
        
            
                
            
        

    



 


You are invited to a
wedding...


 


• where a mysterious lover fulfills a secret
fantasy - and finds his own dream come true.


• where a disappointed woman finds true love - in
the most unlikely of places.


• where the bride and groom have second thoughts -
but discover a happy-ever-after beyond their wildest dreams.


 


 


The Wedding Trilogy


By Ella Ardent:


The Best Man


Always a Bridesmaid


Forever Bound
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Christine has always been in love with her best
friend’s older brother, Jake. The fact that she’s maid of honor and he’s best
man at Jess’s Caribbean wedding means that they’ll be thrown together
repeatedly for the week of the festivities. Christine decides to make it count
and tells Jake about her secret desire, hoping he’ll realize that he’s the
fantasy lover she really wants. Jake has always wanted Christine to be more
than his ‘other baby sister’ but doesn’t want to lose her friendship. When Christine
confesses her secret desire, he appoints himself to make her fantasy come true.
His only concern is the bet made at the stag, that whichever of the guys gets
lucky first wins the money. Jake knows that winning the bet could mean losing
Christine—fortunately, he’s a man willing to be creative in pursuit of
the best prize of all. 
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As
much as Christine loved to travel and as much as she was in need of a vacation,
she wasn’t really looking forward to this trip. 


Weddings
were starting to feel less than celebratory.


Christine
was happy for her best friend, Jessica, and honored to be Jessica’s maid of
honor. She thought it was wonderful that Jessica would be marrying the love of
her life on a beach in the Caribbean surrounded by friends and family. It would
be a beautiful ceremony, Christine knew it.


The
problem was that weddings just made Christine more aware of her own solitude.
That it was her best friend who would be happy forever just reinforced the
improbability of Christine’s situation ever changing. She was going to be faced
with that truth at every turn on this trip.


Because
the only man Christine wanted was Jessica’s big brother, Jake. 


And
he would be best man.


Being
madly in love with Jake was something Christine could usually push to the back
of her thoughts – except when she saw Jake, and on this trip, she’d see
him all the time. Christine had known Jake all her life and had adored him for pretty
much the same amount of time. She knew Jake wasn’t perfect, but he had every
quality she admired. He was handsome. He worked out. He was smart and had a
good sense of humor. He could be kind and he could be tough, depending on the
circumstances. He was scrupulously fair. He had a great job and a promising
career.


And
he was convinced that he and Christine were just friends. 


In
fact, he jokingly called her his ‘other baby sister’.


He’d
introduced his sister to Ryan: because he’d set this marriage in motion, so he
was Ryan’s best man. Christine was torn between being excited that she’d be
thrown together with Jake at this wedding, given their respective roles, and
dreading the chance of making an ass of herself—under the influence of alcohol—spilling
her secret, and losing Jake’s friendship for all time.


Being
friends was better than nothing.


That
must have been why Christine hadn’t slept. She was up when it was still dark, so
early for the charter flight that the coffee shops at the airport weren’t even
open. She got through the security line and took a seat in the lounge at the
gate. She pulled out her phone and double-checked her messages. For all she
knew, she wouldn’t get service on the islands and she wanted to make sure that
everything would run smoothly while she was gone. 


Naturally,
despite her planning, she was right in the middle of a big job, one that could
make her career and which had stretched out beyond deadline. It was a crappy
time to be going away, but she’d promised Jess. 


Christine
was vaguely aware of a trio of guys arriving in the lounge. They were loud and
good-looking, maybe friends of Ryan’s. They looked as if they’d come straight
from a party, and one of them was checking her out. Christine focused on
getting through her messages. Someone sat down beside her and she assumed it
was one of the guys. She had time to be irritated by his presumption before he
spoke.


“So,
are you the special of the day?”


Christine
jumped at the familiar sound of Jake’s voice. She glanced up to catch his
mischievous smile, then he leaned back in the seat beside her. He could have
been a big cat stretching, a lean hunk of a big cat, and she stole a good look.
His thigh bumped against hers, making her pulse leap, but she knew he hadn’t
done it on purpose.


He
probably wasn’t even aware that he’d set her heart racing. 


Jake’s
auburn hair was a little longer than usual and unruly. It looked as if he’d
shoved his hands through it a couple of times, and she smiled to see that he
hadn’t shaved. That was different. She was pretty sure she’d never seen him in
public with a day’s growth of beard.


The
sight made her tingle a little, as if the usual rules had been put aside.


As
if there were more possibilities open. 


What
about the one she wanted most?


Jake
dumped his bag by his feet and pulled out his own phone, then caught her looking
and grinned. “Don’t look so surprised. I knew you’d be here. We’re always the
first to arrive.”


Christine
smiled. “That’s how we always end up making breakfast for everyone at the
cottage.”


“Or
at least coffee. I’d kill for a coffee right now.” He looked at the closest
coffee bar and grimaced that it still wasn’t open. 


Christine
remembered then that the stag had been the night before. “Did you sleep?”


Jake
shook his head. “Barely.”


“So
the stag was good?”


He
rolled his eyes. “The stag was endless. Nipples everywhere.”


Christine
laughed despite herself. “You don’t sound impressed.” She knew she had to tease
him. “Don’t go telling me that you’re gay.”


Jake
chuckled at that. “Hardly. Strippers just aren’t my thing.” He shot her a glance
so quickly that she was caught by surprise. “I like women, but would rather
know the whole woman than just rate her individual parts.”


“I
knew you were old-fashioned,” Christine said, trying to keep her tone light.


“It’s
not a crime, is it?”


“Not
from where I sit.”


“Good.”
He said the one word so fast and low that Christine wondered if she was
imagining his intensity. “Glad to see I’m not the only one who missed out on a
coffee this morning,” he murmured, then scrolled through his messages. He
winced. “Oh, I’m going to pay for this vacation in overtime.”


“Me,
too.” Christine remembered his question a bit late. 


“Here’s
hoping they actually make it to the altar.”


Christine
caught her breath, glad she wasn’t the only one who had noticed the friction in
Jess and Ryan’s relationship. “I’m sure it’s just nerves,” she said and Jake
shrugged, seeming unconvinced. The conversation stalled, both of them
uncomfortable with the idea of Jess being unhappy, and she remembered his
earlier comment. “What did you mean, special of the day?”


To
her relief, the question restored his good mood. He smiled at her. “Those guys
are looking like they’d like to have you for breakfast. Are you ignoring them
or unaware of them?”


Christine
wrinkled her nose. “Door number one, but wishing for door number two.”


Jake
smiled. “I don’t blame you.” His gaze turned warmer as he looked at her.
“Although you do look delicious. You really work that retro movie star vibe,
don’t you?”


Christine
found herself blushing. Was Jake actually checking her out—and liking
what he saw? Maybe she was dreaming this early in the day. 


On
the other hand, it was pretty exciting to think of Jake having her for
breakfast. What would he think if she offered? Christine couldn’t bring herself
to do it—but she felt herself blushing more at the thought. She felt more
self conscious than usual in Jake’s presence, which was saying something. “I
just hope they’re not going to the same resort as we are.”


“Why?”
Jake’s tone was carefully neutral and he kept his gaze fixed on his phone.
“Aren’t you looking for some vacation action? I thought that was what all the
bridesmaids were planning.”


“Just
Fiona.” Christine shook her head. “But then, you know how she is.”


“No,
I don’t.” Jake spoke so firmly that she looked up.


“How
can you not have noticed? She practically stalks you.”


Jake
grimaced. “I’ve noticed, I just don’t want to know. Kind of like you and the
wolf pack there.”


Now
it was Christine’s turn to smile. 


Jake’s
next words stole her smile away, though. “Those guys are Ryan’s buddies from
college. The dark-haired one is Mark. You could think of him as a male Fiona.”


“Thanks
for the warning.” Christine glanced at the guys and the dark-haired one who
must be Mark winked at her. She got interested in her cell phone and Jake made
a clucking sound under his breath.


“I
am not chicken!”


“You
could just tell him where to go, but you stink at not being nice.”


“Takes
one to know one?” Christine retorted and Jake laughed again. 


Christine
swatted him and he laughed louder—like the big brother he might as well
have been. He looked so sexy and vital that Christine’s thoughts were far from
those she should have for a brother. All she wanted to do was jump Jake’s
bones—there was her vacation fantasy!—but if she told him, he’d
probably tousle her hair like she was six years old and tease her about it.


“Maybe.”
He winked at her again, his playfulness messing with her composure. “Maybe
we’ll get lucky and they’ll all keep Fiona busy.”


“We
can hope.” Christine’s low comment seemed to amuse Jake. She had a sudden idea
of how she could avoid the guys with Jake’s help.


Did
she dare suggest it?


Jake
leaned back, surveying her, and something changed in his expression. Christine
swallowed and pretended not to notice. “So, tell me. What do you want from your
vacation, if not wild sex with strangers? What’s your ideal in terms of getting
away from it all?”


“I
want a tan,” Christine said firmly, distrusting how his eyes twinkled.


“That’s
all?”


“That’s
all.”


“A
tan is worth working overtime for three weeks when you get home?” 


Christine
nodded determinedly, ignoring his skepticism. “You?”


“Lots
of time scuba diving.” Jake clicked through his text messages. Christine had
the sense that he was pretending to be more interested in them than he was. She
already knew that he was observant. “So, you have no romantic fantasies set on
tropical beaches?”


He
didn’t sound like he was making fun of the idea, so Christine admitted her
weakness before she thought to do otherwise. “Maybe just one.”


Jake
looked up then, his gaze bright. “Excellent! Tell me.”


“I
will not!”


He
leaned closer. “Why not?”


“Because
you’ll use the information against me. I know how you are.”


Jake
grinned, looking reckless and sexy. “But you’re blushing like crazy. It must be
a good fantasy.” He lifted his brows. “Maybe I can help make it come true.”  


Oh
no. He was not going to set her up with some other guy.


“I’m
not telling you,” Christine said.
“Besides it doesn’t matter. I’m too much of a romantic to fall in love on
vacation and that’s what’s important in the end.”


There
was no question that she had Jake’s undivided attention. He swallowed, then
spoke quietly, his low voice working its usual magic on her. “You don’t think love
happens fast?”


Christine
shook her head. “I think it takes time to get to know someone well enough to be
head over heels in love.” He was watching her so intently that she changed the
subject. “And it’s just so tacky how Fiona does it. I’m more interested in the
long term.”


“Agreed.”
Jake glanced across the departure lounge and turned off his phone. “Look out, Ryan’s
buddies are changing seats, maybe closing in for attack. Got your shields up?”


“Oh
no!” Christine tossed her phone into her purse and spared a glance at the guys.
Just as Jake had said, the dark-haired guy was watching her closely and
grinning. He saluted her with his take-out coffee cup and she stifled a groan. She
looked toward security and saw Fiona headed straight for them. She was dressed
in her usual black and white, her red hair swinging loose and freshly tinted to
a brighter shade. “Oh look, Fiona’s coming.”


Jake
swore so thoroughly that Christine giggled. “Tell me she’s not looking at me.”


“You
could look for yourself.”


“And
encourage her? Forget it.”


“You
are in her sights.” Christine gave Fiona a fingertip wave and a smile, just to
torment Jake. 


And
to prepare him for her suggestion.


“No,
no,” he muttered. “Don’t encourage her to come closer.”


His
dismay was exactly what Christine needed to feel bold. “We could make a deal,” she
said and Jake’s gaze locked with hers. She had a hard time catching her breath,
so she said it, all in a rush. “We could cover for each other.”


“How?”


“By
pretending to have a thing this week.”


Jake
arched a brow. “A thing?”


Christine’s
face was hot but she had started and she would finish. “Maybe we see each other
in a new light. Maybe we have a vacation fling with each other. Seven days, no
strings attached, we’re crazy in love and have eyes only for each other. It
would be the perfect cover for both of us.”


Jake
smiled so slowly that Christine’s heart thudded. “So, I would do the
gentlemanly thing and save the damsel in distress from the wolves, while you
would defend me from Fiona.” 


Christine
nodded.


“I
think you’re in more danger than me. I’ve been fending off Fiona for years.”


“What
does that mean?”


Jake
leaned closer, his eyes gleaming. She could feel the warmth of his skin against
her upper arm and his intensity made her mouth go dry. “You need to sweeten the
deal.”


Christine’s
voice had faded to a whisper. “How?”


Jake
smiled, a slow sexy smile. “Tell me the rest of your fantasy.”


He
was serious. Christine’s heart pounded with the knowledge that she would give
anything to Jake, anytime, anyplace. “I told you no...”


“Then
no deal. Good luck with the wolves.” His smile turned wicked. “Take a chance,
Christine. Maybe I could make it
come true.”


Oh,
Jake could. Christine had no doubt of that. But she was also pretty sure that
he was teasing her. 


On
the other hand, wasn’t it time to take a chance? She wasn’t making any progress
otherwise. What really did she have to lose, except her pride? 


“Deal,”
she said before she could change her mind. She offered her hand to him to shake
on the agreement.


“Oh
no,” Jake murmured, his eyes glinting with intent. “This isn’t the kind of deal
that gets sealed with a handshake.” He caught the back of Christine’s neck in
one warm hand, slid his fingers into her hair, and tugged her closer. “We start
the affair right now,” he whispered, his eyes gleaming. 


Christine’s
heart stopped, then took off at a gallop. Jake was going to kiss her, right in
front of everybody—and not just a sisterly peck on the cheek. She was
glad she was sitting down—her knees were going weak in anticipation.


“Play
along, Christine,” Jake murmured, his mouth the tiniest increment away from
hers. His eyes were half-closed, their green dark and sexy. He looked
purposeful and so completely focused on her that Christine felt dizzy. “This game
won’t work otherwise.”


“Right,”
she whispered, then slid her arms around his neck. He felt good, solid and
muscled and warm. When his mouth claimed hers, Christine closed her eyes and
surrendered to the fantasy. 


If
she was only going to get one kiss from Jake in her lifetime, she’d make it one
to remember—even if it was just strategic in his view. She kissed him
back and felt Jake catch his breath. Then his mouth slanted more possessively
over hers and he deepened his kiss, apparently oblivious to the whistles from
Ryan’s friends. 


It
was Christine’s fantasy and then some, and she never wanted it to stop. Jake’s
strong fingers were in her hair and his other arm stole around her waist. 


The
man could kiss. He was turning her soul inside out and Christine wondered how
she’d manage to survive the week without revealing her true feelings for him.


Then
his tongue slid between her teeth and she forgot to worry about it. She just
hung on, savored the moment and wanted more.


 


* * *


 


Jake
had spent months trying to figure out how to suggest to Christine that they be
more than friends. This trip south for the wedding seemed like the perfect
opportunity to move their relationship in a new direction, but he hadn’t been
able to think of a way to present his case that didn’t sound crass. In the end,
she’d made the suggestion.


Could
their thoughts be running in the same direction? 


Jake
couldn’t believe that. She was just afraid of Ryan’s jerk friends, and
understandably so. Fiona’s timing was impeccable, as well. But Christine’s hot
kiss, her soft sweet mouth and her teasing tongue, was making him forget where
they were. 


Did
Christine always kiss like this? Jake wanted to toss her over his shoulder and
find some privacy, then work out later whether it was impulse or kismet.


But
they were sitting in an airport, with family and friends closing fast.


He
broke their kiss with an effort, unable to keep his hands from lingering in the
silk of Christine’s hair. He’d made a mess of it, encouraging it to fall in
loose tendrils from the way she’d knotted it up, but Christine didn’t seem to
mind. She looked up at him, her lips swollen and her eyes sparkling, and he
wished she’d look at him like that every minute of every day. 


Then
she smiled, pulled free of his embrace and reached to fix her hair. “So, now
they think we’re a couple. I get it. Good idea.”


Her
light tone made him feel like an idiot. He’d been fantasizing too long about
Christine and he had to keep his reaction under control. Otherwise, he’d spook
her and that was the last thing he wanted to do. 


For
years, he’d worried about asking her out. They’d grown up together and she
could have been his other sister. But she wasn’t: she was Christine. She was
the adorable little girl who had reached out at the age of four and stolen not
just his Popsicle but his sucker heart. 


She’d
had it ever since.


But
Jake was sure she had no idea—and he wasn’t sure she’d care if she did
find out.


He
liked being friends with Christine. He liked being able to call her and hear
her voice whenever he wanted, and he liked being able to give her a hug in
public without anyone thinking it was inappropriate. But as much as he didn’t
want to risk that friendship, Jake was ready to make a commitment. He was ready
to get on with the next part of his life, the marriage and house and family
part, so long as the right woman was at his side.


Christine
was the only woman who would do. It was time to find out whether she would have
him or not. She certainly kissed as if she thought of him as more than a
brother—but maybe that was an act for Ryan’s friends. 


The
idea of her having a secret fantasy was not helping him keep control. 


Jake
steadied his breathing with an effort and tried to keep the tone light. “Sorry I
messed up your hair,” he said, taking the chance to tuck back a loose tendril.
Christine’s hair was honey-gold, long and thick. He could never decide whether
it was sexier loose around her shoulders, or twisted up to leave her sleek neck
bare. He knew that when there was a single tendril of loose hair against her
neck, the sight of it drove him wild. 


Just
his luck—that’s how it was right now. He wanted to ease aside that
tendril with his fingertip, bend down and kiss her nape. Then go on from there.
Christine caught her breath and eyed him warily, a sure sign that she was
figuring out that he wasn’t just playing a game. 


