a brow, but didn’t say anything until they reached her door. “Here we are.”

She shivered when he placed a hand against her lower back. “Yes,” she said huskily. The insane urge to invite him inside made her grasp the doorknob and hurry across the threshold. “Good night, Jason.” Lanie’s eyes widened at the breathy sound of his voice on her lips. Before she could embarrass herself further, she closed the door and leaned against it, heart hammering in her ears. She had to get hold of herself and squash the annoying niggle of attraction she felt for her best friend’s father.
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After leaving Lanie at her door, Jason detoured into the study instead of going through to his suite. He sat down behind the massive desk, analyzing the last few moments. No, he wasn’t imagining it, he decided. Lanie had definitely responded to him on a physical level.

This offered a new option for dealing with the unsuitable girl Josh had dragged home. He might be a little rusty when it came to sex, but it wouldn’t take much to seduce Josh’s fiancée. He didn’t even have to sleep with her. All it would take was revealing her for what she really was.

Not that sleeping with her would be a hardship, he conceded. She had a hot little body he could easily imagine sinking into. His cock twitched at the thought, and he shifted restlessly. 

Now, all he had to do was get Josh out of the way for a few days. Within a week or two, he’d certainly be able to get her to switch her supposed affections to him—or his bank account—instead of Josh. Pondering a strategy gave him the same thrill it did when he faced a business opponent. Only this deal was more important than any he’d previously negotiated, because he was protecting Josh from making a huge mistake.

Jason flipped through his rolodex until a name jumped out at him. He smiled. Yes, Tom Garvey owed him a favor. The man probably wouldn’t be a senator without his generous financial support. It should pose no problem to convince the politician to offer Josh an internship. That was just the kind of thing that could lure his son away from a restful island vacation and an obviously willing woman. He just had to sort out the details, a prospect that didn’t worry him at all.

Uncaring that it was late in D.C., Jason placed a call first to Garvey, who offered no protest for his request, and then to the woman who handled all of his security matters. 

She must have been sleeping, but her voice was as crisp and businesslike as ever. “This is Marla Meyers.”

He didn’t bother with pleasantries. “Marla, I need a full background check on a Lanie DeShaw.” 

“Of course, Jason. Let me grab a pen so I can get some details.”

Once she was prepared, he relayed what little he knew of his son’s fiancée. After promising a report within a few days, Marla hung up without a goodbye. Brisk and efficient, just like him.  

With his plan set in motion, Jason finished off the last few details of the day and retired to his room. It wasn’t until he was lying on the king-size bed that he allowed his thoughts to return to Lanie. Not her unsuitability for Josh, but her physical charms that still had him hard and aching for her. Every time he closed his eyes, a mental image of touching her had them opening again. It was going to be a long night.

****
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LANIE HAD SPENT A RESTLESS night tossing and turning, her thoughts constantly turning to her best friend’s much-too-sexy father. Even knowing he didn’t like her and didn’t approve of her did nothing to dampen her desire. She had dressed in denim shorts and a purple tank top, unsure what Josh had planned for the day. If Jason was going to be a part of the plan—and he must be, since the purpose of the visit was for the two men to see each other—she was going to do her best to hang back and not participate. Staying away from Jason Masters seemed like the sanest option.

Josh was usually an early riser, so it was a surprise not to find him in the dining room. Her stomach curled when she saw Jason sitting at the table, once again on his laptop as he ate. When he saw her, a slow smile overtook his face. It sent a dart into her chest, making her breath catch. 

“Good morning, Lanie.” He practically purred her name.

With a thick swallow, she took a seat at the table, knowing she should find an excuse to avoid breakfast with him, but unable to make herself. “Good morning.”

He pressed a button on a discreet console. “I’ve sent for Vera. She’s getting my breakfast and can make anything you’d like.” Jason pitched his voice lower. “Do you know what you want?”

