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Chapter One
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Davenport Residence. Five o’clock. The night of Christmas Eve.

“It’s lovely to see you, Mr. Davenport,” the elderly housekeeper chortled. “Your brother is in the study.”

“Thanks, Margaret.” Blake stepped over the threshold and into David’s brightly lit, luxurious, beach-chic mansion. A white and gold marble staircase climbed to the second story before him, while the great lounge beyond the entry looked inviting in its hues of navy, onyx and pearl. Though he’d tried to sound sincere, he was not thrilled to be seeing his older brother so soon after their row. David thought he could buy everything, but a good woman’s heart was never for sale.

Margaret closed the door behind Blake and ushered him through. “Merry Christmas,” she reminded him as he left her for the pristine white walls and glorious, framed seascapes of the hall.

He nodded in appreciation, but still couldn’t bring himself to smile. Blake hoped Gwen could see through his brother’s chicanery. Christmas was a time for family, not for another one of his brother’s schemes.

***
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Gwen’s nerves had her frozen at the lavish front door. Even at five-ten, the eight-foot-tall, dark oak double doors seemed to loom over her. Her stomach flip-flopped anxiously. She was about to spend Christmas week until New Year’s with the family of one of her students. She had never done anything like it before, but David had been so charming. It had only been last week that David Davenport, multi-media mogul and single father of six-year-old Emily, had propositioned her with an offer she felt she couldn’t refuse. Never in her life had she felt so special, as to have been singled out and chosen by a man as handsome and successful as David. With her friends and remaining family still back in Perth, she would’ve been alone again this Christmas, as she had the past two years, had it not been for the last-minute invite.

She smoothed the soft fabric of her short, paisley dress nervously. Her palms were already moist and her face flushed. It was a warm evening and she was still getting used to the heavy humidity of Queensland summers. Or that’s what she was telling herself, anyway. The mere thought that she might be intimidated by the grandeur of the people and events that awaited her seemed to make matters worse. She knew she would stand out in David’s world.

The Davenports’ incredible canal-side mansion was in the glitzy heart of Noosa Heads, just west of Gwen’s lonely studio apartment at Sunshine Beach. She had tried to quell her restless nerves on the drive over, but still found herself a slave to them. Her last relationship had put the fear of heartbreak into her and she had hidden her feelings away ever since. But it’s time now, she vowed, as her slender finger poised over the doorbell. She had finally healed and felt as though she was ready to give love another chance. Though her short time with David had yet to ignite any feelings of desire within her, she owed it to herself, and to him, to give it a shot. David had been named one of Queensland’s most eligible bachelors three years running before he married and now he shared that title with his brother. If she couldn’t give someone as worthy as him the time of day, then maybe she really was better off alone. Shaking her head, she dismissed the thought away. She was ready. Her finger pressed against the doorbell. The delicate chiming of bells followed until Gwen began to question herself once more.

“Maybe this is a bad idea,” she muttered. With fear getting the better of her, she turned on her heel and took a step toward the front path. At that moment, the Davenports’ door opened.

“Yes, can I help you?” The kind tone of the housekeeper had Gwen turning around sheepishly.

“Yes. Sorry. My name is Gwen Deveraux. Mr. Davenport should be expecting me.”

“Of course, dear. Please come in.”

Gwen forced herself to take the leap and step inside. As she did so, a casually dressed man appeared from the hallway. Even with his stern expression, she recognized him from numerous magazine spreads she’d read. It was Blake, David’s younger brother. She’d assumed his busy work schedule as one of Australia’s most illustrious landscape photographers would have kept him away over the holiday period. She swallowed as her eyes drank in the sight of him. The images in the media didn’t do him justice. His handsomeness was awe-inducing and his perfect appearance belonged in front of the camera, rather than behind it. As he strode toward her, all brooding eyes, dark hair, and taut muscle, her heart quickened its rhythm.

“We need to talk,” he told her.

The smooth, deep octaves of his voice gave her goose bumps.

“We do?” Her voice escaped meekly in surprise as she mentally questioned his words.
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Although Blake was riled after another curt disagreement with his brother, he found himself stunned by the beauty of David’s newest interest. Over the past fortnight, he’d heard enough stories of Gwen to know that she was twenty-eight, Emily’s primary school teacher and a loyal, kind-hearted innocent at risk of his brother’s dishonest advances. Obviously, from what he saw in front of him, what he hadn’t realized was just how captivating the tall, auburn-haired, green-eyed beauty was actually going to be. Her svelte body had tempting curves in all the right places, trapping his gaze at every turn. When his eyes returned to hers, he thought he saw a hunger there—a brief glimpse of lust he felt that must have mirrored his own.