Jake
sat back and looked away, just as Ryan’s jerk friend Mark leaned over the back
of the seat on Christine’s other side. “Hey, gorgeous, if you’re giving out
welcome kisses to the wedding, I’ll have mine next.”


“Sorry,
fresh out,” Christine said, easing toward Jake. He put his arm over her
shoulders and gave Mark a look that should have warned him to back off.


He
didn’t.


“You’re
Jess’s brother, right?’ Mark said. “And the maid of honor, Christine.” He sat
down beside Christine and grinned at her. “Maybe you’ll settle a little bet for
us.”


“Maybe
not,” Christine breathed. Jake cupped his hand over her shoulder, and let his
thumb move in a lazy caress there. Christine caught her breath, then eased a
little closer, making him catch his own breath. Her perfume teased his
nostrils, making him want to close his eyes and find the exact spots where
she’d touched it to her skin.


Mark
waved his boarding pass. “Tell me I scored and you’ll be sitting near me on the
plane, not these other losers. I got 19B, Steve’s got 23D, and Kade has 22C.”


Christine
stiffened and Jake knew she must be seated beside one of them.


Time
to keep their deal.


“Hey,
there’s the reservations agent,” Jake said, as if they’d been planning this all
along. “Let me check with her about our upgrade.”


Christine
flashed him a grateful smile that made him sizzle to his toes. She gave him her
boarding pass, keeping her thumb over the seat assignment. 


Which
was 19A.


Jake
really was saving the damsel in distress. Good thing he had a ridiculous amount
of points, courtesy of that three month cross country commute he’d done on a
big contract. This was the perfect use for them. Jake winked at Christine and
went to the desk, joining the line that was already forming there.


Then
he looked back. 


Jake
told himself that he was just keeping an eye on Mark, but the truth was that he
couldn’t look enough at Christine. She was always so elegant and pulled
together. Maybe she had a natural flair. Maybe she considered appearances.
Maybe that was why she’d become an interior designer. There was no doubt that
she had a gift for it. She was trim and pretty, curvy in all the right places
and had perfect manners. She was a lady.


He
was crazy for that. 


And
he was astounded that she kissed the way she did. Her kiss was so hot and
hungry that he only wanted more. A secret fantasy? Could the cool and composed
Christine be a passionate lover, too?


It
was more than Jake could ever have hoped for.


This
morning, Christine wore a slim khaki skirt and a red blouse, managing to look
both casual and businesslike at the same time. She wore little make-up, except
the lipstick that he saw now he’d smeared. Jake ran a hand over his own mouth
and the telltale trace on his hand made his heart thump. Christine’s sandals
and bag were caramel leather, vintage in style, and he’d guess that she had
brought those sunglasses with the tortoiseshell frames, the ones that made her
look like a movie star.


If
she’d packed the black bikini that she’d worn at the cottage the previous
summer, the one that barely existed, he was a dead man.


“Can
I help you, sir?” 


Jake
reluctantly turned his attention to the attendant and summoned his best smile,
determined to ensure that Christine was alone with him for the next four hours.


No
matter what the price.


 


* * *


 


Christine
was trying to figure out how to get rid of Mark when Fiona dropped into the
seat that Jake had vacated. Ignoring Mark wasn’t working, at all.


“Hello,
girlfriend,” Fiona said, then kissed Christine’s cheeks one after the other.
Her perfume floated around Christine in a spicy cloud. “How do you look so
fabulous so early in the day, anyway?” Without waiting for an answer, Fiona
leaned across Christine and gave Mark a kiss on the cheek, too. “Fiona, always
a bridesmaid.” She laughed. “And you’re one of Ryan’s friends, right?”


“Right.”
He grinned again, his gaze falling to Fiona’s cleavage. Christine definitely
felt like she was in the way and was good with that. “Mark.” He kissed Fiona on
the other cheek. “Ryan never told me that Jess’s friends were so hot.”


“He
doesn’t know,” Fiona said breezily. “By the time we met him, he was off-limits.”
Her eyes widened with pleasure and Christine glanced up to find Jake returning,
his expression grim. “And here’s the most divine man I’ve ever known.” She got
to her feet and flung herself against Jake. He gave Christine a look of such
dismay over Fiona’s shoulder that she almost laughed out loud. “I see you’re
giving kisses this morning, darling. I’ll have mine now.”


“Sorry,
Fiona,” Christine said, coming to Jake’s rescue. She stepped to his side and
ran her hand up his arm, seeing the amusement in his expression at her
possessive gesture. “Jake’s all mine.” She stretched up and kissed him below
the ear, hearing how he inhaled sharply at her touch. His reaction made her
feel sexy and powerful—as well as making her think this could work. “Did
you get the seats changed?”


He
nodded and showed her the new boarding passes. They were for business class. “You
want the window or the aisle?”


Christine
met his gaze in surprise. She’d thought he would ask if they could sit
together, not upgrade her seat. “You didn’t have to do that.” How much had it
cost him? 


“Can’t
blame a guy for wanting you all to himself,” he said, much to Fiona’s
displeasure. 


Christine
felt herself blushing. “The window. I can go to sleep with my head on your
shoulder, then.” She saw Jake swallow.


“Deal,”
he whispered, touching his fingertip to her lips. She knew he was deliberately
excluding the other pair, but she still couldn’t keep herself from responding
to his touch. His warm fingertip slid beneath her bottom lip, his touch giving
her shivers. “I smeared your lipstick.”


Christine
smiled at him, enjoying the game. “Should I fix it or go without?”


Jake
ran his fingertips over her cheek, his gentle touch and the heat in his gaze
making her burn. “Maybe you should take a vacation from the lipstick. Go
native.”


Christine
leaned against him, getting a little of her own back. “Whatever you want,
Jake,” she murmured, keeping her voice low and provocative. The flash of heat
in his eyes surprised her, but Christine had no time to think about it.


Because
the bride and groom had arrived.


 


* * *


 


Jake
was glad that his sister finally turned up because the game with Christine was
heating up too fast. He knew she was playing along, trying to ditch Mark and Fiona,
but still—when her voice got all sultry and she touched him with such
familiarity, his urges got the upper hand. He couldn’t wait to hear her secret
fantasy, because he was going to make it come true. He was starting to wonder
how many times he’d need to make love to her before she agreed to be with him
forever when his sister and mom arrived.


Saved
by the bell. 


Jake
reminded himself to take things slow. Romance was the key. Nice easy progress.
Funny how he could manage that in all other areas of his life, but not when
Christine landed a searing kiss on him. 


In
fact, all he could think of was scoring another.


And
more after that.


His
sister Jess had her chestnut hair pulled back tightly in a ponytail and looked
like she hadn’t slept all week. Jake was pretty sure that Jess hadn’t. Instead
of enjoying her day in the sun, so to speak, his sister had become the bride
from hell.


Ryan
had the look of a man who was considering the merit of making a run for it.
Jake knew it had to just be nerves for both of them, because they were deeply
in love and well-matched. They just had to keep from killing each other until
Saturday and the ceremony itself. Then everything would be fine.


He
hoped.


Jake
and Jess’s mom, Arlene, was dressed in a vivid floral shirt and half out of
breath by the time she reached the lounge. Jake went to take her bag, knowing
she would have packed too much into her hand luggage because she always did.
Even anticipating that, he was still stunned by the weight of it.


“Bringing
your cannonball collection, Mom?” he teased and she poked him in the shoulder.


“Whereas
you look like a pirate,” she chided. “How could you not shave this morning?
Jake, I’m shocked.” 


“I
was running late,” Jake said, knowing that wouldn’t be a good enough excuse for
his mom.


“He’s
pretending to be a bad boy today,” Christine interjected, her tone teasing.


“My
son? I don’t think so.”


“Got
to try it once, Mom.”


“You
tried it more than once when you were little and couldn’t sit down for three
days.” Arlene tried to give him a stern look, but her eyes twinkled too much
for that. “I hope Christine set you straight on what we expect from gentlemen.
Christine, didn’t you?”


“I
tried, Mom,” Christine said lightly, stepping closer to kiss Arlene. She had
called Arlene ‘Mom’ since her own parents passed away, and Jake knew that Arlene
loved it. Christine flicked a playful glance at Jake, one that made him hard
all over again, and lowered her voice to a confidential whisper. “But there’s
something sexy about bad boys, don’t you think? They’re so unpredictable.”


Jake
couldn’t even swallow when he heard that. Was that her fantasy?


Christine
smiled at him. “It looks like Jake’s determined to be as bad as possible on
this trip.”


“I
was sure my son wasn’t capable of being bad.” Arlene’s eyes narrowed and she
reached up to wipe something from Jake’s face. She eyed the lipstick now
smeared on her finger, then considered Christine. Jake tried to look innocent,
but Christine turned as red as her shirt. “Hmm. Maybe I’m making assumptions,”
Arlene murmured. 


“No,
Mom, you’ve got it right,” Jake said. “I’m very, very good.”


Arlene
laughed and swatted him again. Jake chuckled, deliberately holding Christine’s
gaze. She flushed, which made him doubly glad she’d be sitting beside him on
the plane. 


He
had four hours to make progress and he was going to make it count.


Arlene
clicked her tongue. “I’m surprised you don’t have a headache like Ryan this
morning. You boys must have been out late.”


“That’s
the point, Mom,” Ryan said, leaving the others in the lounge and giving his
mother-in-law-to-be a quick hug. “Last chance to party until dawn.”


“Before
you get locked onto the ball and chain,” Mark said, giving Ryan a high five.


Jess
obviously seethed as she watched this transaction and Jake wished Ryan could
have been a little less provocative. 


He
was trying to think of how he might intervene, when Christine grabbed Jess’s
hand and tugged her toward the chairs. “You must be exhausted, now that we’re
on final countdown,” she said, her cheerful manner obviously making Jess relax
a bit. “Did you get any sleep this week? At least we got your gown into that
suitcase yesterday. Do you want a coffee? Sit down and I’ll get it for you. I
checked and the weather is going to be gorgeous on the island all week, so you
don’t have to worry about that.”


Jess
settled down a little bit in the custody of her best friend. “No sugar,” she
insisted. “I can’t gain an ounce before the big day or my dress won’t fit.”


“She’s
in a wretched mood,” Arlene whispered to Jake. “I’ve never seen her so jumpy.”


“It’s
a big step,” Jake said, trying to calm his mother’s concerns. “It’s only
natural for them both to be nervous.”


Arlene
looked at Jess, then at Ryan, and her lips tightened that the pair weren’t
sitting together. “Hmm. I hope you’re right.” Then she smiled up at him. “And
when are you going to give me grandchildren?”


“Working
on it, Mom.” Jake realized his gaze was following Christine and turned to his
mom, trying to not be too obvious. “I’m working on it.”


“You
always say you’re working on it,” she grumbled, taking refuge in a familiar
discussion between them. “I’d like to see more progress. I’m not getting any
younger, you know, and neither are you.” She dropped down into the seat beside
Jess and heaved a sigh. “My feet are already killing me and we haven’t even
left yet.”


“You
shouldn’t have worn the new sandals for the flight,” Jess said absently.


“I
know, dear, but they’re so pretty.” Arlene held up her feet and admired her
sandals. 


Jess
shook her head and smiled at Jake, looking so much like her old self that he
took is as a sign that she was returning to the land of the sane. “The
wedding’s on the beach. You can come barefoot if your toes are still sore.”


“True,”
Arlene agreed. “But that suitcase better not crush my hat.”


Jake
glanced toward the coffee shop, noting that Christine was still in line. “You
want a coffee, Mom? I’m going to get one.”


“Thank
you, dear! That would be just the thing. Put lots of sugar in mine. God knows
I’m not nearly sweet enough already.”


Jake
nodded and headed for the line. He stopped behind Christine and took a deep
appreciative breath of her perfume. Subtle, sexy, just like Christine herself.
One breath and he was lost again.


She
turned to glance up at him and he watched as she bit her lip. He would have
liked to have bitten it himself. “What did you spend on those upgrades?” she
whispered with concern. “You shouldn’t have done it.”


“We
have a deal.”


“It’s
not supposed to cost you money.”


“Well,
you owe me a confession. I figured I could even it up a bit.”


She
blushed as she eyed him. “I suppose you’re planning to hear all about it on the
plane.” 


“It’s
a four hour flight. You have lots of time to share all the details.”


“You
are wicked!” She turned her back on him, and Jake leaned down to whisper in her
ear. 


“Unless
you really want to sit with the wolf, trapped between him and the window?” Christine
glanced up at him, her lips tantalizingly close, and pretended to be surprised.
“Sorry, I misunderstood. I can change it back.”


Her
eyes sparkled as she laughed. “Jake! No! I just don’t think you should have
spent the money.”


“It
wasn’t money; just points. What am I going to do with them anyway?” He smiled
down at her, liking that she was pleased. “Besides, I promised to save you.”


Their
gazes locked and held in a way that was electric—and very promising.


When
Christine dropped her gaze demurely and spoke, her voice had turned husky. Jake
couldn’t believe she could get any sexier, but she just had.


How
hot would her second kiss be? Once she got warmed up?


“Well,
thank you.” Christine smiled at him. He watched her catch her breath, saw her
lips part, then she turned her back on him. That curl tempted him, and Jake
couldn’t resist the opportunity to touch her. 


Why
not reinforce their story?


He
caught Christine’s shoulders in his hands and pulled her back against him,
liking that he could almost tuck her under his chin. She was shorter than him,
feminine and delicate, but far from fragile. 


To
his surprise, she reached up and entwined the fingers of one hand with his. 


Playing
along.


Killing
him. She couldn’t have any idea what effect she had on him. Jake bent on
impulse, nudged aside that silky tendril of hair, and kissed the side of Christine’s
neck beneath her ear. Christine sighed, the sweetest sound he’d ever heard, and
it was only when he pulled her back against his chest that Jake realized she
would feel his erection. 


He
froze, uncertain whether he had blown his cover.


But
Christine smiled up at him, her fingers toying with his. The stroke of her soft
fingertips over his hand was both distracting and exciting. It was easy to
imagine those fingertips sliding over the rest of his body, and that only made
his erection bigger. 


Which
didn’t exactly save the situation.


To
his surprise, Christine didn’t move away. In fact it seemed as if she leaned a
little bit more against him, as if she liked the feel of him against her butt
as much as he did. Jake felt his grip tighten around her and he closed his eyes
when she brushed her lips across his knuckles. “Your mom would prefer a medium
blend, don’t you think?” she said in that sultry soft voice. “I’ll get the dark
for Jess.”


Jake
couldn’t think about coffee, much less about his mom. All he could think about
was the enticing woman who smiled up at him, a welcome in her eyes that gave
him more encouragement than he’d ever expected. He wasn’t sure what he said,
but Christine stepped forward to order her coffee, as composed as he was not.


Jake’s
mom appeared in his peripheral vision when he was mixing sugar into her coffee,
after Christine had headed back to Jess. One look told Jake that his mom was
not amused.


“What
do you think you’re doing?” she said in a furious undertone. “Jacob Carmichael,
I did not raise you to be any less than a gentleman, even if you have been
spending time with those, those, terrible boys.” Arlene sputtered in her anger, a sure sign that the target of
her annoyance was dead meat. His mom might be two feet shorter than him, but
Jake knew better than to cross her.


“What
do you mean?”


“I
saw you touch Christine! Everyone
saw you touch Christine...!”


“It’s
not what you think, Mom.”


“You
kissed her!” His mom flung out her hands. “What could it possibly be?”


Jake
kept his voice even. “Christine and I made a deal to pretend to go for each
other, in mutual self-defense.”


Arlene
sniffed in disapproval as she dumped another packet of sugar into her coffee. “No.
You can forget that idea completely. I forbid it.”


“What?”


“I
won’t see any son of mine act like this, especially not with Christine. She’s
an absolute angel and has been so good with Jess this past week.” 


“But
it was her idea!”


Jake’s
mom glared up at him. “I don’t care what you said to her or why and I don’t
care whose idea it was. You will not touch Christine like that again. You will
not toy with her affections, no matter what the reasoning. Understand?”


“Mom...”


“Do
not defy me in this, Jacob. I can still make you regret it.”


Jake
sighed. “Is this the part where you tell me I’m not too big to be spanked?”


Arlene
smiled up at him. “You’re only thirty-three, Jake, and I’m still your mom.” She
stretched up and kissed his cheek. “I know you’re a good boy, no matter how
much you look like a pirate today. Do the right thing. Christine deserves no
less.”


Her
mission complete, Arlene headed back to her seat with satisfaction. Jake
stirred his coffee, acknowledging that his early triumph was experiencing a
major setback. 


All
he could do was pray that Christine’s fantasy was one he could make come true.


 


* * *


 


It
had to be a fluke. 


Jake
Carmichael, the most gentlemanly man on the planet and one Christine knew for
certain thought of her as a little girl, could not have an erection because of
her.


Even
if it was the most exciting possibility Christine could imagine.


No,
Jake had to be turned on by Fiona, or maybe that erection was just a morning
thing for him. He couldn’t possibly be excited by her.


Could
he?


She
eyed him as he stirred his coffee at the coffee bar, halfway feeling that he
was a different man this morning. A wilder man and one who was less
predictable. The fact that he hadn’t shaved made him look like the troublemaker
she knew he wasn’t. Unless he was just looking for a chance to let loose? She
never would have imagined he could be any hotter, but Jake had proven her wrong.


When
he’d locked his hands around her shoulders and pulled her back against him,
Christine just wanted to rub herself against him. Or spin around and pull his
head down for another scorching kiss. She’d even be happy to lock her legs
around his waist and ride him until neither one of them could stand it anymore.