You. Blinking, she said, “Um, I guess.” He inclined his head in Vera’s direction as the other woman entered. As she told Vera her preferences, Jason disconnected his headset and shut the laptop. Apparently, she was going to get his full attention during the meal. Her hand trembled when she reached for a glass of orange juice, and she wasn’t sure if it was from nerves or anticipation.

“Tell me about yourself, Lanie.” Jason sipped his coffee, his eyes never leaving her.

Sweat dampened her palms, and she pressed them against the denim of her jeans. “What do you want to know?”

He shrugged. “As much as I should, since you’re going to marry my son.”

Lanie closed her eyes for a second, resisting the urge to tell Jason the truth. Damn Josh and his stupid lie. When she opened her lids, she was disconcerted to meet his gaze. “My parents are dead. I spent some time working before I went to college. That’s pretty much it.” If only that were her life story. She envied people who led boring lives.

“I’m sorry about your parents. Was it an accident?”

Vera’s arrival with their breakfast saved Lanie from having to confirm his supposition. The idea of lying made her uncomfortable, but she wasn’t about to tell Jason the truth. Even if he had seemed to like and accept her, she wouldn’t have volunteered it. Since he clearly found her inferior, she wasn’t about to give him reasons to think even worse of her.

He took time for a bite of omelet before continuing to quiz her. “What’s your major?”

“Business administration.”

Jason’s eyebrow shot up. “Really? I would have thought it would be something artistic, with your jewelry designing.”

Feeling a little more secure now that the topic wasn’t as personal, though it still centered on her, she took a sip of juice, and her hands remained steady. “I thought business administration would be more practical. Ideally, I would like to have my own store someday, but if that doesn’t work, at least I can always find a job.” Her answer surprised him, judging by his expression, and she bit down on the urge to stick out her tongue and point out he had made some baseless assumption about her. She contented herself with trying a bite of the hazelnut-chocolate crepe. 

Lanie couldn’t stifle a small moan of pleasure. 

“Good?” asked Jason, his gaze on her mouth.

She nodded. “Excellent.” Plump strawberries beckoned, and she lifted one to taste it. As she put it in her mouth, she couldn’t resist the urge to glance at him, finding he was still watching her lips. She bit into the ripe berry, and juice trailed out the side of her mouth and down her chin.

With the linen napkin, she wiped her face while trying to keep the flush of embarrassment from showing on her face. So much for sexy.

Jason had a half-smile showing. “Juicy?”

“Very.” She licked her lips to remove the bit of residue. Lanie froze when he leaned forward, her eyes wide as she watched him lift a hand.

“You have some right there.” With a slightly rough thumb, he wiped the juice from the side of her mouth before bringing the digit to his own to suck off the juice. “Extremely juicy.”

Confused, she looked away from him, focusing on her plate. The gesture had been so intimate. Jason had done it so casually it seemed like he hadn’t given it a second thought. She was reading too much into it—but her skin still tingled where his thumb had touched her.

Josh’s arrival thrilled her, because it would take the focus off her, and the hint of tension in the room dissipated when he sat at the table.

“You’re an early riser, but I thought you’d sleep in longer, like you usually do when visiting,” said Jason as he continued eating.

Josh sighed, running a hand through his brownish hair. “I had a phone call.”

“Oh?”
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[image: image]


Lanie set down her fork, trying to analyze her friend’s tone. Excited? Anxious? 

“Do you remember when I applied for the internship with Senator Garvey?” At his father’s nod, he said, “I didn’t get a spot, but they have an opening now.”

“Really? That sounds exciting,” said Jason. His bland expression revealed nothing about his true feelings.

“Yeah. It’s only two weeks, for a special project. I have to let them know later this morning.”

Jason looked surprised. “You didn’t accept right away?”

Josh glanced at Lanie, and she gave him a small smile. “I had to check with Lanie first.”

“Excuse me?” Jason cleared his throat. “Do you need your fiancée’s permission to take advantage of such a promising opportunity?”