As he snatched her bag from her hand, the warmth of her flesh brushing against his seemed to send a jolt of electricity through his fingers and up his arm. Without hesitation, he turned and headed for the stairs. “Follow me,” he ordered her.
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Who does this man think he is, bossing me around like this?

Though Gwen had found herself quietly obliging his every demand, every word he spoke in that tone increased her infuriation. As Blake led her inside one of the enormous guest rooms on the second story, he shut the door behind them. Placing her bag on the elegant, mahogany four-posted bed, he turned to face her. For a moment, his dark gaze seemed to study her. In the brief silence, Gwen realized just how alone they were and her indignation suddenly gave way to apprehension. What did he want from her? And why did he need them to be alone? Deep inside, she knew what she desired from him. Something she hadn’t for a long time. Her thoughts dove into the passion he seemed to ignite in her and she wished for him to take her in his arms and make love to her.

“I don’t think you should be here.” His heavenly voice, like the caress of soft silk over skin, brought Gwen back to rational thought.

“Excuse me?” Gwen’s anger returned at the realization of his statement. “I was invited.”

Blake stepped toward her. Every muscle in Gwen’s body locked, desperately helping her to stand her ground.

“That’s exactly my point, Miss Deveraux. May I call you Gwen?”

Miffed, Gwen felt her expression harden. “Only my friends, family, and students call me Gwen. At the moment, you are none of those things to me.”

Blake appeared wounded. His hand stretched out to her. “I am trying to be your friend.” As his skin touched hers, his fingers gently clasping her hand, a buzz of electrical current seemed to pass between them.

Gwen wanted to pull away, but her body wouldn’t let her. All she could do was hold her position, even though every nerve seemed poised to throw her into his arms or force her to run for the door. “Do you lock everyone you want to be friends with alone in a room with you?” she asked him breathily.

“We aren’t locked in.” He smiled.

“Good. Then I think you should go.” With all her strength, Gwen snatched her hand from his and stepped away.

Blake’s face became pained. “Gwen, you don’t understand. I am trying to help you. My name is Blake Davenport. I’m David’s brother.” He took a step toward her, but Gwen flinched away. “I don’t think you realize why he invited you here.”

“It’s Christmas, Mr. Davenport. I was invited because Emily told David that I’d be spending it alone for another year. Out of the kindness of his heart, David invited me to celebrate the holidays with them.”

“Is that what he told you?” Blake’s tone became indignant. “Did he also happen to mention that Emily is spending the holidays with her mother in Brisbane?”

Gwen couldn’t hide her surprise. She had assumed that at least Emily, of all David’s family, would be joining them for the week. “He may not have mentioned that,” she told him.

Blake snatched Gwen’s bag from the bed and thrust it toward her. “Then do yourself a favor and leave now. You don’t know what you’re really in for.”

Gwen felt the shock of his words wash over her. He really meant it. He really wanted her to go. He didn’t even know her. She stared deep into his eyes, willing him to change his mind. But was that a glint of fear she could see?

A knock came from behind her and the bedroom door swung open.

“Gwen. How good to see you.” David’s attractive face lit up with a smile as he saw her. When his gaze drifted across to Blake, his grin faltered. “Blake is showing you to your room, I see. I hope he has been behaving himself. Now, shall we?” He motioned for her to exit the room with him. “I’m sure Blake can look after your bag for you.”

Torn between the two of them, Gwen chose to follow the man who wanted her to stay. Everything about Blake may have made her heart beat faster and her body quiver with anticipation, but David was the one who was genuinely interested in her and whose kindness meant that she wouldn’t be celebrating Christmas alone. David deserved her trust, no matter what Blake might have told her.
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Blake stared at the clock in the dining room, mulling over his earlier conversation with Gwen. He hadn’t seen either of them since his brother had dragged her away an hour earlier. What was taking them so long? David knew dinner was at seven. If only there had been longer for them to talk in private, Blake was sure he could have made Gwen see sense. Now having met her, he was more determined than ever to protect her from his brother’s plan. He thought back to when they had been alone together, her toned body with its luring curves distracting him from his task as he tried to warn her. She’d had a tempestuousness he hadn’t expected, but with a sweetness and innocence that made him even more protective of her. He would never let David trick her into loving him. Blake’s heart wrenched at the thought.

“I will not let that happen,” he growled under his breath.

At that moment, feminine laughter echoed down the hall. David and Gwen appeared at the doorway.

David acknowledged Blake with a nod. “Prompt as always, brother.”