She
reminded herself that Jake was just playing a game to keep Ryan’s friends away
from her—the difference was that he was a lot better at it than she was.


The
flight would be the real test. Four hours together in the executive cabin, with
the rest of the guests in the back of the plane—and Christine sharing her
fantasy. She had to do it now. She had to tell him the whole thing.


And
hope that he took challenge of making it come true.


 


* * *
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Jake
and Christine boarded early because of their business class tickets, so
everyone in the wedding party had a joking comment to make as they passed
through the executive cabin later. Christine pretended to be reading the inflight
magazine and Jake was doing a last check on his phone. They could have been
complete strangers, which didn’t bolster Christine’s confidence in her plan.


She’d
keep to the deal, though, no matter what the consequences. 


The
stewardess had served complimentary champagne with orange juice and it tasted
wonderful. The bubbles made Christine feel light and relaxed. She had two in
rapid succession and they dismissed her trepidation. 


She
could do it.


The
plane was over the ocean, breakfast served and gone, their seats reclined
together when Jake gave her a sizzling look. “Good start to the vacation?”


“Wonderful
flight. Thank you again.”


He
grinned and her heart thumped. “So, then, it’s payback time.”


“You
really do look like a rebel today,” Christine teased, taking refuge in their
usual tone of conversation. “I’m not sure I should trust you.”


“You’ve
got no choice. You owe me, by your own admission.” He tapped a fingertip on her
arm, making her pulse skip. “You promised.”


Christine
sighed with forbearance. “I did.”


“So,
tell me your secret,” he invited, his voice dropping low as he leaned closer.
His shoulder bumped into hers and his gaze was so hot that Christine didn’t
think she could breathe. If he kissed her now, she’d be a goner—or a
member of the mile high club. “If you could have one secret fantasy come true
this week, what would it be? No repercussions, no conditions, no embarrassing
situations later. Just one fantasy, free and clear, delivered in the next seven
days.”


Christine
bit her lip and looked out the window. Anything to avoid his piercing gaze. The
thing was the answer was easy. She knew exactly what she wanted and there was
something about Jake’s intense expression—never mind the way he had
kissed her—that gave her hope that it could happen. 


She
couldn’t say straight out that he
was her fantasy. But Jake was a smart guy. He should be able to work out the
implications of a good strong hint.


She’d
make him work for it, though. 


“I
shouldn’t tell you this,” she said, toying with her empty glass. “You can’t tell
anybody.”


“It
must be a really good fantasy,” he murmured. Jake lifted the glass from her
restless fingers, his hand closing momentarily over hers.


Christine
didn’t have to fake her blush. “You should have to tell me a fantasy in
exchange.”


Jake
shook his head. “Nope. I paid for this in points.” He smiled at her. “And it
sounds like it’s going to be worth it.”


“I
should call forfeit and go sit in the back.”


“With
Mark? I think I’m better company.”


“Expensive
company.”


Jake
laughed and Christine couldn’t keep herself from smiling. “Come on,” he coaxed,
his low voice making her body hum with the possibilities. “Tell me. I won’t
tell anyone.” He crossed his heart and held up two fingers. “Scouts’ honor.”


“Okay,
a deal’s a deal.” Christine twisted in her seat so that her knee bumped against
Jake’s thigh. She leaned to whisper in his ear. It would be so easy to stretch
up and kiss him. “I’ve always had this fantasy of having a secret lover, a
mystery man who comes to me in the night and seduces me with his touch.”


“So,
you don’t even know who he is?”


Christine
shook her head. “He’s a stranger, one who has fallen in love with me from
afar.”


Jake
looked skeptical. “Is that even possible?”


Christine
decided to be a little bolder. “Why not? Maybe he is someone I know or have
met, but wants to hide his identity. He’d be masked when he came to me. Or I’d
be blindfolded. That would be the mystery.” She reclaimed her glass and took
another gulp of champagne, hoping he connected the dots.


But
Jake frowned. “Masked? Like the Lone Ranger? With Tonto and the horses, too?”


“No!
More like the Phantom of the Opera.” 


“Does
he have to be scarred and living in the sewers of Paris?”


Christine
was crushed by his attitude. “You’re making fun of me.”


“No.
I’m trying to understand.” He leaned his chin on his fist, bracing his elbow on
the armrest. His face was really close to hers, his gaze searching. “What makes
it such a good fantasy?”


“It’s
just such a romantic idea.” Christine sighed. “He’d be a man who hid his
identity from me, but romanced me every night. He’d live in the shadows, or in
the twilight, but risk everything for love. A secret lover, who was already
crazy about me.” She risked a glance at Jake, expecting another smart comment
but was surprised by the heat in his gaze. 


“So
why couldn’t he just tell you so?”


“It’s
the secrecy that makes it powerful. When you’re in disguise, you can let go.”


Jake
caught his breath. “Let go?” he echoed, his voice husky.


Christine
nodded. “Get a little wild. Indulge in a sexual fantasy, maybe one you wouldn’t
tell anyone willingly.” She gave him a steady look. “Maybe go farther than you
might otherwise.”


His
eyes got darker. “So, it would be more than kisses in the dark.”


Christine
held his gaze. “Much more.”


“How
much more?”


Christine
smiled. “It would depend upon how passionate he was.” She dropped her gaze.
“And how persuasive.”


She
peeked through her lashes to see Jake swallowed visibly and dared to hope. 


“So
he’d have to be masked in order for you to really let go?”


“Yes.”


“What
if you knew him really well already?”


That
question made Christine’s pulse flutter. She tried to keep her tone level.
“Then he’d need even more of a disguise, wouldn’t he?”


Jake
straightened, drumming his fingers on his knee. “But Phantom of the Opera was
set in Paris, not on a Caribbean Island. Is this a city fantasy?”


His
abrupt change to a businesslike tone wasn’t encouraging. Christine tried to
grab his interest again. “Not necessarily. There are lots of places that are
romantic and it could be adjusted for the possibilities. I think a moonlit
beach, for example, would be a wonderful place for a secret rendezvous.” She smiled.
“On a tropical night, there could be romance and mystery.” Christine swallowed
and dared to look at Jake. He was so fixated on her that she dared to hope. “Maybe
even love.”


“Because
once you share all your secret desires, you have a greater intimacy with that
person?”


“He’d
know the real me.” She smiled, knowing she could lose herself in his eyes. She
could lean forward, just a little, and kiss him again. “In every possible way.”


After
a sizzling moment, Jake nodded and averted his gaze. He finished his champagne
and put the glass down, hard. “So, that’s what you want on your vacation?”


“Well,
it’s a fantasy. It probably won’t come true.”


“We’re
only going to be there a week,” he said, sounding so pragmatic that Christine was
sure she’d played it wrong. “I thought you said falling in love takes time.”


“Well,
sure.” Christine was crushed. He really hadn’t made the connection. 


“No
dancing?” Jake asked. “Waltzes on moonbeams? Tuxedoes and swirling skirts?”


“It’s
a fantasy. You’re not supposed to make fun of it.” Christine sighed, trying one
last time to ignite his interest. “Maybe moonlight swims.”


“Naked,”
Jake suggested. Suddenly, he wasn’t joking anymore. His voice had become very
low and his eyes were very dark. 


“Definitely
naked,” she murmured, then let her gaze slide over him. “Beneath the moon, in a
warm tropical sea. Don’t you think that would be romantic?”


Jake
had an erection again, there was no doubting the evidence. Christine felt as if
the chances of success had shifted in her favor. She glanced up to see that Jake’s
gaze had heated, and awareness crackled between them. She saw him inhale
sharply, watched his throat work and then he looked away. 


“With
just six days on the island, your mystery lover had better get it in gear.”
Before she could answer, he stood up. “By the way, Mom nixed our plan of
covering for each other. She said she’ll make me regret it.” 


“But
she can’t tell you what to do?”


“Sure
she can. She reminded me of that, too.” Jake grinned. “But then, maybe it’s for
the best.”


“What
does that mean?”


“It
leaves you available for your mystery lover, doesn’t it?” He rolled his eyes as
if her fantasy was crazy, then went to the front of the cabin. 


Christine
could hear him joking with the stewardess, flirting with her in fact, and felt
like an idiot.


Well,
she couldn’t say that she hadn’t tried.


Even
if it wasn’t fair that she was ending up with nothing at all, not even the self-defense
game. Christine tried to not resent his mom’s interference, and told herself
that she’d have a good time on the trip anyway. 


Maybe
she would meet someone who would drive Jake from her thoughts.


It
wasn’t likely. She was too far gone.


Maybe
he would come to see her in a more romantic light.


Although
that didn’t seem likely either. All the bubbles from the champagne abandoned
Christine then, leaving her feeling flat and a bit silly. She closed her eyes
and pretended to be falling asleep before Jake came back, mortified that she
had acted like Fiona and completely blown it. Jake sat down carefully beside
her when he returned, as if trying to not disturb her. Moments later, he gently
tucked a blanket around her. 


Her
big brother. It made Christine want to scream.


To
her own surprise, the alcohol and the early morning caught up with her, and she
did fall asleep.


 


* * *


 


Christine
seemed intent on driving Jake out of his mind. She had fallen asleep after her surprising
confession, and her head had ended up on his shoulder. He felt both pleased and
tormented by her proximity. She tumbled against him in soft warmth, her lips
parted and her hair sliding loose. All he could smell was her perfume mingled
with own scent. She’d kicked off her sandals and tucked up her bare feet,
looking so delicate and feminine that he burned with desire. 


The
woman was too sexy to resist. 


He
was tempted to pull her into his lap. He watched her sleep as the plane’s
engines droned, the steady sound making him feel as if they were alone in the
world. The lights were dimmed and the movie started, but Jake watched
Christine. It was all too easy to imagine how he could make her fantasy come
true. 


Was
it an invitation? After that kiss, he hoped so. 


When
Christine stirred in her sleep and her lips parted, he couldn’t stand it any
longer. He bent down and touched his lips gently to hers. He was going to just
brush her mouth with his, but she made a sleepy sound of pleasure in her
throat, like a purr. That sent a surge of heat through his veins. He slid his
fingers into her hair again and pulled her closer, deepening his kiss. She was
so sweet and soft and responsive.


His
hand moved under the blanket and he cupped her breast in his hand, letting his
fingers trail over its ripe curve. Christine sighed with contentment and
nestled against him, the touch of her lips against his throat and the feel of
her breath against his skin making him want to take her right then and there.


“Honeymooners,”
the stewardess teased on her way through the cabin and Jake jumped at the sound
of her voice. He straightened and tucked Christine beneath the blanket again,
taking a deep breath and fighting to collect his thoughts. 


Unfortunately,
they weren’t running off to an island paradise for a romantic vacation together,
as the stewardess thought. Christine was effectively one of the family and that
meant Jake would be surrounded not only by his immediate family, but a dozen
aunties and uncles. Here he was, intent upon seducing a woman by fulfilling her
fantasy, and he had an audience. 


One
misstep and they would all take Christine’s side, just the way his mom had this
morning. Christine was universally adored in his family. That she even called
his mom ‘Mom’ only added to the sense that he was hitting on a sister, someone
who should have been off-limits.


But
Christine wanted a secret lover and that could be the perfect solution. He
could spend time with her during the day and seduce her secretly at night. If
Jake was going to fulfill her fantasy, he had to keep his nocturnal identity
secret, even from Christine. The mystery of the lover’s identity was part of
her fantasy.


It
could work. 


He
was already in love with her, so that part of the fantasy was covered. Naked
moonlight swims. Seduction on a deserted beach. Hidden identities and
discovered passions. Six days and seven nights of pleasure.


He
could work with all of that.


He
spent the flight planning—and imagining.


When
they began their descent, Christine stirred, probably from the changing sound
of the engines. Jake seized the in-flight magazine and frowned at it in
apparent concentration when she stretched and straightened. “Are we there yet?”
she asked, her voice soft and sleepy. She looked so adorable and sexy that he
wanted to kiss her all over again.


But
he had to keep his cover.


“Almost.”
He spoke briskly, giving her a businesslike smile. “The champagne got to you,
didn’t it?”


She
smiled sweetly. “I guess so. How long was I sleeping?”


“Long
enough to have a hot dream.”


Her
eyes flew open at that. “What?”


“You
were moaning and squirming,” he said, dropping his voice to a murmur. “Good
thing everyone was watching the movie.” Christine’s lips parted in horror. Jake
knew he had to tease her or kiss her, and that he didn’t have a choice of which
to do—yet. “So, were you dreaming of your mystery lover meeting you on a
moonlit beach? Naked?”


Christine
sat up and looked around, clearly startled. “But I thought...”


“What?
That he was here?” Jake smiled and shook his head, pretending to read the
magazine. “It did look like a good dream.”  


Christine’s
mouth opened and closed. Then she pushed to her feet and went to the washroom.
Good thing she hadn’t noticed that he had the magazine open to the
configuration of the airline’s fleet. 


By
the time, she returned, she had wound her hair back up and fixed her lipstick,
as well as regained her polite but distant demeanor. 


Jake
felt anything but distant. He’d been trying not to think about that black
bikini—let alone peeling it off of Christine on a moonlit beach—and
failed.


The
beach would have to be their first interlude.


 


* * *


 


It
was lunch time when they arrived at the resort, and the air was humid already.
The sun was bright and the mood turned festive as the party spilled from the
bus into the hotel lobby. 


There
were lush gardens on every side, the walls open to the tropical air. Covered
walkways extended from the lobby to the restaurants and bars, probably even to
some of the rooms. Other rooms were approached by paths that wound through the
gardens. There were large arrangements of flowers everywhere and it seemed they
had arrived in an exotic paradise. Jake watched Christine as she assessed the
decor, liking how she took note of all the details. 


“Pass
muster?” he asked and she smiled at him. 


“It’s
very well done. Restrained.” She waved at the interior, her delight clear. “It’s
the palette, you know. All the white and ivory. It contrasts so well with the
gardens and the flowers. The hotel looks cool and welcoming in contrast, like a
refuge.” She flicked him a glance and he realize—not for the first
time—how their respective professions complemented each other. “What’s
your assessment, Mr. Architect?”


“I
like how the architect wove the gardens through the public spaces. It softens
the lines of the building.”


“Makes
it look inviting.” 


“It
also gives a noise buffer and provides places to stash mechanicals. It’s
artfully done.”


Christine
smiled at his practicality, then took a deep breath. “I love the smell of the
gardens and that you can hear the fountains. It makes you feel as if you’ve
arrived in paradise. 


“Probably
the plan.”


She
smiled at him, serene and gorgeous. “Probably.”


Once
again, Jake had the choice of teasing Christine or tossing her over his
shoulder. The sound of his mom’s voice close at hand made the decision for him.
“Just the kind of place you might meet a fantasy lover,” he said so quietly
that only she could hear.


Christine
flushed and threw him a hot glance. “I am so going to regret telling you that.”


Jake
flicked a glance at Ryan and his friends. “Maybe not.” He leaned closer. “Maybe
this is a place where dreams come true.” 


“Oh,
I hope so,” Christine breathed, her eyes so bright that Jake knew for certain
she’d been giving him a hint. 


It
was all he needed to lock in his plan.


“Christine,
look at these pearls!” Jake’s mom exclaimed, shooting him a look that could
have cut glass. Christine joined his mom at the display window of one of the
shops in the hotel. Jake held his ground, knowing he’d been warned.


But
his mom couldn’t manage everything all the time.


“These
would be perfect for you,” Arlene said. “You’ve always said you wanted a good
string of pearls, and the price is very good.”


“I’m
not sure I’m due to buy myself a present, Mom,” Christine demurred, her tone
good-natured.


“Well,
do you like them?”


“Absolutely.
They’re beautifully matched and the perfect length.”


“There’s
no time like the present, dear.”


Christine
laughed and led his mom to the next window. “I’ll think about it. There’s lots
of time.”


Jake
took note of the display window and the pearls they’d been considering. He and
Christine might have something to celebrate, after all.


He
was really glad that he’d upgraded his hotel reservation. He hadn’t wanted to
share with Ryan’s friends when they’d booked the trip, and had even thought he
might do some work if they had an internet connection. He’d upgraded to one of
the private cottages for himself and was really glad of it now that he knew
Christine’s fantasy. 


Ryan
and Jess had booked another of the cottages, a more secluded one further along the
beach from Jake’s. The rest of the wedding party and guests had rooms in the
two-storey main building. Christine and Fiona were sharing a room, which Jake
guessed would mean that Christine would have the room to herself most of the
time. 


The
resort was sprawling and the beach was private. It was lined with palm trees,
lounge chairs and cabanas. In addition, there were four pools scattered
throughout the gardens, half a dozen restaurants and numerous bars. The gardens
were so extensive that he imagined it would be easy to forget how many guests
were in residence, even possible to not see some fellow guests for the duration
of a stay. Jake would have to do some quick exploration this afternoon, decide
on locations and make a plan for tonight.


Everything
was coming together perfectly.


Except
the happy couple. Ryan headed to the bar with his pals, abandoning a stricken
Jess in the lobby. 


“Oh,
God, I should do something,” Christine murmured. “But what?”


Jake
touched her elbow. “Don’t worry. They booked a cottage. They’ll work it out.” 


Christine
sighed and smiled for him. “I hope so. I really want them to live happily ever
after.”


He
flicked a fingertip across the tip of her nose. “Romantic.”


“Guilty
as charged,” she agreed cheerfully.