“No,” Lanie said, a little louder than she’d intended. “Josh should do whatever he wants.”

Jason nodded. “I’m glad you feel that way. When are you supposed to arrive in D.C.?”

Josh chewed on his bottom lip for a second. “That’s the thing. They want me to start tomorrow.” He turned to face her. “If I accept the position, we’ll have to skip the vacation.”

Lanie managed a smile, not sure if she was disappointed or relieved to be leaving Jason two weeks early. Jason’s island, she quickly corrected. “That’s fine, Josh.”

“I thought maybe we could come back in two weeks, after the internship ends?”

With a small shake of her head, she said, “I can’t. That’s too close to the new term. If you remember, I have a workshop I registered for?” She tapped his upper arm lightly with the back of her hand. “We can’t all be bums who take afternoon classes and avoid the summer term like the plague.”

With a quick glance at his dad, Josh gave her a small laugh. “I had forgotten. I’ll just reapply next year.”

“No,” said Jason and Lanie simultaneously. She edged in first. “We can do this later, at Christmas break, or even next summer.”

“That’s not necessary.” Jason pushed away his plate to fold his hands together on the table. “Lanie will stay here while you’re in D.C. There is no reason for you both to leave.”

“I couldn’t,” said Lanie, her heart racing at the thought of spending two weeks practically alone with Josh’s father.

“That’s a great idea. Thanks, Dad.” Josh seemed to feel like that settled the matter as he gestured to the console. “Could you ask Vera to come in? I’m starving.”

A deep breath pushed back the panic, keeping her from screeching she had to leave. “I appreciate the offer, Jason, but I couldn’t impose.”

He waved his hand. “It’s no imposition. You’re practically family.”

The predatory look he sent her way didn’t seem familial, and she shivered under it. She must be misinterpreting the desire flaring in his eyes. “Still—”

“Relax.” Josh squeezed her thigh under the table. “Dad’s not going to bite you.”

The same smoldering smile he’d given her when she first entered the room reappeared. “I promise not to bite—unless you ask nicely.”

Josh laughed, and Lanie forced a small smile, wondering at her friend’s complete obliviousness. There had been more of a hint of promise than of teasing in Jason’s tone. As they finished breakfast, she scrambled to find an excuse to cut short the vacation and leave with Josh. The need to escape before she did something really stupid, like throw herself at Jason, pressed in on her. Unfortunately, she couldn’t find a good reason not to stay. Admittedly, a small part of her didn’t want to leave anyway.
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LANIE SPENT THE REST of the day reading by the swimming pool. She had refused their invitation to go fishing, insisting they have some father-son time alone before Josh left later in the evening. When she heard the distant sound of a helicopter, she figured it must be his transport off the island. Reluctantly, she turned off her ebook reader and got to her feet. The enclosed area where she had chosen to put her lounge chair was more like a jungle, and she pushed aside the foliage as she made her way back to the house.

She froze in the foyer upon seeing a gorgeous redhead saunter in. The peacock-blue dress did amazing things for her figure, and she somehow managed to have a tan despite what should have been a fair complexion. No doubt, she was stunning.

Lanie couldn’t help a small comparison. She wore a bikini camisole and boy shorts that did nothing for her curves. Compared to the other woman, she didn’t even have curves. 

“Hello.” The other woman gave her a bright smile. “You must be little Josh’s fiancée.”

“Er...” She shifted her weight. “Who told you that?”

“Jason mentioned it.” Her voice sounded husky when she said his name. “I’m Marla.”

Reluctantly, Lanie walked forward when the other woman extended her hand to shake. “I’m Lanie.” Up close, the woman was just as stunning. Even the fine lines around her eyes just enhanced her beauty. That didn’t seem fair. “So, how do you know Jason?”

“I’m a friend.” The way she purred the word revealed she was more than that, and the accompanying wink sealed the deal.

“I thought the helicopter was for Josh, so I’m not sure where they are.”