Ignoring David, Blake couldn’t take his eyes from Gwen. Though he tried, she was careful to avoid meeting his gaze.

David’s hand went to the small of her back, guiding her into the room. Gwen’s genuine smile in return had Blake wishing that expression had been for him. After showing Gwen to her seat, David took his own at the head of the table, opposite Blake. Once everyone was seated, Margaret brought in their meals.

David caught Blake’s attention as his dinner was placed before him. “I apologize for the choice in cuisine, Blake. I know how you loathe tofu, but Margaret was not expecting you.”

Blake glanced down at his food. Tofu stir-fry. He should have known David would try anything to get him to leave them alone. Blake had always been a meat man and had never been fond of meat alternatives. Funnily enough, neither had David. His brother’s antics only proved how important it was for him to keep persisting in his mission to save Gwen.

When Blake looked up, Margaret caught his eye as she left the room. Her apologetic expression said it all. He doubted she’d even known she was making the dish until Blake had confirmed his visit. It made him wonder what else he was in stall for, during his stay.

“That’s quite all right, David. I’m sure tofu made by Margaret will be as marvelous as any true meat dish.” Blake glanced at Gwen and their eyes met across the table.

Her expression was full of concern. “Here, Blake,” she said as she stood. “We can swap meals.” She carried her plate to him before he could utter a word. “It looks as though David and I have chicken, but I am quite content with tofu myself.” She swapped their plates and returned to her seat.

Blake didn’t know what to say. He wasn’t sure if he was more annoyed by the fact that his brother had purposely deceived him with a trifling choice of dish or more impressed by the selfless nature Gwen had just displayed. One look at David proved he felt similarly shocked. Gwen had surprised them both.

“Thank you.” Blake’s voice was filled with sincerity. He hoped this might mean she considered him, at the very least, a friend.

***
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Having survived one of the most awkward dinners she had ever sat through, Gwen had decided to retire to her room. She knew it was early and that she may have come across to David as boring, but the tension between the brothers had been too much for her to bear any longer.

Besides, an early night will do you good, she convinced herself. Tomorrow would bring a fresh perspective and a happier atmosphere. It was Christmas day, after all.

Though she was unsure of their plans, a part of her hoped Blake might be included.

“Don’t be silly,” she told herself. “He’s not interested in you. He’s just out to ruin his brother’s love life.”

Even as she said it, she knew it wasn’t true. Although she didn’t want to believe it, there was definitely something more behind David’s invitation than she’d anticipated. He’d hinted at things she wasn’t ready to consider with him: whether or not she could see herself living in a place like this? If she was interested in marriage? They were all things she struggled to see the two of them doing together. But, she and Blake...those thoughts had already crossed her mind. Something about him had buried itself in her very soul. She found herself struggling not to think about him. He had captivated her and filled her mind with a strong desire she had never felt before. It made her wish for a perfect world, where he felt the same.

“But it’s clear he doesn’t, and that’s that.” In an effort to convince herself, her voice burst gently through the silence.

Though reality had shown it to be true, her heart ached at the thought. Had it only been Blake who had invited her to stay. Had it only been Blake who had wanted to get to know her better. Maybe then, love would have had a real chance of blossoming.
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The clock radio on the bedside table glared at her with its glowing red, digital numbers. It was just before midnight. Gwen was struggling to stay asleep. The bed in the guest room was faultlessly comfortable and the house was peacefully silent. If it wasn’t her surroundings disturbing her, she wondered why she was still awake. Was it Blake’s cryptic warning that had her worried about David’s true intentions? Or was it that Blake was sleeping in the guest room just down the hall?

Climbing out of bed, she decided to brave the dark hallway in search of a glass of water. As she closed the door quietly behind her, Gwen noticed a light on in another room. Blake had left his bedroom door ajar just enough to let the light from inside escape and paint a thick, bright line across the passageway. Creeping toward it, she peered inside.

Blake was sitting at a desk, staring at the vibrant screen of his laptop. Dressed only in black boxer shorts, the muscles in his bare back rippled as he moved. Gwen couldn’t take her eyes off him. Her gaze roamed over his perfectly tanned skin, drinking in each curve of raw muscle, before settling on the soft waves of his ebony hair.

Oh, she wished she could run her fingers through that short, silky mane. Blake was truly unlike any man she had ever met before. His mere presence seemed to stir such passionate feelings inside of her, which she struggled to control. Her body yearned to be close to his. To touch him. To have his fingers caress her. The lustful thought overwhelmed her. She stumbled toward the bedroom door. As she caught herself from falling, her hand pressed against the door and it swung open.