That
worked for Jake. 


“Well,
here’s hoping your fantasy man delivers.” He gave her a thumbs-up. “I’ll be
cheering for you.”


Then
he marched off, a whistle on his lips, pretending her crestfallen expression
hadn’t stabbed him in the heart. 


He’d
make it up to her before the day was through.


With
interest.


 


* * *


 


Jake’s
quick departure was disappointing, as far as Christine was concerned. She’d
hoped for a kiss, but no such luck. He apparently was going to take his mom’s
warning seriously. He’d headed off to his room in a hurry, as if he couldn’t
wait to get away from them all.


Or
from her.


She’d
been so sure that it had been Jake kissing her on the plane, not a dream, so
his denial confused her. Had she murmured something incriminating in her sleep?
Had she put him off? 


“What
do you mean, my other bag isn’t here?” Jess demanded from the concierge’s desk.
“Where the hell is it? My wedding dress is in that bag!”


“Here
we go,” Fiona muttered. “And here I go.” She grabbed her bag and headed
determinedly toward the room Christine would be sharing with her.


Mom
winced, everyone else scattered, and it was left to Christine to try to console
the bride.


She
squared her shoulders, smiled and went to Jess’s side. When she slid her arm
around her friend’s shoulders, Christine could feel her shaking. “What can I do
to help?”


To
her dismay, Jess broke down into tears. “Is it so evil to have a dream?” she
wailed and Christine pulled her into a hug. “My beautiful dress! My dream
wedding! The man of my dreams! Why does everything have to get fucked up?”


Christine
nodded at the concierge, who looked alarmed by Jess’s reaction. “Do you think
we could ask the airline to trace the bag?” she asked. “Perhaps they can just
put it on the next flight. The wedding is Thursday, so we have a little bit of
time.” He nodded, then picked up the phone with obvious relief that someone reasonable
had appeared.


Christine,
meanwhile, prayed that the bag would be found.


 


* * *


 


Christine’s
confession echoed in his thoughts as he walked and Jake strove to recall every
detail. He wanted to get this completely right. 


A
narrow wharf led from the beach out over the water to his cottage, and he
guessed that in high tide, the entire length of it would be needed. The roof
was thatched and the walls on the resort side had only high windows. 


He
unlocked the door and froze in awe. It was essentially one large room, with a
sitting area to one side and the bed on the other. The bathroom and kitchenette
were on the wall closest to the resort itself. The ocean side wall was all
glass and could be opened to the sea and the wind. As elsewhere, the decor was
neutral in color, which just made the sea look more vividly blue.


The
architect had really worked with the landscape and the effect was perfect.


Christine
would love it.


Jake
dropped his bags and opened the sliding glass doors, pushing them back. They
slid into pockets on either side so that the wall could be completely opened.
He took a deep breath of the ocean air and went out on to the deck. It was only
accessible from inside the cottage and from the lip of it, he could look down
into the sea. The brilliant turquoise water looked to be about twenty feet deep
beneath him, and was active with fish. 


He
couldn’t see any of the cottages to the left and right, and couldn’t hear the
sounds of the resort behind him. There was just sky and sea and wind, the
lapping of the waves against the stilts and the cries of the gulls.


By
moonlight, it would be magical.


Jake
smiled, knowing he’d had the perfect location for one fantasy seduction. 


But
first, they’d meet on the beach.


He
showered and changed, before heading to the beach to find the right spot.


 


* * *


 


Much
later in the afternoon, Christine got to her room, feeling wilted and burdened.
They hadn’t yet located the bag, but she’d finally persuaded Jess to go to her own
room and have a rest. Fiona was in their room when Christine arrived, animated
and well-rested. She’d had a nap. Christine bit back a snarky comment, knowing
that her disappointment in Jake was coloring her mood. She unpacked a few
things as she tried to ignore Fiona’s running commentary on every man she’d
seen so far. 


“This
place is teeming with gorgeous men and I’m going to try them all.” Fiona
concluded, then surveyed the room. “We need a signal, in case one of us is...busy.”


Christine
put her hands on her hips and confronted her roommate. “You’re not going to
lock me out at night.”


“But
I might in the afternoon.” Fiona held up a red ribbon. “Tie this on the outside
door knob if you don’t want to be disturbed. Or I will. Three guesses who uses
it first?” She smiled when Christine didn’t answer, then hooked the ribbon over
the latch for the closet door.


Instead
of commenting, Christine locked the sliding glass door that overlooked the
beach. To her surprise, Fiona marched across the room, pushed past her,
unlocked the door and flung it open. “It’ll get stuffy in here. I can’t stand
that.”


Christine
was starting to think that this could be a long week. She reached for the door
to shut it again. “Then we’ll leave the air conditioning on.”


Fiona
pushed her hand away. “No! I hate the smell of that recycled air.”


“Then
whoever gets back first can open the door. We’re not leaving the door
unlocked!”


“Forget
it. Leave it open now.”


“But
we have to lock the door!”


“Against
what? Chameleons?” Fiona propped her hands on her hips. “You are so uptight. I
can’t even believe it. Do you ever relax? Do you ever loosen up? Do you ever
have fun, Christine?”


“This
isn’t about fun. It’s about security...”


“It’s
about controlling every single little thing to ensure that you’re safe and that
life is predictable,” Fiona retorted, her eyes gleaming. “Start taking some
chances, my friend, or you’re going to end up withered and alone.”


Christine
gritted her teeth, but didn’t reply in kind. The week would only feel longer if
they started to argue. She took her valuables to leave them in the safe at the
front desk, and kept her money with her. It was unlikely someone would break
into their room to steal her shoes. 


If
a thief wanted that frilly peach confection of a bridesmaid dress, he or she
could have it.


She
consoled herself with the knowledge that her day had to improve, instead of
sliding relentlessly downhill.


 


* * *


 


It
didn’t.


In
fact, their first dinner together as a group was a disaster. Jess had a fit when
she discovered that Ryan had been drinking all afternoon while she had been worried
about her bag. He didn’t even bother to leave the bar for dinner to eat with
the rest of the party. The entire conversation at dinner consisted of Jess
fuming. Arlene excused herself and went to bed early. Jake walked his mom to
her room, then disappeared as well, while Fiona headed to the bar to stalk
prey.


Christine
looked around the nearly empty table, just a smattering of acquaintances and
cousins lingering there, most of whom she didn’t know well, and sighed. The day
really couldn’t have ended in a more depressing way. 


Jake
had hardly even talked to her. Christine came back early to the room, wishing
she could start the day all over again. In her current mood, it seemed that telling
Jake her fantasy had ruined everything. 


She
should have stayed home and finished that big job. At least then, she’d have
her career on track.


Knowing
that the sliding glass door had been open still bothered Christine, especially
when she came back to the room alone. There was no ribbon on the knob, so she
put her card in the lock then stood on the threshold with the door open, wary.


Did
she really want to go in there by herself? 


Was
the sliding glass door opened a little wider than it had been?


Or
was she as risk-averse as Fiona thought she was? 


Christine
stood there for a moment, but she heard nothing other than the rhythmic lull of
the waves breaking on the beach. Maybe Fiona had come back for something and
opened the door wider, just to annoy Christine.


That
made sense. The two women were as different as possible, but it seemed that
today, Fiona had been out to provoke Christine. 


All
the same, Christine quickly looked in the closet, the bathroom and the shower,
then peeked under the beds. The only intruder she found was a chameleon, who
was so shocked at the sight of her that it changed color as it fled for the
balcony.


If
she’d been in the mood, that might have been funny.


Christine
shoved her hand through her hair, feeling disheveled and unhappy. Maybe she
should have had more to drink. 


She
opened the sliding door all the way and stepped on to the balcony. She wasn’t a
person who easily got depressed. She had to think positive. She had to help
Jess get through this week, if nothing else.


It
was a perfect night, the sky darker and more filled with stars than it ever
seemed to be at home. The wind felt like velvet against her skin, warm and
seductive. To think there was snow at home. She listened to the lap of the sea
and smelled the flowers in bloom and indulged herself with the fantasy of her
dream coming true.


Fat
chance of that happening.


When
Christine turned back to the room with a sigh, she saw it.


There
was a note on the pillow on one bed. Christine might have thought it was from
the maid service, but the other bed didn’t have one. A red hibiscus rested on
the white linen, the color as rich a hue as blood. There was an envelope beside
it, and on the front was her name written in bold handwriting. 


A
man’s writing. She’d seen that handwriting before. 


Christine
swallowed. In a heartbeat, she had the envelope in her hand. She opened the
envelope and found a card inside. It looked like hotel stationary and the note
was written in the same hand. 


 


Meet me in the moonlight, at ten on the beach.


I will find you.


 


A sleeping
mask from an airline was tucked inside. 


The
same airline they had flown that day.


Christine
sat down hard on the side of the bed. She looked at the note again. It was
Jake’s handwriting. She’d admired how decisively he wrote before. She
remembered him going to talk to the stewardess right after she’d made her
confession and fingered the mask. 


Was
Jake really going to make her fantasy come true? 


The
very idea filled Christine with anticipation. 


And
she remembered all too well that Fiona was sure she never took any chances.
Well, she’d taken one in confiding in Jake, and she was going to take another. She
had twenty minutes to shower, change and get herself down the beach to meet her
fantasy lover.


If
he wanted to make love in the ocean, Christine was going to dress to make it
easy.


She
certainly wasn’t going to be late.


 


* * *


 


Christine
came.


Jake
couldn’t believe his luck. 


Even
better, she was wearing that black bikini.


He
stood in the shadowed gardens surrounding the hotel buildings and watched her
walk onto the beach. The moon was bright overhead, even though it wasn’t quite
full, and its light made the beach look like ivory. The sand stretched toward
the horizon in either direction in a perfect crescent. There was a light breeze
from the ocean, carrying the smell of salt, and the water was dark.


Christine
was barefoot and her hair was loose, blowing around her shoulders like a fair
cloud. The bikini left so much of her skin exposed, and he ached with desire as
he watched her move closer. The mask dangled from her fingertips, a sign of her
trust. He liked the evidence that their thoughts were as one. 


Christine
glanced back at the quiet hotel, then looked down the beach. It made sense that
she’d be a little bit nervous, but he couldn’t reassure her and keep his
identity hidden. He thought for a second that she saw him, because she stared
at the shadows where he stood. Jake didn’t dare to breathe, he was so afraid
she’d think the better of it and go back to her room.


But
she put on the mask and turned to face the ocean. He saw her take a deep
breath, then her shoulders relaxed.


Jake
didn’t give her time to change her mind. 


 


* * *


 


Christine
felt silly, and a little bit nervous. Seeing the guy in the shadows by the shrubbery
nearly made her jump out of her skin, until she realized he was built exactly
like Jake.


Because
he was Jake.


And
he was waiting for her to play along. Knowing that he was close bolstered
Christine’s trust, and made it possible for her to put on the mask.


She
heard a man’s approaching footsteps, a faint sound against the sand. He walked
like Jake, with the same purposeful long stride. He paused behind her and her
heart skipped, then he caught his shoulders in his hands.


Exactly
as he had done at the airport.


His
lips touched the side of her neck. “Bon soir, chère,” he murmured against her skin, his voice familiar but
his accent unexpected. In other circumstances, Christine might have giggled
that he was speaking French to her, but she recognized that he was trying to
deliver on her fantasy. 


Her
mysterious lover—who disguised his identity from her in more ways than
one. 


She
savored his firm grip on her shoulders, the way he held her both gently and
firmly. In a way, it was doubly sexy to be blindfolded. Christine felt as if
all of her other senses were heightened, and her awareness of Jake was sharp. When
she tipped her head back, loving how he was kissing beneath her ear, she caught
a whiff of cologne.


It
wasn’t the one Jake usually wore. She liked that one, but this one was more
musky. It was exciting, both because its earthy sexiness was unexpected and because
Jake was trying to be a mystery to her. She felt the stubble of his day’s
growth against her skin and recalled how different he’d looked today. He kissed
her ear, and she melted into his embrace with a sigh.


Only
to have his bare chest collide with her back. Jake was naked? Even partly so? Christine
thought of that sizzling moment in the plane when she’d talked about naked
moonlight swims, and felt herself get hot and wet. She remembered his erection
pressing against her butt and had a better idea what he could do with it. 


Meanwhile,
his arms slid around her waist, holding her captive against his solid strength.
He kissed her throat, planting a dozen butterfly kisses against her skin as if
he’d deliberately torment her. Christine leaned back against him, and felt his
erection once more. 


Jake
wanted her.


It
was all she needed to know to turn this day into perfection.


“I
want you inside me,” she managed to say, before his mouth closed urgently over
hers. She lifted a hand and felt a pulse at his throat, the pace of his heart
telling her that he was as aroused as she was. 


There
couldn’t have been anything more thrilling than that.


She
turned in his embrace and kissed him back. 


Jake
kissed like a pirate intent on claiming her, more fierce and more demanding
than earlier. Christine loved the change. His mouth locked over hers as his
hands slid over her skin, his touch warm and strong. Christine arched and
rubbed herself against him, wanton as she never was, wanting more and more.
Jake slid his hands beneath the fabric of her bikini top. He caressed her
breasts, cradling them in his hands and squeezing slightly. The feel of his
hands on her skin made her dizzy.


“I
want all of you,” she said, her voice breathless.


“Impatient,
chère?” he teased, and closed his
hands over her turgid nipples. When he pinched them, Christine couldn’t stand
it. She locked her hands into his hair, holding him captive as she kissed him
with more passion than she’d known she possessed.


She’d
make it clear to him that she wasn’t a little girl.


And
that she knew what she wanted.


She
moved to slide a hand between them, had the chance to realize that he was
wearing his swimming trunks, then Jake caught her wrist in his hand. He grabbed
her butt with one hand and lifted her against him, then locked his other arm
locked around her waist. Christine rubbed herself against his erection, loving
how he groaned into their kiss. She lifted her legs to wrap them around them,
but Jake suddenly pulled back.


“Trop
vite,” he whispered, his voice
ragged. 


Too
fast.


“But
good,” Christine said and he chuckled. 


“Too
good. Let’s make it last,” Jake said, sounding more like himself. He set her on
her feet, then ran his hands down her arms. “Si belle,” he whispered, then twined his fingers with hers
and began to walk, tugging her to walk alongside him.


So
beautiful. Christine’s heart was in her throat.


To
be blindfolded  and on the move was disconcerting. She struggled against her
natural urge to see where she was going. 


But
Jake was attentive. He stopped and lifted her chin, brushing his lips across
hers and making her desire burn hotter. “Trust me, chère,” he whispered and Christine knew that she already
did. 


“Take
me, chèr,” she replied and he
laughed again. His fingers slid over her cheeks, as if he were entranced by
her.


“I
will,” he vowed, his voice deep and filled with determination. He kissed her
again, deeply and surely. “I will,” he repeated against her mouth.


Christine
could hardly wait.


She
let Jake lead her down the beach, the sand flowing between her toes. With every
step, it became easier to surrender control to him, and just enjoy the moment.
The sand was still a bit warm from the sun that day, and the brush of Jake’s
bare arm against hers made her tingle.


Jake
led her into the water, just as she’d anticipated. The warm ocean lapped at her
toes as the wave came in, then she walked on bare sand as it receded. 


“A
swim, chère?” he asked, his grip
tightening on her hand. 


“Yes.”
Christine agreed, her heart thundering in her ears. She would really have to
trust him to follow him into the water blindfolded, but she did trust Jake. She
knew he was a strong swimmer, and she knew he was protective of her. She was
safe.


And
she could always tug off the blindfold if she wasn’t. 


She
nodded and let him lead her a little deeper into the water. The waves were
ankle deep now, the water swirling around her at regular intervals. 


“Are
you afraid?” he asked and Christine shook her head. 


“I
trust you.”


He
kissed her again for that, then unhooked the back of her bikini top. Christine
felt the air against her skin, the heat of his chest just a hand span away,
then Jake bent to take her nipple in his mouth. He flicked his tongue against
the taut peak, suckled and nibbled, teasing her until Christine thought she’d
come. 


She
wriggled against him, running her hands through his hair. When she whispered
his name, her need almost overwhelming her, Jake lifted her into his arms and
strode into the surf. He kissed her to silence, as the water rose around his
hips and over Christine. 


And
when she was immersed in the water, he stopped. The waves weren’t so strong
here and Christine was buoyant in the salt water. “Parfait,” he whispered, and she felt the weight of his gaze
upon her. Perfect. She thought of him surveying her, and arched her back to
improve the view. 


Jake
made a growl in his throat that made her smile. Keeping one arm locked around
her waist, he bent to kiss her nipple again. His other hand slid up her leg and
between her thighs, his strong fingers sliding into her bikini bottom.
Christine gasped at the first touch of his fingertips on her throbbing
clitoris, then opened her legs wide to his caress. She moaned as Jake touched
her with gentle surety. She wasn’t getting out of this without an orgasm, she
just knew it.


And
that suited her just fine.


It
was sinful.


It
was seductive.


It
was everything she had wanted from her fantasy – and more, because her
mystery lover was Jake.


 


* * *


 


Jake
had never dared to hope that Christine would be so responsive to his touch.
He’d fantasized about her for years, and he thought she was the sexiest woman
on the planet, but the fact that she could have a desire that matched his own
was an unexpected bonus. Maybe the mystery helped, or maybe it was the
blindfold. Jake didn’t care. He’d happily blindfold her every night for the
rest of her lives to have her kiss him with such passion. He watched her lips
part as he touched her and knew he couldn’t do this enough times in one
lifetime.