“I saw them at the dock, so they should be here any moment.” Marla looked at her watch, and the motion seemed habitual. “I believe I’ll freshen up. When Jason comes in, could you please tell him I’m in his room?”

Lanie managed a tight nod and watched the other woman stroll up the stairs. Instead of waiting to deliver his girlfriend’s message, she followed the other woman up the stairs after hearing a door close. In her own room, she stripped down and stepped into the shower, not liking the jealousy ripping through her. She had no right to Jason’s time, so why did she care if his girlfriend had dropped in unexpectedly? For that matter, it probably wasn’t like that, since they had talked this morning. Jason just hadn’t bothered to mention her visit.

Why would he? To him, she was just the girl his son planned to marry, unless Josh came to his senses. She had been fooling herself when she had imagined any other reaction. With a woman like Marla in his bed, he’d never look twice at Lanie.
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JASON PARTED WAYS WITH his son at the kitchen, leaving Josh to drop off the fish for Vera, and headed up to his room. On the way, he scanned the area, hoping for a glimpse of Lanie. He refused to acknowledge his disappointment when he opened the bedroom door and started unbuttoning his shirt as he nudged it closed with his foot.

He came to a quick stop at the sight of Marla Meyers sitting in a wingback chair near the unlit fireplace. “Marla? What are you doing here?”

She stood up to take a sheaf of papers from her bag. “Here is your report. It has some sensitive material that you shouldn’t technically be able to see, so I thought I’d better deliver it personally. If Josh actually marries the girl, you don’t want anyone intercepting this report.”

He took the papers and sat on the bed. The details Marla had uncovered in just a few hours were stunning. It was worse than he had expected. She wasn’t even using her real name. After reading through everything, he didn’t have a shred of doubt she was only using Josh for money. Knowing what he did about her now redoubled his determination to end their romance before Josh made the costly mistake of marrying the little slut. “Thanks for the personal service, Marla.”

She nodded. “Would you like any other services since I’m here?” Marla’s gaze strayed to the bed, though her tone remained brisk.

He shook his head. “Not today.” They occasionally made use of each other to scratch a necessary itch, but there was nothing between them besides business and a tepid friendship. Jason had never felt less like having sex, especially with someone he found only moderately attractive.

“Very well. I’ll leave with Josh this evening, if that’s acceptable?”

“You came on the company helicopter?” At her nod, he said, “That works well.”
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Chapter 6
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Lanie had chosen a black cotton skirt and red sleeveless top for dinner, along with the black flats, sans hosiery. Having braced herself for Marla, it was a surprise to find no one in the dining room. Thinking they were on the patio, she headed that way, coming to an abrupt stop when she saw Marla and Josh standing in the foyer.

“There you are.” Josh came forward to sweep her into a hug. “I have to go now, but I couldn’t leave without telling my best girl bye.”

“Gag,” she said against his ear, making both of them laugh. He dipped his head, and she lifted her cheek, expecting a parting kiss. At the last moment, Josh turned, bringing his lips against hers. Her first instinct was to push him away, but she endured the embrace, assuming this show was for his father’s benefit.

When Josh stepped away, she saw Jason out of the corner of her eye. Maybe he had been there all along, but she hadn’t noticed him at first. His tight lips and narrow-lidded gaze expressed his annoyance. As if he had the right to be annoyed. It had been more than an hour since Jason and Josh returned, so he’d had plenty of time to fuck Marla.

Of course, jealousy didn’t cause his annoyance. Idiot. He was concerned about Josh’s choice in girls, not that she had kissed his son. Idiot, idiot, idiot. She was nothing to Jason, aside from a potential mistake. That’s how she should want it anyway. If she weren’t good enough to marry Josh, then she certainly wouldn’t have been good enough for Jason. Right? What did it matter, since he already had Marla?

