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A game of seduction...

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

This was previously published as “Island Seduction.” It is basically the same story, but with some additions throughout, including a newly added epilogue.
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Chapter One
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JASON GRIMACED WHEN he got his first look at the girl his son had brought home. They were still unloading their luggage from the seaplane that had stopped at his dock, so he had plenty of time to size her up. In denim shorts with tattered legs, slung low on her hips, a cropped black T-shirt, and with the ends of her short hair dyed an unnatural shade of purple-red, she practically screamed teenage rebellion. 

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

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

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

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

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

“Dad, this is Lanie DeShaw.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Josh laughed. “Imagine growing up here.”

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

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

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

“Are you crying?” asked Josh.

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

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

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

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

“Interesting.” She broke off when Josh led her into a semiformal dining room. She could tell the cream carpet and black furniture were supposed to be casually elegant, but it seemed too stiff and fancy for her. Lanie knew the basics of etiquette and could eat without embarrassing herself, but the room was stifling, making her wonder if she would be able to swallow anything past the lump in her throat.

To make the room even more intimidating, Jason sat at the table, clicking the keys of his laptop and speaking into the microphone of a headset he wore. He looked up, lifted a finger to indicate he’d be a moment, and finished his conversation. As he spoke, she drank in the sight of him, resisting the urge to squirm as she took a seat. Jason was fit and tanned, with handsome features that had a rougher edge than Josh’s still immature facial appearance.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

His brow furrowed. “Are you okay?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You can pay me back when you graduate.”

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

“Josh, I want to help—“

“I don’t want your help, Dad.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Stick out your tongue.”

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

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

“The stud is one of her pieces.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“How do you know?”

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

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

“But Josh and I—“

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

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

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

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

“Being an idiot.”

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

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

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