He’d
have her every night. Three times.


And
he’d still be coming back for more. 


Christine
had been his romantic fantasy for a long time, but she would be the star of his
sexual ones from this point onward. Her breasts were as full and beautiful as
he’d always thought they must be, and she was sleekly beautiful. It was her
responsiveness that killed him, though, the way that she completely let go and surrendered
to the moment. 


He’d
always thought she’d be a shy lover, maybe a hesitant one. He’d always imagined
that he’d need to coax her to meet him in passion. To discover that she was as
hungry for him as he was for her was a revelation.


And
a welcome one.


Christine
rubbed herself against Jake as he caressed her, those lips parting in hunger
for more. The things she said to him, the confessions she made, just made the
moment hotter and hotter. She moaned. She murmured incoherently. She arched and
shivered and ran her tongue over her lips. He wasn’t sure how he’d hang
on— and then he realized he had to.


Because
that jerk Mark would remind her about the bet the guys had made at the stag,
Jake was sure of it. The guys had decided in their collective drunken wisdom to
create a betting pool, and the first single guy associated with the wedding
would claim the prize. It was several thousand dollars, but more importantly,
Jake didn’t want Christine to imagine for one second that he had any other
objectives than making her dreams come true. Someone else had to win before he
could claim her completely.


In
the meantime, he’d please her and drive himself insane.


He
ran his fingers over her, amazed at how slick and hot she was, the way the
folds of her labia were swollen with desire. He wanted her a thousand times
more than he had just an hour before. She squirmed, grinding her hips against
his chest, the very vision of arousal. He pinched her clitoris, deliberately
driving her higher, and watched her flush. He could see the flutter of her
pulse at her throat and he felt the trembling of release start deep within her.



Jake
bent and captured her gorgeous mouth, kissing her with a proprietary force. She
immediately locked her arms around his neck and pulled him closer. He knew she
was going to wrap herself around him, but also knew he’d never resist
temptation if she did. He flicked his thumb across her hardened clitoris
instead, then drove two fingers inside her. 


Christine
came with such force that he staggered in the water. Her hips bucked as her
orgasm exploded through her body and she shook so hard that he was afraid he’d
lose his grip on her. She cried out but he swallowed that sound, holding her
close as the aftershocks rolled through her body. 


“Jake,”
she whispered, her mouth open as she leaned against his chest. “Oh, Jake.”


She
knew it was him. 


Her
words made his chest tight. She knew it was him, and she wanted him. It
couldn’t be any better than this.


She
had given him a hint, and Jake was glad he’d taken it.


He
kissed her, loving her sweetness. She was softer now, more relaxed, although he
was still throbbing with need. She sighed and shifted in his embrace, and
again, he knew she intended to wind her legs around him. He was hard,
overwhelmed by her response, and knew one touch would set him off.


“Not
tonight, chère,” he murmured in
his fake French accent, bending to kiss her ear. “For then, there will be
nothing to anticipate.”


She
laughed. “We could always anticipate doing it again.”


Jake
grinned, liking her attitude. Before he could reply, though, Christine reached between
them and touched his erection. Jake caught his breath and knew she heard it. Heat
fired through his body and his knees weakened. He was going to lose control.
Christine caressed him slowly, making him forget everything but having her.


“Go
into the shallow water, my mystery man,” she said, her smile so provocative
that he couldn’t resist her suggestion. “You deserve an orgasm, too.”


She
was irresistible. Jake did as she asked, the very idea of Christine pleasing
him enough to make him dizzy. He set her on her feet so she could choose the
depth of the water that she preferred, holding her tightly by the hand as they
walked. The sand was smooth here, pounded to a flat surface, but he wasn’t
going to lose her for anything.


“Here,”
she said when the water was just past his knees and he stopped.


But
when Jake thought she’d fondle him with those graceful hands, Christine put her
hands on his chest and dropped to her knees. She pushed down his swimming
trunks. She bent as he watched—in mingled awe and excitement—then
took his erection into her mouth. 


He
thought he’d explode immediately, but willed himself to hang on. His fingers
slid into her hair as her lips closed over him and he wasn’t sure he could
stand up in the face of such pleasure. 


Christine,
though, wasn’t going to stop. She licked him, and flicked her tongue across the
tip of his penis, redoubling his desire with every touch. She massaged his
balls, squeezing them gently, even as she worked him. The sight of her gorgeous
mouth locked around him blew his mind. He was harder than he could imagine
being, unable to think due to the heat that pounded through his body.


But
she changed her pace, slowing down and then speeding up again, ensuring that
his pleasure lasted as long as possible. That he’d done the same to her didn’t
make it fair. Jake braced his feet against the ocean floor, tipped his heat
back and gritted his teeth as the orgasm rose within him. She sensed his
reaction because she suddenly flicked her tongue across the tip of his penis,
sending him to the moon. Jake came so hard and fast that the orgasm left him
staggering in the surf. 


He
stood shaking afterward, his hands on her shoulders and his head bowed. 


He
should have taken this chance years before. 


Christine
gargled in the sea water and he smiled at the sound. “Which is more salty, chère?” he asked, his voice hoarse.


“You
are.” She rose up before him, the moonlight turning her skin to silver and
making her look more enticing than ever. The water dripped from her breasts and
he gathered her into his arms, kissing her with all the passion that raced
through his veins.


Everything
was going to work out just fine.


 


* * *


 


Jake
had left a couple of towels on the beach, although Christine hadn’t seen them.
He’d been optimistic, but his hopes had been far exceeded. He led her out of
the water and dried her off, wrapping her in a thick towel with care. 


After
another searing kiss, he took her by the hand and led her back toward the
resort buildings. Beside the stairs that led to the room she was sharing with Fiona,
Jake stopped. 


“There’s
a path here,” she said, wiggling her toes. “Where are we?”


Jake
kissed her again, unable to get enough of that sweet mouth. 


It
had been intoxicating to give Christine a fantasy in the moonlight, but Jake
wanted more privacy for their next encounter. He lifted his head and held her
shoulders in his hands, bending to touch his nose to hers and whisper. “À
demain, chère.” He pressed a kiss to
her temple, then her ear. 


“Tomorrow,”
she whispered, then pouted. “What about tonight?”


“À
demain,” he repeated, treating
himself to one more slow deep kiss. Christine shivered at his touch. Her lip
trembled when he broke their kiss, tempting him to taste her again. 


Instead,
he turned her in place, liking how she gasped. Jake spun her three times, gave
her on last quick kiss, then left her on the path. It wasn’t easy. He wanted to
follow her upstairs and spend the night making love to her.


He
stepped into the shadows of the garden, unable to keep himself from watching
her. Christine waited, biting her lip with uncertainty. 


“Jake?”
she whispered. When he didn’t answer, she pulled off the blindfold and looked
around. She glanced toward the noise of the closest bar, then surveyed the
shrubbery. 


“Tomorrow,”
she whispered, then blew a kiss before she darted up the stairs.


Jake
fought the urge to whistle as he returned to his cottage, knowing the sound
would only reveal his presence. 


Take
me. Christine’s breathless demand
haunted him and he knew he’d be awake all night thinking about doing just that.
Jake swallowed, hoping that someone in the wedding party had won the bet
already. 


He
wasn’t sure he’d be able to resist Christine much longer.


 


* * *


 


[bookmark: ChapterThree]Chapter Three


 


There
was a rap at the door first thing the next morning. Christine was already awake
but lingering in bed, happily recalling her interlude with Jake. Fiona had come
in much later and groaned at the knock, then buried her head under her pillow.
Christine grabbed a robe and answered the door.


One
of the maids stood there, smiling, with floral arrangement. There was a card
tucked in with the flowers, Christine’s name written on the front in that familiar
masculine hand. Her heart took a little skip, but she smiled and found a tip
for the maid, then leaned back against the door with the flowers in her grip.
They were beautiful, a dozen shades of yellow and pink, and beautifully
fragrant. She didn’t even know the names of all the flowers, they were so
exotic.


“What’s
that?” Fiona demanded, peering from beneath her pillow.


“Someone
sent me flowers.”


“Get
out!” Fiona sat up then, surprise and curiosity waking her up. “Who?”


“I
don’t know.” Christine was pretty sure she did know, but she wasn’t going to
confide in Fiona. She opened the card and scanned the contents.


 


Last beach cabana on the right. Be there alone at
noon.


Bring your mask.


 


Christine
caught her breath.


“Well?”
Fiona demanded.


“It’s
not signed,” Christine admitted, which was true.  


 Fiona
fell back into bed, burying herself beneath the pillow again. “So, you have a
secret admirer. Good for you.”


“Jealous?”
Christine teased and Fiona laughed.


“No.
I don’t like any secrets when it comes to admirers. Put it all in the window,
boys, and give me more. Hey, could you put the Do Not Disturb sign on the door
when you leave? I’ve got one hell of a hangover and I might bite any maid who
wakes me up.”


Christine
agreed and did just that. She pulled out her tote bag for the beach, knowing
she’d claim that cabana early. She showered and pulled her hair up in a
ponytail, then put on her bikini. When she came back into the room, Fiona
appeared to be sound asleep again. She moved quietly to keep from disturbing
her. She tied a sarong around her hips, packed sunscreen, water and a book,
then went down to breakfast. 


She
wanted to dance in her anticipation.


Noon
couldn’t come soon enough.


 


* * *


 


Jake
was early to the breakfast buffet, partly because he had been awake half the
night thinking about Christine and partly because he was ready to see her
again. To his surprise, he wasn’t the first of their group to turn up for
breakfast.


Ryan
and his buddies were there, looking exhausted but jubilant. 


“So,
did you score?” Mark demanded when he saw Jake.


“Me?
No. I figured I was just contributing to your winnings by joining the betting
pool.”


“It
was close,” Mark insisted, holding up a finger and thumb. “But she outsmarted
me.”


“Not
too tough when you’ve had ten beers,” Kade said quietly.


Jake
refrained from saying it wouldn’t have been too tough to do when Mark was
sober. The guy was not the brightest light. He caught Ryan’s twinkling gaze and
knew that man was thinking the same thing.


“It’s
not like you could have done much other than fall asleep in her snatch,” Steve
added.


“Maybe
that’s why she went for the windsurfing instructor,” Ryan said. “You know, picking
a live one.”


The
guys erupted into a lively discussion about Mark’s abilities and his condition
the night before, which was easy for Jake to ignore. 


“Aren’t
you holding out on us?” Mark demanded of Jake. “I’d have to think you’d be able
to close the deal with Christine after that tonsil hockey in the airport.”


“Champagne
in business class,” Steve said with a roll of his eyes. “Unfair competition,
that’s what that was.”


“Hey,
you got an asset, you gotta use it,” Mark said, nudging Jake. “So?”


“So,
maybe I don’t want to talk about it.” Jake had to make sure that he kept
control until one of these guys won the bet. He didn’t want Christine to have
any doubts about his motivation—or that of her secret lover.


“Excellent!
He didn’t score, we’re still in the running!” The guys high-fived each other
and Steve went for more bacon and eggs. 


“Hey,
here comes the ball and chain,” Darren teased, poking Ryan.


Ryan
swore. “Think she noticed I stayed out all night?”


Jake
took one look at his sister and knew she had. His mom was with his sister, her
expression filled with concern. 


Christine
practically floated into the restaurant from the other side, her expression so
jubilant that Jake’s gut tightened in pleasure. She was wearing that bikini
again, this time with a bright sarong. Her hair was tied up in a ponytail and
she looked luscious.


How
would he last until noon?


Christine
smiled at Jake, which reminded him that she’d called him by name the night
before. She knew—but part of her fantasy was that her lover was
mysterious. He had some work to do to disguise his identity from her. 


Because
he sure wasn’t going to let her down, in any way.


Mark
looked between Christine and Jake, then jabbed an elbow into Jake’s ribs. “You
putting us on, man? Did you already win the bet?”


“No!”


“Liar!
Yo, he nailed her in one night!” Mark laughed, then gave Christine an
appreciative glance. “Maybe I can be next in line.” 


Jake
saw trouble coming, and had to short circuit it. He leaned close to Mark on
impulse. “Hey, would you do me a favor and say that I was with you guys last
night?”


“You
dog!” Mark said with a grin. “You’re hedging your bets, aren’t you?”


“A
guy’s got to do what he’s got to do,” Jake said and the younger man grinned. 


“Maybe
I should bet on you.”


“Take
lessons,” Steve suggested, his tone teasing. “I mean, man, you’ve got tons to
learn.” Kade watched quietly. Of all Ryan’s friends, he seemed most like a man.
He certainly didn’t say much, and he didn’t act as wild as the others. 


“Good
morning,” Christine said, her smile a little warmer when she sat down beside
Jake. 


“Good
morning. Sleep well?”


“Perfectly.”
She slanted him a mischievous glance. “Your mom will be pleased that you
shaved.”


Jake
grinned, then had an idea of how to confuse her. “I couldn’t stand it anymore.”


“You
don’t want to grow a beard on vacation?”


“No,
I’d have to shave it for Thursday anyway.”


“I
thought it looked good,” she said softly. “It made you look dangerous and
unpredictable. Not your usual look.”


Jake
tried to look as if he had regrets. “Maybe I shouldn’t have shaved it off after
dinner, then.”


Christine
looked at him, hard. “When did you shave it off?” 


Jake
pretended to be interested in his breakfast. “Right after dinner. I couldn’t
wait to get back to the room and ditch it.” He sighed. “It felt so good. It
itches the first day or two.”


“Right
after dinner?” Christine echoed.


“Yes.”
Jake rubbed his chin. “And again this morning to get the strays. Nice and
smooth this way.” He cast her a smile, enjoying how discomfited she was. She’d
felt the stubble on his chin at midnight, Jake knew it. She looked down at her
bag and he saw the card he’d written, shoved into the bottom of the bag. He
leaned closer to her, bumping shoulders with her companionably, and dropped his
voice. “Hey, you want to avoid the wolves and go scuba diving today?”


She
looked at him and he strove to look innocent. “Uh, no, thanks. I want to work
on my tan.”


“Right.”
Jake chuckled, turning his attention to his eggs. “That’s right, that was your
plan.”


“What’s
that supposed to mean?”


“Sounds
like you don’t want the deal my mom nixed anymore.” Jake cast her a glance. “Or
maybe you’ve already found that secret lover.”


“I
don’t think so,” Christine protested, but she blushed in a way that made him want
to kiss her all over again. 


Take
me.


Oh,
he would—as soon as he could be sure she’d never think he was just trying
to win a stupid bet.


 


* * *


 


Christine
grabbed the last cabana easily. The resort wasn’t full and there were more than
enough beach cabanas for the people who wanted them. Most people chose one
close to the resort and its bars. There were at least eight empty ones between
her and the next one that was occupied. She felt very alone, which presumably
had been Jake’s point.


She
tanned a bit, then took refuge inside the cabana, too restless to lounge. She couldn’t
lose herself in the story of the book she’d brought. She knew it wasn’t the
fault of the book—it was because of Jake. Had he really shaved right
after dinner? Or was he messing with her? Because the guy who had seduced her
in the moonlight had definitely been sporting a day’s growth of beard. 


Was
it possible that it hadn’t been Jake?


Christine
couldn’t believe it. There were too many coincidences, including the fact that
her mystery lover had appeared right after she had told Jake her fantasy.


It
had to be Jake.


He
must be trying to confuse her.


She
wanted to know for sure.


The
cabanas were made of heavy nylon, striped in the same turquoise and white of
all of the resort’s outdoor furniture, and open to the ocean. They were planted
securely in the beach and could be folded back like the roof of a convertible
car. The space inside was big enough for several people to take refuge from the
sun. There were two chaise lounges from the resort already in this one, and a
third could have been fit in, as well. 


Christine
had managed to evade the rest of the wedding party pretty easily. It seemed
that many of the guests had overindulged the night before. Fiona had offered to
take Jess shopping to console her—or distract her. Christine was just
glad the other woman was helping out. The suitcase with Jess’ wedding dress was
still missing, but Christine had promised to check in regularly with the
concierge.


It
would be well after noon, but no one needed to know that.


Once
Christine was in the cabana, she doubted anyone would find her.


Which
gave her lots of time and opportunity to think about Jake. She’d spread a towel
on one chaise and laid there, fingering the blindfold as she obsessively
checked her watch. 


And
then she touched herself. If nothing else, she’d be ready for him when he
arrived.


 


* * *


 


At
ten to twelve, Christine stepped out on to the beach. She was wet and her sex
was swollen in anticipation of Jake’s arrival. There was no sign of anyone to
her right where the beach became rocky, and just a woman with a big hat back by
the hotel to the left. 


Where
was Jake? She stood and stared, but no one appeared. The sun beat down, making
the sand look white and making the waves sparkle. It was hot and quiet, just
the sound of seagulls overhead. 


At
the stroke of noon, Christine had a moment to be disappointed that she was
still alone.


Then
she saw him. 


A
man was coming out of the ocean. It was hard to see him clearly with the sun
reflecting so brightly off the waves, and Christine shaded her eyes to watch
him approach. He was definitely walking out of the sea, and headed directly
toward her.


He
wore a full wet suit with a hood, a mask and snorkel. He was encased in black,
his features hidden. Christine’s heart began to pound. He was the same height
as Jake. He had the same muscled build as Jake. 


And
Jake had said he was going scuba diving.