The partings were brief, though Jason hugged Josh for a long moment. He brushed a kiss against Marla’s mouth before they left. Lanie and Jason stood in the foyer until the helicopter started, and they could hear the clear sound of it taking off.

“Let’s eat,” he suggested. 

“That sounds great.” She forced a cheery tone, since eating was the last thing she wanted to do right now, with her stomach knotted from her thoughts. “Do you know what Vera fixed?”

“Josh caught some fish today. As old as I am, I still managed to get a couple too.”

She stumbled when he put his hand against her lower back to steer her toward the patio. It was a polite gesture, and he would drop the hand in a second if he knew how it had set her pulse racing. “You aren’t old.”

“I’m old enough to know better.” They reached the table, and he seated her before taking the chair across from her.

She smiled. “But still too young to care?”

He grinned. “You’ve heard the saying?” 

She nodded. “I’m still not sure what it really refers to. I guess a general bending of the rules?”

Vera appeared, offering iced fruit juice. Lanie took a big sip, coughing when he said, “Or maybe sex.” The housekeeper flashed her employer a strange look before leaving them.

Lanie took a moment to catch her breath.

“Are you all right?”

With a nod, she said, “I’m fine. I just swallowed wrong.”

He made an ambiguous noise and steered the conversation to more neutral topics. As they ate, she found herself enjoying the verbal sparring and was surprised to find they had similar tastes in movies and shared a love of mocha ice cream.

Before she knew it, dessert was over, and she had no reason to linger. At the start of the meal, she had expected the evening to be awkward and had been counting down the minutes until she could excuse herself. Now, she searched for an excuse to stay, even drinking a cup of coffee she didn’t want.

“Would you like to watch a movie?” he asked. “I have a variety of choices. I imagine we can agree on something.”

“Like Aliens,” she said with a grin, since they both enjoyed science fiction movies, particularly those with aliens. They had spent the last few minutes discussing the merits of older movies versus the newer ones.

Jason grimaced. “I’d rather not, if you don’t mind.” He got to his feet, waiting for her to precede him into the house.

“You aren’t a Sigourney Weaver fan?”

Jason laughed. “It’s not that. I love Sigourney Weaver. I used to have a crush on her.”

Lanie nodded. “I see. It’s unrequited love that keeps you from watching Aliens?” She was surprised to see his somber expression when she glanced back at him. “Are you okay?”

With a nod, he said, “It was the first movie I ever took a girl to. It makes me feel old remembering that.”

The note of melancholy indicated it was more than that. “Was the girl Josh’s mom?”

He nodded, looking surprised. “Very perceptive.” Jason turned down the hallway, leading her to a room she hadn’t seen yet. As he opened the door, he said, “Ana was the first girl I ever asked out. We were in junior high, and I was so nervous.”

Imagining the scene made Lanie smile. She could tell he had loved Ana deeply. Would he ever love someone like that again, or had she been the only one for him? That thought chased away the smile, and she distracted herself by examining his movie room. “Nice. You aren’t missing anything here.”

He shrugged. “We do have to wait a while for new releases.” Jason handed her a binder. “Select something.”

All the movies were neatly organized by genre and listed alphabetically. She chose a random film from the Science Fiction section of the binder. After declining popcorn, she sat in one of the theater-style seats and curled up. Jason sat down a few minutes later, holding a remote. He started the movie with the press of a button and turned off the lights with another.

The movie was a relief. She didn’t have to talk or even think. Jason’s presence was soothing, though he made her heart race the few times their arms touched. Her body was like a radio, tuned just to him. His slightest movements transmitted to her, making her body supersensitive. Desire burned in her stomach, and she had to fight the urge to take his hand. Or to take him. 

What would his reaction be if she unfurled out of this chair and sat herself on his lap? In the dark, she could almost pretend he would welcome her, not rebuff her advances. Thankfully, she still had enough self-preservation to rein in the impulse.