With a start, Blake spun around.

Gwen felt a hot blush cover her cheeks. She was mortified by her behavior. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.” Her innocent tone relayed her dismay. “I won’t bother you further.”

Turning on her heel, she moved to make a quick escape. Yet before she could do so, a warm hand clasped gently around her arm. Blake pulled her to face him.

“Please, Gwen. There’s no need to leave. Please stay.” The deep, sensual tones of his voice pleaded with her to obey. “I was only catching up on some work, but it can wait.”

“I’m so sorry, Blake.” She could still feel the warm glow of her embarrassment radiating across her face. “I didn’t mean to snoop. I noticed your light on. You see, I couldn’t sleep, either.”

Blake’s smile was forgiving as he closed the door behind her. “It’s fine, really.” He glanced down at where he still held her arm.

Gwen’s gaze followed and she was quick to free herself. Blake released her obligingly, but she couldn’t help but notice that he seemed almost saddened by her reaction. As she stepped away from him, she suddenly became very aware of her appearance. Distracted by the sexy sight of him at his computer, she had completely forgotten about the fact that she was still dressed in her short, silky slip. She glanced down at herself, a new wave of embarrassment washing over her.

When her gaze rose, Blake’s eyes lowered. His dark stare devoured every inch of her body with a lustful hunger. Under his intimate inspection, her nipples tingled and tightened, pressing themselves hard against the violet silk of her slip. Gwen swallowed deeply, struggling to keep her thoughts from delving into fantasy.

“What...what were you working on?” Her voice came out breathily.

Blake’s gaze returned to hers. “I’ll show you, if you like.”

With a hand to her lower back, he guided her to the chair. She sat in his place, while he remained standing behind her. The thought of his warm, luscious body so close behind hers made it difficult for Gwen to concentrate.

“This is my latest project,” he told her. Leaning in over her shoulder, he pointed to the screen.

The heavenly, masculine smell of his cologne mingling with his skin had Gwen almost entranced as she struggled to look at the images in front of her.

“I took these in France a little over a month ago.” His hand slipped in front of her as he used the keyboard to jump through the images.

Gwen’s whole body was tingling at his closeness. His face, mere inches from hers, had her desperate to look at him. She fought against her desire.

Focus on the photographs, she ordered herself.

As she looked through them, she could see why he had become as successful as he was. They were incredible. From the sunset seascapes to the grand waterfalls and the ancient ruins among meadows, every picture told a different story, evoked a different emotion. His talent was undeniable.

“These are amazing,” she told him, her tone quietly awe-struck.

“I’m glad you like them.”

She could feel his soft breath of his words on her neck. Immediately, her thoughts returned to his close proximity. Her breathing increased.

“I should probably go.” She moved to stand.

“Wait,” he ordered her. His finger pointed to the screen. “It’s midnight.”

Confused, she turned to look at him, her lips so close to his, their noses almost touching.

“Merry Christmas.” His voice dropped an octave lower as his dark eyes pierced hers.

Gwen’s entire body tingled under his stare.

“Merry Christmas.” Her voice escaped in a hushed whisper.

She watched as Blake’s gaze dropped to her lips. Her heart beat frantically.

His warm hand cupped her cheek, his thumb caressing her skin. He inched toward her, pausing just before his lips touched hers. His eyes rose to hers, asking a silent question.

Gwen couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t think. Blake smelled so good. His touch on her skin was all she could focus on. She wanted him to kiss her.

Unable to control herself any longer, Gwen gave in to desire. She pressed her soft lips to his, melting at the euphoria of the embrace. Their gentle kiss soon became ardent and Blake’s hands slipped down to her curvaceous behind as he lifted her off the chair. Taking a seat himself, he lowered her to straddle his lap. As her body met the warmth of his, Gwen felt the size of his erection pressing against her panties. A small moan escaped her lips as she rocked against him. His mouth left hers, leading a hot, tingling trail down her neck. Her breasts, with nipples pert, pressed into his bare chest, desperate to be touched. Blake’s hands began to wander, creeping up over her thighs. His fingers slid over her skin and under her slip. As they met the top of her lace panties, they traced a delicate line. Then they slipped beneath to greet the soft, moist folds of her most erotic zone.

Gwen cried out. Reality suddenly washed over her. What was she doing? She pushed Blake away. “I can’t do this.”

Shock and confusion contorted Blake’s expression. “Gwen? What’s wrong?”

She climbed off him and straightened her slip. “This is wrong, Blake. I came here for your brother, not for you. I haven’t even given David a chance.” She felt so ashamed of herself, disappointed that she’d given in to her lust
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