The
man reached the beach and removed his flippers, shaking them out. He seemed to
peer into the shadows of the cabana, then waved at her with two fingers. He
turned his back upon her and removed his face mask, shaking the water out of
it. The sun cast his face in shadow when he turned back toward her, but he
hesitated before coming closer. 


He
raised his hands in front of his eyes, reminding her and removing all doubt.


It
was her lover.


It
was Jake.


Christine
grabbed the blindfold and put it on quickly, her heart pounding in
anticipation. She heard his footsteps in the sand as he came closer. She heard
his breath as he stepped into the cabana and the air seemed to sizzle in
anticipation.


“Chère,” he murmured. “Femme de mes rèves.” 


Lady
of his dreams. Christine caught her breath when his hand landed on her cheek. His
skin was wet and cool, and she could smell the ocean water on him. He turned
her face slightly and bent to brush his lips across hers. She felt him studying
her and tingled from head to toe. Then he kissed her again, his mouth closing
possessively over hers. He tasted like salt and the sea, his tongue more
demanding than he had been the night before. He bore her down onto the chaise
lounge and she went willingly, wanting his weight over top of her and his
strength inside her. She slid her arms around his shoulders and his wet suit
was smooth and beaded with water. She ran her hands across his chest, wanting
to feel his skin against hers, but he chuckled. 


“Non,
chère,” he chided gently. His hands
slid over her arms and her breasts, then he unfastened the top of her bikini. “Si
belle,” he whispered, bending to
kiss one tight nipple. Christine gasped in pleasure, but it didn’t last. He
moved quickly, wrapping the bikini top around her wrists and binding them over
her head, to the top of the chaise lounge.


Christine
struggled instinctively and opened her mouth to protest. He put his fingertip
across her lips and bent over her. She heard him drop to his knees beside the
chaise, then he braced his weight over her. Her bare breasts collided with his
wet suit, with the hard expanse of his chest, and Christine tingled. She felt
his breath against her ear. “Today, I pleasure you,” he whispered, his French
accent thicker than before. “I ask only that you accept my gift, chère.”


“Yes,”
she managed to whisper, then he kissed her deeply and sweetly. He lowered
himself completely over her, the weight of him pinning her against the chaise. Christine
was crushed beneath him, and wiggled with pleasure. He braced himself on his
elbows, entwined his fingers with hers, and she parted her legs. He groaned
into their kiss as he settled his weight there and Christine felt his erection
against her hungry sex. She wished the wet suit was gone and rubbed herself
against him in silent demand. He caught his breath and she felt him shudder as
he broke his kiss.


“I
want you inside me,” she whispered. “Take me.” She arched her back and
undulated, opening her mouth to invite him closer. She heard him catch his
breath.


“You
like this,” he whispered, his voice husky. He ran his fingertips across the
knotted bikini top and Christine struggled against her bonds. He’d bound her
wrists securely and she couldn’t work them free at all.


She
nodded and swallowed. “I do.” She struggled again, feeling him get even harder.


“A
fantasy?” he asked quietly.


“One
of many.” She smiled and her voice turned husky. “Make them all come true, chèr.”


“Then
tell me what else you like, chère.”
He kissed her hungrily then, demanding more and more of her kiss. “Tell me
everything.” He trailed a line of kisses to her ear, running his teeth across
her earlobe and making her squirm. “Tell me how I should take you first.”


“Like
this,” Christine whispered. “Tie me down and hold me down. Fill me and claim
me.”


He
caught his breath, and she wondered if she had shocked him. Then he bent and
took her nipple in his mouth again, a little more roughly. He suckled her,
coaxing her nipple to a tight peak, then flicked his tongue against it. His
touch set Christine on fire and she squirmed beneath his weight, wanting
everything he could give her. 


Just
when she was sure she couldn’t bear it any more, he turned his attention to her
other breast. Her nipples were so tight that they ached, and Christine arched
her back to rub herself against him in silent demand. He slid down the length
of her, making a path of kisses, running his tongue inside her navel, then
untied her bikini bottom. Christine spread her legs wide, letting him look at
her, wanting him to see that she was wet and ready for him. 


He
bound her left ankle to the chaise lounge, securing it there quickly and
resolutely. Then he caught her right ankle in his hand, holding it against his
shoulder with one heavy hand. He placed his other hand on her left thigh,
spreading her wide, then she felt his breath against her hungry puss.


She
cried out when his mouth closed over her and his tongue flicked against her
hardened clitoris. He ate her slowly and deliberately, coaxing her pleasure to
a fever pitch. He sucked her and he nibbled her and he laved her, mixing his
moves with maddening unpredictability. She felt his tongue and his lips and his
teeth, and it drove her crazy. Christine struggled but she was tied down,
captive to his caress. She was helpless. 


She
was completely at his mercy.


And
he was determined to pleasure her. 


There
was nowhere else she wanted to be. She moaned and tried to thrash, as he steadily
cultivated her desire. His touch was aggressive that she was sure she’d come,
then he’d ease off, kiss the soft insides of her thighs, run his tongue between
her toes, caress her and tickle her because he began his assault again. Christine
lost track of how many times he took her almost to the brink and pulled back.
She was itching to be claimed completely, certain that nothing less would do.


He
lifted his head and blew on her clitoris, his breath making it throb even more.
Christine pumped her hips, aching for him. “Tell me, chère.” His voice was harder, a command this time, and
Christine was in no state to deny him anything.


“Fast
the first time,” she said, speaking before she could stop herself. Being
blindfolded made it easier to confess her secret desires. Knowing that it was
Jake who was tormenting her with pleasure made it impossible to hold anything
back. “Fast and hard, from behind, holding me down. Staking a claim, like a
thief in the night.”


“Chère!” he murmured, his surprise clear.


Christine
realized she maybe shouldn’t have started with that fantasy. She rolled her
hips, and lowered her voice, trying another. She didn’t care about the
order—she wanted Jake to make all of her fantasies come true. “Then slow
the second time, making it last.”


“How
slow?” His fingers danced over her thighs, then he slid his fingertips between
the wet folds of her labia. Christine moaned aloud. He chuckled, teasing her
with his fingertips. 


He
liked this idea, so Christine elaborated on it. “Hours. It would take hours.
And it would be raining outside. That would be the only sound.”


His
fingers trembled against her, and she lifted her foot, placing it against his
crotch. He was huge and hard, and she knew he was enjoying her confessions. She
arched her foot and ran her toes over him, feeling him get bigger beneath her
caress. She turned her thigh out as she had once in ballet class, showing
herself to him, and wished she could see his face.


“And
la troisième fois?” he asked, his
words strained. His fingers slid against her, persuasive and persistent, more
demanding than they had been before. Christine parted her legs wider and he
slid two fingers inside her. 


The
third time. “Any way you want me after that. Just take me again and again and
again. Never stop.” Christine paused, then decided to go for it. “Bang me until
you can’t anymore, then bang me all over again. I want to be possessed
completely. By you. And I never want you to let me go. Tie me down if you want
to—or command me to tie you down.”


“Chère!” he said, apparently startled, and Christine was
afraid she’d said too much. 


But
no, he dropped down between her legs, his hands splayed on her thighs. His
mouth closed over her again, but he sucked hard this time, demanding more and
driving her to the threshold. He held her open, his grip resolute, his tongue
working against her. 


She
was captive. She was claimed.


She
was Jake’s possession and Christine adored it. 


The
tumult rose faster this time, rose like a tsunami inside her. She twisted and her
hips bucked. “I want more,” she whispered and his tongue drove inside her. “I
want all of you.” She felt his breath against her clitoris, felt his teeth on
her labia and moaned. She didn’t hold back, moaning louder, not caring who
heard her. “I want you hard and thick inside me, stretching me wide and filling
me,” she said, and he ate her with greater frenzy. “I want you to hold me down
and take me so many times that we lose count. I want to be your possession,
forever.” 


At
that, he bit her clitoris gently, drawing the hard nub against his teeth, and
the world exploded. Christine came with a shout that she was sure they’d hear
back at the hotel. Jake didn’t release her, though, just kept sucking and
licking, forcing to to come again and again.


Until
she collapsed, trembling on the chaise and spent. She was panting when he stood
up and she purred as he ran his hands down the length of her. She heard a
tinkle and couldn’t identify the sound, then something cool slid around her
neck. It was a necklace of smooth beads. He fastened it and arranged it with a
fingertip, his touch a warm caress against her chest. 


“Si
belle,” he whispered. “Si
sauvage.” 


Christine
smiled. So beautiful and so wild. She had the definite sense that she’d shaken
Jake’s assumptions. 


And
she was glad. 


She
was dimly aware that he bent over her again, that he unknotted the bikini top
from the chaise. She didn’t move her hands immediately, because her wrists were
still wrapped in the bikini and she was sure that he was looking at her. In fact,
she posed and preened for him, bolder than usual because of the blindfold.


It
took a few minutes for her to realize that she was alone. 


Christine
sat up and tugged off the blindfold. A man was striding into the surf, already
waist-deep in the water. He glanced back, his features in shadow, and gave a
cocky salute. Christine could only stare, wishing he’d come back. She watched
as he dove into sparkling ocean and disappeared from view. 


She
was shaking after that orgasm and felt disheveled. She managed to untie her
bonds and put her bikini back on, then examined the necklace he’d given her.


It
was a string of perfect pearls, maybe the very same string of pearls she’d
admired in the gift shop with Arlene. She fingered them and smiled. 


Her
secret lover wasn’t that secret after all.


Christine
went for a swim herself, feeling invigorated and optimistic, and wondered what Jake
would do next.


 


* * *


 


Fast
and hard from behind. 


Jake
had never expected that Christine would be so passionate, or that she’d have
such fantasies. He was more than willing to deliver on every one of them—if
he didn’t split his wet suit first. He hoped that one of the guys had won the
bet or would do so soon—or he’d be taking Christine fast and hard from
behind, to hell with the consequences.


Staking
a claim, like a thief in the night. 


Who
had guessed that sweet, ladylike Christine was so wild? He’d been crazy about
her when he’d thought that only he had sexual fantasies about them together.
Now, she was blowing his mind.


Jake
reminded himself that he was playing for the long term, and that he didn’t want
Christine to have any doubts about his motivation—not today or tomorrow.
He had to be sure he didn’t win the bet.


Even
if it killed him.


He
thought it might when he went down for dinner. Christine was radiant when she strolled
toward the restaurant, so gorgeous and happy that he couldn’t imagine being
with anyone else. 


Jake
recognized her white dress from other summer parties. It was a favorite of
hers, the skirt full and swirling. She’d told him once that she felt like a
movie star when she wore it, and he’d teased her that she could give Marilyn
Monroe a run for her money. The truth was that she did look both beautiful and
seductive in the dress, and Jake thought the halter top was incredibly
feminine. He couldn’t help but watch as the dress’s hem lifted in the breeze,
revealing the sleek strength of her legs. Seeing the curve of her back, her
smooth skin inviting his touch, had distracted him more than once when he
should have been paying attention. 


He
wondered whether she’d chosen it on purpose—maybe because he’d once
complimented her on it—and felt his body harden in anticipation. 


She
was also wearing the string of pearls.


Christine
halted before him, her expression knowing and her eyes sparkling. Jake could
have stared at her forever. Apparently, afternoon orgasms suited her. Or maybe
it was having a fantasy come true. It wasn’t as if he could ask. He heard Mark
give a wolf whistle from the bar, though, and noticed how startled she was. 


“I
can’t blame him. You do look good enough to eat,” he teased, not realizing his
double entendre until he’d said it. Christine blushed a little and he felt his
own reaction to the idea of repeating the afternoon’s adventure. “Did you have
a good day?”


“Yes.”
She smiled secretly, that coy look doing hard and thick things to Jake. “I
worked on my tan.”


“Good.”


“And
Jess’s suitcase arrived late this afternoon. So that’s solved.”


“Is
she in a better mood?”


Christine
winced and shrugged. 


“Well,
let’s celebrate the arrival of the dress. Want to try something different
tonight?”


Her
eyes widened at his question. “Like what?”


Jake
had a feeling she was talking about something else, like a different sexual
position. He remembered every single thing she’d said and couldn’t think
straight for a moment. She smiled at him, her eyes glinting, and he told
himself to get his mind out of the gutter. “There’s another restaurant, at the
other end of the resort. If we went down there, we could be on our own.” 


“No
wolves?”


“Not
there.” He jerked his head toward the other guys. “I don’t think they can walk
that far tonight.”


Christine
laughed and put her hand in his elbow. “What a wonderful idea.” Her breast
brushed against his arm and her perfume surrounded him. Jake was sure he was in
heaven. 


The
path he chose was lush with greenery and quiet. It wound its way between the
various buildings and the air was heady with the smell of flowers. A light
breeze caressed them and he could hear the waves on the beach.


Christine
smiled at him, toying with her pearls. “How was your scuba diving today?” 


He’d
been doing a different kind of diving, but Jake wasn’t going to admit as much.
“It was awesome,” he said, and that part was true. The next part was not true,
intended to make Christine believe her lover really was a stranger. That was
key to her fantasy, after all. “They took us out to this reef for the day. You
can’t even see it from here, but wow, you should have come. The fish were
amazing.”


She
was visibly startled. “It was far?”


“Oh
yeah. We left right after breakfast and the boat just got back half an hour
ago. A long day and a lot of diving, but it was great.” He kept talking, enjoying
her confusion. “You know, if you want to go one day, I’d be glad to go again.”


Christine
was visibly startled. 


Jake
might have teased her more, but they reached the other restaurant. This one
catered to couples and was unabashedly romantic, built to jut over the sea and
lit only with candles. He was glad he’d found it earlier. On this night, he’d
focus on Christine herself, not just her fantasies, and romance her mind.


“Oh,
it’s beautiful!” Christine stepped ahead of him, admiring the view. 


Jake
was distracted all over again by the sight of her bare back. He could have
happily run his fingers down her spine, or slid his hands around her to cup her
breasts in his palms. The loose tendril of hair invited his kiss upon her neck.


He
wanted to see her wearing nothing but those pearls.


And
a smile of invitation.


Instead,
he gritted his teeth and placed his hand on the back of her waist. Her skin was
like silk. He felt her jump at his touch and his own pulse leapt at the same
time. Before he could forget himself again, he tugged a card from his pocket
and slid it into the open top of her purse while she was admiring the view. 


Even
better, he managed it without her suspecting a thing. 


“Their
specialty is local seafood,” he said, keeping his tone casual. “I hope it’s
good. I’m starving.”


 


* * *


 


There
were moments when Christine was certain that Jake was deliberately trying to
drive her crazy with his touch, and others when she was convinced that he was
completely oblivious to his effect upon her. It became clear that he had made a
reservation at this restaurant for them, so he’d checked it out and planned for
the two of them to come here. That could only be construed as a date—unless
he was trying to make it look like a date, to defend her from the other guys. 


And
without his mom knowing what they were doing. That wasn’t the most optimistic
conclusion possible. Christine preferred to think that her fantasy lover wanted
her all to himself.


Their
table looked over the ocean and was in a private corner, a table just for two.
The moon was shining over the ocean, the western sky still streaked with color
from the sunset, and the restaurant was lit by candlelight. Christine could
smell the flowers set on the white tablecloths and was sure she’d never been
anywhere so romantic in her life. 


That
she was with Jake made it perfect. He held her chair when she sat down, always
a perfect gentleman, and his fingertips slid across her back lightly before he
moved to his own chair. His touch left her shivering, but she couldn’t tell
from his expression whether he’d done it on purpose or not. He smiled at her as
he took his own seat. “It’s pretty, isn’t it?”


“It’s
wonderful. Very romantic.” She smiled back at him. “A perfect place for a
date.”


“I
thought you’d like it.” Jake checked the wine list and they agreed to share a
bottle. “White with the seafood?” he asked and she nodded. When the sommelier
came, he pointed at a wine in the listing, completely mangling the French name
of it when he tried to say it aloud. The sommelier visibly winced at Jake’s
pronunciation, but followed Jake’s fingertip, nodded, smiled and hastened away.


Christine
could only remember the smooth sexy French of her mystery lover. 


“I
thought you spoke French,” she said when they were alone again.


“Me?”
Jake laughed. “No way. I have no gift for languages. I point when the wine list
is in French and hope for the best.” He opened the menu and rolled his eyes in
dismay. “Wow, this is all in
French. You speak French, don’t you? Help me out?”


“Can’t
you at least read it?”


Jake
shook his head, unabashed. “No clue.” He started to sound out the name of the
first appetizer and Christine couldn’t stand it.


“Stop!”
she said, holding up her hands to tease him. “You could get arrested for
speaking French that badly.”


Jake
chuckled. “Well, then, I’ll just have to throw myself at your mercy.”


Christine’s
heart thumped at the heat in his eyes. “Do you have anything particular in
mind? It’s a huge menu.”


“Tell
me the specials. That’s usually a good place to start.”


It
was easy to be with Jake, easy but exciting as well. They joked together and
teased each other over the menu choices, toasted each other when the wine came.
The conversation flowed easily, both effortless and electric. They talked about
their respective projects at work—her complete renovation and
redecoration of a client’s downtown home, his design and construction of a
suite of small office buildings. He asked good questions about her work, not
superficial ones, and seemed to be interested. She was fascinated by his
concerns over public space and the environment, and how that affected his
overall design.


It
had always been this way between them, but on this night, Christine felt as if
there was a hum of sexual tension beneath their banter. She couldn’t help but
think of her lover touching her on the beach the night before, then tying her
down and eating her in the cabana. Had it really been Jake? Was he teasing her
by pretending to have been away all day? Was he her secret lover? 