As the picture played, her eyes grew heavy. Last night’s lack of sleep had caught up with her, and she yawned her way through at least a scene before letting her eyes close. She would just listen to the movie instead of watching it.
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IT WAS A RELIEF WHEN the movie ended. Jason stretched as he turned on the lights. Having Lanie so close to him was not good for his control. She smelled like the tropical flowers that grew on the island, making him want to bury his face against her neck to breathe her in. He would be happy to send her off to bed and end this night of torture.

He got to his feet, replacing the remote, and realized Lanie hadn’t moved. He approached cautiously, wondering if she was plotting something. It was a crazy assumption, and he shook his head at himself as he knelt near her. From here, he could hear her rhythmic breathing that indicated she was asleep. “Lanie.” He touched her arm lightly. “Lanie, wake up.”

Her eyelids fluttered open, and a soft smile parted her lips. “Jason.” His name was a breathy whisper.

Warmth flooded his gut at her smile. Like this, she was sweet as a kitten. He pushed a strand of the horrible dyed hair off her forehead. “Wake up, sleeping beauty. The movie’s off.”

She mumbled something, and he thought she mentioned Prince Charming before her eyes closed again.

For a second, he debated his options. He couldn’t leave her in the uncomfortable seat, all curled up the way she was.  Resisting the idea coming to him, he tried waking her one more time. Cupping her upper arms, he moved her into a sitting position. “Wake up, Lanie.” His stern tone didn’t even elicit a flutter of her lashes.

With a sigh, Jason got to his feet, deciding he had to carry her to bed. His original plan was to sling her over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry, which would probably wake her up enough to finish the walk upstairs on her own. However, his intentions changed when he started to lift her, and she curved into his arms, snuggling against him as if made to fit there.

His body’s natural response made his zipper seem tight. He lifted her, finding she wasn’t too awkward to carry when she draped herself against him. Lanie’s breath teased his neck as he positioned her more comfortably and left the movie room. The trip to her bedroom seemed to take forever, and his pants were painfully tight by the time he reached it. It took a bit of finesse to hold her with one arm and not drop her while opening the doorknob. He leaned against the jamb for a minute to catch his breath. Being honest with himself, he admitted he was also savoring the feel of her in his arms. Jason took her to the bed, putting her down without enthusiasm for having her out of his arms. She curled against the pillow, and his arms felt empty without her.

Should he leave her like that? Common sense demanded he get out right then, but concern for her comfort made him linger. He removed the flats on her feet, frowning at how old they were. She sure hadn’t drained Josh for new shoes. Of course, his son refused to take his help, so he made it on his own part-time job, not knowing Jason owned his apartment. In light of her history, she had to be planning to change that arrangement once they married.

Jason’s hand moved up her calf, stroking the smooth skin. She shifted and muttered something, but didn’t awaken. The hem of her skirt had risen up her leg, revealing most of her thigh. He reached out to touch it, barely brushing against the skin, knowing it was wrong to touch her when she was unconscious. 

Making an effort, he pulled away from her and hurried to his room. His cock just about leapt out of his jeans when he unfastened them. Jason undressed and prepared for bed, all the while hard as a rock. He’d never get to sleep this way. Feeling a little guilty, and a lot turned on, he stood in a hot shower, stroking his cock as he imagined Lanie in the stall with him, on her knees, sucking him to completion.
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Awaking in her own bed, still dressed, left Lanie confused for a second. The last thing she remembered was the movie. What had happened after that? Forcing herself to focus, she got the vague impression of warmth and safety, but nothing else. So, how had she ended up in her room? Jason had seen to it, but had he carried her, or had he gotten her to walk? 

The question plagued her through a quick shower, and she was awkward when she joined Jason in the breakfast room. He was finishing up, so there wouldn’t be much of a need to converse. 

“Good morning. Did you sleep well?” 

Was there a hint of mocking in his tone? No, it was more like teasing. “I did.” She left it at that, biting back the urge to ask how she had made it to her bed.

“Do you have plans for today?”