She
caught him looking at her once or twice, his gaze simmering with a heat that
made her mouth go dry. Then he’d make a joke, or remind her of some incident in
their shared past, and make her laugh all over again. Every moment she spent
with him just reinforced her idea that he was the only one for her. She thought
of how he’d been disconcerted by her fantasies and wondered how she would tell
him that seeing him lose control over her would be the ultimate thrill.


“So,
no boyfriend to bring on this vacation?” he asked, his eyes twinkling. “Or were
you afraid to scare him off?”


“What
do you mean?”


“Only
dedicated couples would go to a one-week wedding together.”


“True.
But I’m not seeing anyone right now.”


“Good
thing,” Jake said, his words making Christine’s heart skip. “That jerk Tom
should have scared you off men forever.”


“Tom?”
Christine was surprised by his reference to a guy she’d dated briefly years
before. “He was all right.”


“He
was a loser,” Jake said, his voice hard. “I couldn’t believe how he treated you
when you brought him up to the lake.”


Christine
had been surprised, as well, by the change in Tom’s manner once they’d had sex,
but she wasn’t going to tell Jake that. “Jess said he looked like you.”


Jake
gave her an incredulous look. “Please, I’m eating. I don’t want to have
anything in common with a guy like that.”


“You
really didn’t like him?”


“Christine,
he treated you like a bimbo and a maid.” Jake frowned into his dinner as if
troubled by a thought. “Is that it, then? You only like the bad boys? The ones
who treat you like staff”


“Tom
wasn’t that bad. He was worse at the cottage, maybe because he felt threatened
by all of you.”


“I
nearly killed him,” Jake said grimly, stabbing his fork into his dinner. “But
then I remembered that a personal experience with jail was not a good
credential for an architect trying to make partner.”


Christine
laughed. “You’re kidding me.”


“No.”
Jake’s look was hot enough to make her sizzle. “You deserve better, Christine.”


“I
dumped him after that weekend.”


“Good.”


Christine
toyed with her dinner. “I haven’t dated much since then. He kind of put me off
the whole thing, actually.” She opened her eyes wide to look at Jake, who was
listening avidly. “Any suggestions?”


He
opened his mouth, shut it again, then took a drink of wine, his intent gaze
locked on her. He set the glass down with deliberation and leaned across the
table. “Maybe you should look in your circle of friends for candidates, instead
of imagining secret lovers in the dark.”


Christine
wasn’t sure what to make of that. It sounded like a warning.


“So,
why didn’t you bring a date to this wedding?” she asked, changing the subject.


“Are
you kidding? Trap some unsuspecting woman in captivity with my relatives, while
my sister is going crazy? I don’t think so.” He finished his dinner and smiled
at her. “At least not if I was really interested in her.”


Christine
felt deflated by this confession and its implication. “Is there any woman
you’re really interested in?”


Jake
leveled a look at her that made her heart clench. “Yes.”


He
looked so serious that Christine was worried. She didn’t know anything about
his current social life. Maybe he was dating someone. “One contender? Several
possibilities?”


He
smiled at her. “You’re awfully curious.”


“I
heard Mom giving you a hard time.” She shrugged. “I just wondered.”


“Mom’s
been doing that for years.” Jake nodded and looked away. “But you’re right. There’s
been one woman for years. She’s the one. Mom seems to sense that there’s an
announcement in the wind, and is trying to nudge me along.”


“An
announcement?” 


Jake
nodded with satisfaction. “I expect there will be another wedding soon.” He
winked at her. “But don’t tell Mom just yet. I’d like the lady in question to
decide what kind of wedding she wants before my mom does.” Jake smiled at her
and raised a hand for the waiter, apparently unaware that Christine’s heart had
dropped through the floor. “What do you think? Dessert and a brandy?”


“Sounds
good,” Christine said and got to her feet. “Excuse me for a minute.” She
hurried to the lady’s room, feeling Jake’s gaze following her.


Jake
was going to get married?


She
didn’t know anything about a wedding, so Christine knew she wasn’t the lady of
choice.


Which
meant that even if he was her
mystery lover, he was just playing around. 


If
Jake wasn’t her mystery lover, who was? She caught her breath in the restroom,
feeling as if her head was spinning—and not just from the wine.


When
she opened her purse to get her lipstick, she saw it. Another envelope. How had
it gotten there? And when? Her name was written on the front again, in the same
handwriting. She tore it open and pulled out the card. 


 


A thief in the night comes to your room to stake
his claim.


Be nude at midnight, chère.


 


Christine
inhaled sharply. Another woman came into the restroom. “Excuse me, do you know
what time it is?”


The
woman smiled. “You lose track of time here, don’t you? I should leave my watch
in the room, but old habits die hard.” She looked at the delicate gold watch.
“It’s just past eleven-thirty.”


Christine
had to get back to her room!


 


* * *


 


Jake
knew that Christine had found the note as soon as he spotted her returning from
the restroom. Her eyes were wide and her cheeks were flushed. She looked so
enticing, and he knew he wouldn’t be able to resist her if they were alone
again. He hoped and prayed—one more time—that one of the guys would
win the bet tonight.


Christine
walked quickly and he knew that she was aware of the time. He had to stall and
make her late for the mystery man’s appearance. He stood up to hold her chair
when she got to the table.


“I
ordered us both a brandy,” he said, deliberately speaking slowly. “I can’t
decide on dessert. Maybe we should each order something different and share.”


“I
don’t think I want dessert after all, thanks,” she said. “Or really even a
brandy.”


“We
can’t waste it,” Jake said, lifting his glass to toast her. “It might help you
sleep.”


Her
gaze darted away from him as she thought about this, then she lifted her glass
with a tight smile. “Maybe you’re right,” she said, and took a big sip. She
choked on it and Jake bit back a smile at her attempt to hurry.


At
least they had impatience in common. 


“Oh
come on,” he said, cajoling her. “They have that French puffy thing.
Suffle-lay.”


“Soufflé,” Christine corrected. 


“Right,
and they make it for you. He said it only takes half an hour.” Jake gave her
his best smile. “What could be wrong with sitting here for another half hour?”


Christine
was visibly agitated. “I need to get back. I’m sorry. It was wonderful but it’s
been a long day.” She faked a yawn so badly that Jake nearly laughed out loud.
“I’m so tired.”


“Finish
your brandy, at least.” Jake said, apparently resigned. “Looks like our waiter
has taken a break so it may take a few minutes to get the check.” 


He
looked across the restaurant, knowing the waiter had disappeared because he had
given him twenty bucks to do just that.


 


* * *


 


After
saying goodnight to Christine at the restaurant closer to their rooms, Jake
ran. He bolted around the buildings and raced for the beach side of the long
low building of rooms. He got to Christine’s room, and was glad the room below
was in darkness. He picked a flower from one of the hibiscus bushes planted
along the path and put it in his teeth. He leapt up and grabbed the bottom of
the railing on the balcony, hauling himself up and over the railway. 


The
sliding glass door was open.


Jake
nudged it open, put the flower on the same pillow he’d put one on before, then
slipped back into the night. He was over the railing, hanging from his hands,
when he heard Christine’s room card in the lock. He dropped to the ground as
the light went on in her room. His heart pounded that she would discover him or
see his hands. He hid in the shrubbery for half an eternity.


Until
she turned out the light. 


 


* * *


 


Christine
finally made it to the room she was sharing with Fiona. She had no idea how
late it was and she hoped that her mystery lover was there. She unlocked the
door, then on impulse, grabbed Fiona’s red ribbon and knotted it around the
outside knob. She kicked off her shoes as she crossed the room, intent on
getting naked as quickly as possible. 


When
she turned on the light, she saw it.


A
single red hibiscus on her pillow.


The
alarm clock said it was just before one.


He’d
come to her, but he’d left.


Christine
sat down hard on the bed, and dropped her head into her hands. Okay. He wasn’t
Jake. She didn’t know whether to be disappointed or excited.


Because
the truth was that she wanted both of them, and she knew she wouldn’t choose
either over the other. 


This
fantasy wasn’t working out as happily as she’d thought.


 


* * *
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It
took everything Jake had to stay away from Christine the next day. He really
did take that diving trip to the distant reef, just to ensure that he wouldn’t
succumb to temptation. He wasn’t sure how he’d get through the rehearsal just
before dinner. She’d be sure to be looking gorgeous and they did have to be
together for parts of the service. They’d probably be seated together at
dinner, too.


He
had a drink when he was waiting for the others, hoping the alcohol would take
the edge off his desire. 


Jake
wasn’t entirely thrilled when Mark slid into the seat beside him in the bar
where they were meeting for the rehearsal. “So, it’s all over.”


Jake
didn’t dare to hope. “What’s over?”


“Kade
won the bet,” Ryan said as he sat down on Jake’s other side. “He scored so it’s
all his.”


“Really?”
Jake said, trying to hide the fact that his heart was pounding. He saw Kade saunter
into the bar from the other side. The other man didn’t look jubilant or
pleased, but then he was a guy who hid his feelings well. “Well, I hope he has
plans for it.”


“Disneyworld,”
Mark said with a roll of his eyes. “He’s taking his little girl.”


Jake
felt a lot better about his contribution to the betting pool then. He wouldn’t
have been so impressed if the winner had blown the money on strippers and
booze. “Well, that’s a good thing. All’s well that ends well and all that.”


“That’s
what I’m hoping for,” Ryan said, pushing to his feet as Jess swept into the
restaurant with Mom right behind her.


“Don’t
kid yourself,” Mark muttered to Jake. “He can’t pull this one out of the fire.”


Jake
didn’t ask because he could see the look on his sister’s face. She had the look
she got when she was going to make someone pay for something. 


“There’s
not going to be any wedding,” Mark said, watching the supposedly happy couple.


Jake
could believe that. He chose not to say anything. He wanted his sister to be
happy, but he wasn’t thrilled that she’d dragged everyone to this resort only
to have her engagement fall apart. On the other hand, he’d finally gotten
everything sorted out with Christine and he couldn’t regret that. He would have
traveled to the end of the world to make that happen.


Christine
came into the bar and went to Jess, acting as if she’d been sent to check on
something and was reporting back. She visibly flinched when Jess spoke sharply
to her, but forced a tolerant smile. Her gaze flew to Jake and he felt his eyes
narrow at his sister’s behavior. One thing was for sure: his Christine would
have all her dreams come true on this night.


Because
Jake would guarantee it. 


 


* * *


 


If
Christine hadn’t been such a romantic, she would have been ready to give up on
the whole idea of weddings and happily ever after. She was really starting to
wonder whether they’d all wasted a trip in coming south for Jess’ dream
wedding. 


She’d
barely had a moment to herself all day long, what with Jess’ various demands.
Even when things were arranged as she remembered had been ordered from the
hotel, Jess changed her mind and insisted upon changes. Her friend could have
been an alien: Jess was so high-strung and different from her usual manner that
Christine couldn’t believe it. Meanwhile Ryan had followed Jess like a devoted
puppy and didn’t seem to mind when she snarled at him about nothing at all. 


Christine
couldn’t keep up with the changes in their relationship.


And
she didn’t want to.  


The
rehearsal hadn’t gone well, since Jess had found fault with every little thing.



Then
at dinner, the ‘happy couple’ had had a fight so explosive that it had silenced
the entire restaurant. After that fight, she couldn’t imagine the two of them
ever getting married—much less being happy about it if they did. 


It
almost seemed that Jess was trying to ruin the ceremony. It was so strange.
Christine couldn’t figure it out. How could two people who loved each other as
much as Jess and Ryan did have their relationship reduced to this by a wedding?


And
Mom—the sweetest person in the world—was a wreck. Christine had
tried to console her and help everything move ahead, but it was a lost cause. 


It
hadn’t made anything easier that Jake had ignored Christine all evening. He’d been
gone all day, and even during the rehearsal, when they were supposed to be
together, he’d been distracted. She could have been a complete stranger for all
the attention he’d given her. He’d been busy talking with the other guys in the
wedding party at dinner, as if she didn’t even exist. 


How
could she have been so wrong about her fantasy lover? 


About
Jake?


Christine
returned to her room early, exhausted by the day. 


Thank
goodness Fiona had said she was going to party late. Christine was glad to have
the room to herself. She peeled off her dress and kicked off her shoes, then
headed for the shower. While there, she thought about the thorough loving she’d
had on the beach the day before and wondered whether Jake was as hungry for
more as she was. 


After
all, only she had had satisfaction.


Not
enough, though. When it came to Jake, she was always ready for more.


Christine
came back into the bedroom, toweling off her hair, and froze. A man wearing
only a black domino mask stood in the middle of the room, watching her. The
room was awash in candlelight, a dozen fat candles in glass casting their
flickering golden light over the scene. His eyes gleamed and he smiled at her
surprise. He was tall and buff, hard and ready. 


“A
thief in the night comes to claim his due,” he said in his fake French accent.
He tugged on a pair of long black leather gloves, the sight of them thrilling
Christine. He arched a brow and Christine’s heart stopped cold. “Better late
than not at all.”


“Hard
and fast from behind?” Christine asked, liking how he chuckled. She dropped the
towel and he strode closer, catching her around the waist.


“Lady’s
choice,” he murmured, his gaze searching hers, then he kissed her.


He
was demanding as he had been gentle before, as if he was a different man. 


A
rogue come to possess her in the night. 


A
thief who would leave no fingerprints.


A
man with nothing to lose—and only pleasure to gain.


Christine
loved the difference in his touch. His kiss was wild and sexy and forbidden
this way. Dangerous. Delicious. Irresistible.


She
kissed him back with hunger, pushing her tongue between his teeth and sliding
her hands around his neck. She loved the feel of his hands on her, the leather
gloves gliding over her skin. He felt powerful and seductive both, and when he
groaned at her abandon, she knew they both were loving the game.


He
caught her up in his arms and carried her across the room, pillaging her mouth
with his as he went. Christine surrendered to the moment, kissing him with an
abandon she hadn’t known she possessed. He cast her on to the bed, then spun
her around before she could catch her breath. She was kneeling in front of him,
her butt against his erection, and she rolled her hips to rub against him. He
chuckled and wrapped one arm around her waist, trapping her arms against her
body. He closed his other hand over her mouth, silencing her beneath his
leather-clad palm. 


It
was thrilling to be his captive, especially as Christine knew he would never
hurt her. She was so wet she was nearly dripping. He pushed her legs apart with
one knee, then lifted her against him, easing his shaft between the lips of her
labia. He was so hard and so thick. Christine moaned at the thought of him
being inside her and writhed against him. His arms could have been steel bands
locked around her, and the fact that he held her so tightly meant that she
could completely let go.


She
did. She struggled and tried to shake off his grip. She screamed, but made no
sound. 


“Mine,”
he said with an intensity that drove her wild. “Mon seul désir.”


My
one desire. My only desire.


Christine
moaned in submission. He rocked his hips, moving his hardness against her but
not taking her, making her yearn and burn but not satisfying her. Christine
thought she would go crazy. She was on fire for him. She wrapped her legs
around the outside of his thighs and rubbed her butt against him, demanding
that he take her.


He
kissed the side of her neck and fondled one breast, still keeping those arms locked
around her. “I shall take you when I want,” he whispered. “Whenever I want. As
often as I want.”


Christine
moaned, because she wanted that, too. She arched her back hard and he moved
inside her, driving deep and filling her with his thickness. She felt faint at
the size of him, overwhelmed by his possessive touch. She shuddered and he
released her arms, grabbing her wrists and bracing her hands against the
mattress. He straightened behind her, sliding his hands down her body to lock them
around her waist. His grip was firm and strong, and he drove even deeper.
Christine spread her knees wide and dropped her weight to her elbows, welcoming
him inside her.


“Deeper,”
she said. “Faster and harder.” She pumped her hips against him and he drove
into her repeatedly. “Fill me. Stretch me. Claim me.”


“You
are my possession,” he said, his voice rasping.


“I
am yours to claim.” She heard his breath coming more quickly and thought she
could hear the thunder of his heart. Jake was losing control, losing it over
her, and Christine knew there could be no better aphrodisiac. She rocked
against him, trying to drive him over the edge. 


He
took her hard, as if he couldn’t do anything else, then just before she thought
he would explode, he caught her against him once again. Those leather clad
fingers landed on her aching clitoris and he pressed his fingertips hard
against it, sending Christine to the moon. The orgasm exploded through her body
with such force that she thought sparks would erupt from her fingertips. 


“Jake!”
she cried, unable to stop herself.


“Christine!”
he shouted, before he wrapped himself around her and emptied his heat into her.
He came and came, long after she had dissolved into sweet languor.


Then
he leaned his forehead on the back of her shoulders and exhaled heavily. She
could feel him shaking. She let her knees slid down so that she was lying on
the bed, crushed beneath his weight.


He
kissed her nape again, then tugged off the gloves and cast them aside. He ran
his fingers through her hair, easing it aside from her shoulders and kissed her
beneath the ear. 


Christine
reached up and pushed off his mask. 


Jake
grinned crookedly at her. “Disappointed?”


“No,”
she said vehemently, then kissed him hard. “You were trying to fake me out,
though,” she accused.


“You
said your fantasy lover would disguise himself,” Jake replied, his fingers in
her hair again. She had the sense that he couldn’t resist touching her, and
that was just fine. He kissed her temple. “You can’t blame me for wanting to
make your fantasy come true, can you?”


Wait.
What about the woman he was going to marry? Was this just about sex? Christine
had time to wonder how she was going to ask about his intentions when she heard
a key in the door. 