Lanie shrugged. “Not really. I was just going to relax.” She had a suitcase of work awaiting her, but it wasn’t urgent. She was trying to get ahead on some of her orders, but they weren’t due for delivery just yet.

“I have some free time. I thought you might like a tour of the island?”

Mouth dry, she moistened it with a sip of water while searching for a reason to decline. Lacking one, she finally said, “That would be great.”

His eyes sparkled, as though he knew how close she had come to refusing and found it amusing. “Do you snorkel?”

“I’ve gone a few times.” Josh had introduced her to it. “I like snorkeling.”

Jason looked satisfied. “Good. I’ll have Vera pack us a lunch, and we’ll head out in an hour, or whenever you’re ready.”

“That sounds fine.”

He pushed away from the table. “I need to make a couple of quick calls, so I’ll leave you to breakfast and getting ready.” At the doorway, he paused to say, “Dress casually, and don’t forget swimwear. You wouldn’t want to have to skinny dip.” He sounded like he wouldn’t object to the idea.

She nodded, relieved he couldn’t see the color blooming in her cheeks. When she could no longer feel his presence, Lanie dared to glance up to make sure he was gone. Confirming he had disappeared, she ate in a hurry and rushed upstairs. Talking to herself the whole time, reminding her it wasn’t a good idea to spend the day with Jason, she still hurried through preparations.

Lanie paused in the process of dressing, having shed her T-shirt and gauzy shorts to slip on her swimsuit. She had reached for the pink one-piece, but reconsidered. The bikini she had worn yesterday was still drying in the bathroom, but she had one more suit with her. It was a daring red bikini she had never worn. Her freshmen-year roommate had bought, but never used, the suit. At the end of the term, she had insisted Lanie take it. It had been in her possession for more than a year, but she had never found the courage to wear it. In fact, only a last-minute impulse had made her stick it in her suitcase.

There were a number of good reasons why wearing the red bikini was a bad idea. She listed them to herself as she removed the tiny briefs from the drawer and stepped into them. Seducing her supposed-fiancé’s father was immoral, or would be if they were actually engaged. They were worlds’ apart, and she couldn’t measure up to his standards. Jason would never think she was good enough for him, especially if she told him about her past. 

None of the reasons deterred her as she slipped on the bikini top, hooking it in the front. She left off the optional straps and dressed in her original clothes without looking at herself in the mirror. Lanie stuffed her ebook reader, sunglasses, a towel, and suntan oil into a small beach bag, trying to keep her mind off Jason’s reaction when she stripped down to the bikini.

It was only after they had set off on a walking tour of the island that she wondered if wearing the slip of swimwear would reinforce his negative opinion of her? He could find her hot while still be repulsed by who she was as a person. The disconcerting thought plagued her as he pointed out several points on the island.

They were near a bridge that connected his side of the island to the other when he paused, detouring toward the wide expanse of beach. “There’s nothing much on that side, aside from some employee housing.”

Before she could root through her bag for the towel, Jason removed a blanket from the picnic basket and spread it on the sand. She only wished it were a bigger blanket, so she could put more space between them. They were a bit too cozy together here.

“Are you hungry?”

“Not yet.” She sat stiffly, nervous about taking off her clothes.

“I’m going for a swim. Do you want to join me?” As he spoke, he shucked off his shirt and shorts, revealing blue swimming briefs that hugged his body to perfection.

Lanie shook her head, finding it hard to speak. “I think I’ll just lie out in the sun for a while.” With a nod, he ran toward the ocean. She couldn’t tear her eyes from his muscular form, especially his taut ass in the revealing suit. For a thirty-eight-year-old man, Jason had a helluva body. Just the sight made her wet.

Once he was in the water, she took off her clothes before she could talk herself out of it. She couldn’t spend all afternoon in her T-shirt and shorts, especially since he had specifically reminded her to grab swimwear.

Lanie rubbed in suntan oil where she could reach it before stretching out on her
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