Two
seconds later, Fiona started to laugh. “So, now we know who’s really won the
bet,” she said. “Wait until I tell the guys.”


“No!”
Jake shouted but Fiona was gone.


She
was gone then, slamming the door behind herself, and Christine sat up in
dismay. “What bet? There’s a bet?”


“There’s
been a mistake.” 


“What?”


He
grimaced. “It’s not what you think...”


“Jake!
What bet?”


His
lips tightened to a thin line. “The guys made a bet at the stag. Whoever got
lucky first at the resort was supposed to win the money.” He shoved a hand
through his hair. “But Mark said...”


Christine
was on her feet, more furious than she’d ever been in her life. “That’s what
this was all about? Some stupid bet?”


Jake’s
eyes flashed. “No, Christine, I can explain...”


But
Christine wasn’t listening. She was humiliated. They would all be talking about
how easy she was, how Jake had seduced her. She was embarrassed and fearful
that people had used her weakness—her adoration of Jake—against
her.


She
was heartbroken that he might have done as much. 


“Get
out!” she cried, feeling her tears start to rise. “I knew that if I told you
anything, you’d use it against me.”


Jake
held up his hands. “Christine, just listen for two minutes...” To her surprise,
he looked furious.


She
didn’t dare listen to him. He could convince her that the sky was pink with purple
polka dots.


“No!
Out!”


When
he didn’t move—and didn’t look like he would—Christine ran into the
bathroom and locked the door, throwing her weight against it as her tears began
to fall.


Jake
jiggled the knob. “Christine,” he said quietly. “This isn’t over.”


“Yes,
it is.”


“No,
you’re angry and I don’t blame you, but you will hear my side of the story?
Please?”


“Why
should I? You tricked me...”


“I
tried to make your fantasy come true,” he corrected, his tone firm. “And I did
it because I love you. I have always wanted to be your fantasy, because you’ve
always been mine.”


Christine
blinked. She turned and stared at the door, her heart leaping with hope. 


Did
she dare to believe him?


She
decided she had to. She knew the kind of man Jake was. He wouldn’t have taken
advantage of anyone just to win a bet. It was true that she’d been surprised
and hurt, but she knew Jake.


But
when Christine unlocked the door, the room was empty. The candles still
flickered and the sliding glass door was open.


And
Jake was gone.


 


* * *


 


Jake
had never been in a worse mood in his life. That scheming bitch Fiona would
ruin everything, just because she could, and for all he knew, Mark would play
along with her for the entertainment value. Everything was on the line, but
Christine wouldn’t listen to him.


He
wasn’t sure she ever would.


He
should have talked to Kade. He should have confirmed that the bet was won
before he acted upon it. He should have known that Fiona could have talked Mark
into playing some stupid-ass trick on him, just to embarrass Christine.


Jake
was feeling murderous. That he could lose Christine over some dumb prank just
made him want to deck somebody.


He
got his stowed shorts out of the bushes and tugged them on, then headed for the
bar. He found Mark easily enough, that man hooting at the sight of him. 


“There,
he is!” Mark cried. “The lucky winner!”


Jake
seized Mark by the collar and lifted him off the stool, backing him into the
wall. “You told me Kade had won.”


The
other man shrugged. “Yeah, well, it was a small exaggeration.”


“It
was a major exaggeration,” Fiona snapped with surprising hostility. Kade, Jake
noticed, stood back and watched, his expression grim. 


“Was
it?” Jake asked of Kade.


The
other man averted his gaze.


“It
was a lie!” Fiona declared. “A filthy opportunistic lie.” Kade gave her a hot
look, then turned away, marching into the darkness.


What
was going on? 


Fiona
wagged a finger at Jake. “But you and Christine. That was no lie. I saw it
all.”


“You
saw nothing that was any of your business,” Jake retorted, but Fiona just waved
off his protest.


“I
can’t believe you thawed the ice queen.” Then she gestured to the others. “Pony
it up, boys. You’ve all got to pay Jake as the big winner.”


The
other guys grumbled, but reached into their pockets. Jake was astonished by how
much cash they were carrying. His emotions were jumbled and he felt turned
inside out. It shouldn’t be legal for a man to have the best sex of his life,
with the woman he loved to the exclusion of all others, then have everything
ripped away from him in fourteen seconds. 


He
should go back to Christine, and argue his case.


But
what would he say?


It
just killed him that her feelings were so hurt, but he couldn’t think of a way
to fix it. He was too angry to think straight, especially after everything he’d
always wanted had seemed to be his. 


Meanwhile
the cash was piling up in front of him, a surreal situation.


Mark
poked him in the shoulder.  “So, hey, now that you’ve popped her, I guess it
won’t bother you if I have a go at her.”


“Over
my dead body,” Jake growled. When Mark put up his fists as if to mock-fight,
Jake couldn’t resist temptation. 


He
decked the other guy, took his cash, and left Mark bleeding all over the bar.


 


* * *


 


If
Christine had thought she could talk to Jake in the morning, she was wrong. 


She’d
called his room repeatedly, all during the night, but he hadn’t answered the
phone. He hadn’t returned her message either. And he hadn’t answered his cell
phone. It was raining in the morning, the gentle steady rain of the islands,
but she got an umbrella from the concierge. She walked down to Jake’s cottage
in the morning and knocked on the door, but either he wasn’t there or he wasn’t
going to answer the door.


She
supposed she shouldn’t have been surprised that he was insulted by her
reaction. He was a man with integrity but her first reaction had been to assume
otherwise. She was surprised that he wasn’t giving her a chance to apologize
but Christine wasn’t going to take no for an answer.


Jake
wasn’t at breakfast either.


Where
could he be?


“Good
morning,” Arlene said and Christine jumped to find Jess’s mother right beside
her. 


“Is
it?” Christine asked, unable to force herself to sound happy.


Arlene
glanced her way. “So, Jess told you already?”


“Told
me what?”


“She’s
cancelled the wedding.” Arlene sighed. “I suppose it’s for the best, but I do
feel badly that so many people have spent the money to come her for her big
day.”


“And
there isn’t going to be one.” Christine grimaced. “It’s better that they don’t
get married if they aren’t going to make each other happy.”


“Oh,
I know. I just wish Jess could have made this choice earlier.” Arlene visibly
forced a smile and changed the subject. “So, you did buy those pearls. I’m so
glad, dear. They suit you perfectly.”


Christine
raised one hand to the string of pearls. “I didn’t buy them, actually. Jake
did.”


Arlene
straightened and gave Christine a hard look. “I hope he isn’t toying with your
affections, Christine.”


“What
do you mean?”


“I
know that you’ve always been sweet on Jake, but he has no idea how much his
attention affects you.” Arlene stirred sugar into her coffee. “That’s why I
refused to let you two pretend to be dating. I knew that you would just get
hurt.” Her lips thinned as Jake appeared at the end of the restaurant closest
to the beach. Christine found her heart was fluttering at the sight of him.
“I’m going to have to talk to him about those pearls, I’m afraid. I don’t
approve of him leading you on.”


“But
I don’t think he was, Mom,” Christine said quietly. Arlene met her gaze. “In
fact, I think he’s as interested as I am, but I said some things last night
that I shouldn’t have said. Now he won’t let me apologize.”


Arlene
turned to Christine, her expression pert. “Are you going to take no for an
answer?”


“Not
if I can help it.”


“Good.”


Christine
couldn’t help but notice that Jake was keeping his distance. It looked as if he
was making arrangements to go diving again, and she wondered if he intended to
come to eat at all. 


“Mom,
I need your help. I need the key to his cottage, without him knowing I have it.
Will you help?”


Arlene
stirred her coffee far too long, her gaze fixed upon her son. “I’ll do it, but
only if you guarantee me that there will be another wedding as a result. I’m
not in the habit of arranging liaisons.”


Christine
smiled in relief. “I’ll do my best.”


“Well,
that’s all anyone can expect.” Arlene stood up. “Give me a moment, dear.” She
headed across the restaurant to talk to Jake. Christine watched covertly,
pretending all the while to be fascinated by her breakfast, but she couldn’t
completely hide her smile when Jake heaved a sigh and fished his room key out
of his pocket to surrender it to his mother. He turned away then, heading for
the beach even as Arlene returned to the breakfast table, her expression
triumphant.


“I
told him it was for Jess, that she needed some time to think alone,” Arlene
said as she pressed the key into Christine’s hand. “You’ll have to be
persuasive, dear. He’s in quite the mood.”


Fortunately,
Christine had a good idea how to do that.


 


* * *


 


Just
walking down the private pier to the cottage made Christine feel as if the
resort was a thousand miles away. The beach was deserted because of the rain,
the sound of falling water surrounding her. Heart pounding, she slid the key
into the lock of the cottage and opened the door. 


It
was beautiful. The entire far wall was composed of windows facing the ocean, a
slight breeze wafting into the space. She could hear the rain falling on the
deck outside, and the gentle rhythm of the sea. The room itself was large and
luxurious, again decorated in those timeless neutrals. The palette ensured that
the view had no competition. 


She
opened the sliding doors to the deck and stood listening to the rain. The
entire view was silver and blue, falling water and rippling waves. It was both
serene and sexy.


She
couldn’t have ordered anything better.


This
was going to work.


 


* * *


 


Jake
had had a crappy day diving, which was against the odds—but maybe not,
since he was so upset about messing everything up with Christine. He didn’t
like the other guys razzing her about having sex with him, and couldn’t even
begin to imagine what Fiona had said to her. Worst of all, though, was
realizing that he shouldn’t have been so dumb as to walk away from her the
night before. 


Or
even this morning.


By
the afternoon, he’d decided. He’d talk it out with her for once and for all.
They’d get everything straightened out. He’d tell her how he felt and tell her
how he wanted them to be together, and accept her reaction, whatever it was.


He
wanted to get showered and changed, then go and find her. Maybe he could
persuade her to give him another chance. Maybe he didn’t care what he had to
say to make it happen.


Just
to make it worse, it had started to rain that morning. The gentle steady rain that
only made him think of Christine’s description of how she’d like to be taken
the second time. The first time had been awesome, but Jake was doubting there’d
be a second.


The
rain taunted him. 


He
walked down the pier to his cottage, hoping his sister hadn’t fallen asleep in
the room, or that she wanted to talk. He wasn’t feeling like the great advocate
for love, marriage and happily ever after, and he was annoyed with Jess for
speaking sharply to Christine. Feet from the door, he feared that she might have
left the room locked to pursue another adventure. Jess wasn’t big on
consideration these days, which was completely unlike her. Even so, Jake really
didn’t want to spend the time to hunt down his sister.


Now
that he’d decided to go to Christine, he wanted to do that immediately.


He
raised a hand to knock on the door to his cottage only to notice that it was
open, the door latch resting against the frame. He pushed the door open and
called. “Jess?”


There
was no answer. He could feel the wind coming off the ocean and knew the doors
facing the water must be pushed open. The air in the cottage was cool and
soothing. 


Maybe
she’d fallen asleep. 


He
stepped into the cottage and left his diving gear by the door, unfastening his
wet suit as he walked into the space. The bed was empty and so was the couch.
He was going to call out again, then Christine stood up and he couldn’t make a
sound. 


Time
froze.


Christine
had been sitting in one of the big chairs, facing the water. She was wearing
that halter dress, the hem swirling around her legs, the white more striking
now that she had a bit of a tan. She was wearing strappy sandals that made her
legs look exquisite, and had her hair would up, just one curl on the back of
her neck. Jake nearly groaned at the temptation she offered. If she’d dressed
like this only to toss him back, she’d kill him.


Then
he saw that she was wearing the pearls, and he hoped he hadn’t screwed up
everything forever.


She
smiled, and he was encouraged that he had a chance.


“Your
mom tricked you about the room key,” she said quietly. “Because I asked her
to.”


Jake’s
heart began to pound. “Have you been here all day?”


“I’d
wait even longer for you.” She took a step closer. “I’m sorry, Jake. I was
embarrassed and hurt, but I know you well enough to realize that you’re not the
kind of person who would do something like that just for money.” She smiled
sadly. “You probably weren’t even out of the room before I knew I was wrong.”


Jake
shoved a hand through his wet hair, relieved but still needing to explain
himself. “I didn’t want you to have any doubts about my reasons for being with
you.”


“And
you knew about the bet.”


He
nodded. “I never wanted you to think any of this was about a stupid bet. Not
even for a minute.” 


“So,
what happened?”


“But
at dinner last night, Mark told me that Kade had won the bet. That’s why I came
to you. Once I heard that news, well, I didn’t even want to take the time to
confirm it.”


“But
Mark lied.”


Jake
nodded again. “I think Fiona was getting even.”


Christine
didn’t look too surprised by this. “She always wanted you for herself.” 


“Well,
she’s out of luck.” Jake dared to take a step closer. “I’m hoping that I’m
committed to another lady for the duration.”


Christine
smiled at him but didn’t answer him directly. “I wondered what the issue was. I
didn’t think you were ever going to take me.”


Jake
swallowed and shook his head. “You nearly killed me. I’ve always wanted you,
but you’ve been driving me crazy this week. I don’t know if I could have waited
much longer.”


Her
smile turned mischievous. “So, maybe we would have won the bet anyway.”


Jake
grimaced. It all seemed so sordid. “I’ll give the money away. Or donate it to a
charity. Whatever you want.” 


“I
have a better plan than that.” Again, she didn’t tell him what she was thinking,
just strolled around the chair as if she’d taunt him with what might not be his.
She flicked him a glance. “So, you’re not turned off by my fantasies?”


“Hardly!”
He strode after her, wanting to have everything clear. “But Christine, it’s not
just about sex. I didn’t want to risk our friendship by telling you how I felt,
not if there wasn’t some chance of you feeling the same way.”


“I
think it’s safe to say our friendship has changed, forever.”


Jake
didn’t know what to make of that. Did she mean she was going to reject him?


She
was watching him, her eyes bright. “What changed your mind about risking our
friendship?”


“That
kiss in the airport.” Jake heaved a sigh. “Jesus, woman, you had my attention
completely.”


She
smiled then. “That was my hope.”


Before
he could think of what to say to that, Christine lifted her arms. Jake was so
snared by her smile that it took him a moment to realize that she was untying
the halter neck of her dress. She let it drop, revealing her perfect breasts to
his view. 


They
had to get everything cleared up before she touched him. Jake knew that once
she laid a fingertip on him, neither of them would be saying much of anything
for a while. 


“You’re
not mad about winning the bet, then?” he forced himself to ask.


“I
was. But now, I think we can put the money in our house fund. We’ll need a
house, don’t you think?” She cast him a sweet smile. “For when the kids come?”


“Yes,”
Jake managed to breathe, overwhelmed that all of his dreams were coming true. 


Before
he could say more, Christine unfastened the zipper and waistband of her dress,
letting it drop to the floor. It fell like a cloud around her ankles, but she
stepped gracefully over it. She was wearing only the pearls and those sandals. 


His
beautiful angel—with very earthy passions. She was the perfect
combination.


“There’s
just one small problem,” Christine said as she strolled toward him. Jake didn’t
know where to look first. She was so beautiful, but her sexy smile and the
gleam of mischief in her eyes won. 


“Problem?”
he managed to echo.


Christine
wrinkled her nose. “I could only convince your mom to get your room key for me
by promising her that there’d be a wedding as a result.”


Jake
grinned in relief. “You didn’t promise to let her plan it, did you?”


Christine
smiled and shook her head. “Just that I’d do my best to ensure there was one.”
She stopped right before him, her perfume rising to tempt him. He could smell
the wet heat of her sex and it was intoxicating. 


“I’ve
been sitting here, touching myself,” she whispered, her confession sending a
jolt through Jake. Once again, her passion surprised and enticed him. She ran
her fingertips across his chest, starting an array of tingles that made him hot
and tight. “Ensuring that I’d be ready for you.” He caught his breath, unsure how
he’d keep from taking her as quickly as he had the night before.


Or
whether he’d ever get enough of her.


“Does
that confession bother you?” she murmured and Jake shook his head.


“Tell
me all your fantasies,” he said. “Every single one. And I’ll do my damndest to
make them all come true.”


“I
know.” Her eyes shone as she leaned close and brushed her lips across his. It
was a fleeting kiss, and one that left him hungry for more.


“Slow
the second time,” he whispered. “That’s what you said. Slowly and while it’s
raining.”


Christine
smiled. “The wedding isn’t until Thursday, and they do have room service if we
need to keep up our strength.”


“We
just might.” Jake chuckled and stole another sweet kiss. She was like fire in
his veins, her touch filling him with passion and promise.


When
he finally broke their kiss, they were both short of breath and it seemed much
warmer in the room. The wind drifted through the windows like a cool caress,
and the patter of rain on the deck was magical. 


So
was the light in Christine’s eyes. She tilted her head to study him. “But what
I want to know is how you managed to make it rain.”


“I’ll
never tell,” Jake said. “I just wanted another chance.” 


She
smiled, her expression revealing that he should never have had any doubt of her
feelings. “I love you, Jake.”


“And
I love you, Christine. Now, let’s do something about it.” He bent and caught
her lips beneath his own, pulling her into his arms and kissing her deeply. He
eased one hand between her thighs, the wetness of her sex making everything
within him clench. He caressed her gently and she moaned, gasping against his
skin with a passion he’d never imagined she possessed—and one he would
never get tired of exploring. 


“Let’s
make another fantasy come true,” he whispered into her ear, then carried her to
the bed to do just that. 


 


* * *
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