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    Prologue


    


    “You’re what?” Jasmine demanded. Surely she had heard her fiancée incorrectly.


    “I’m at the airport.”


    Jasmine closed her eyes and shook her head. “Um…Greg, the rehearsal dinner is scheduled for tonight. What are you doing at the airport?”


    There was a long pause and Jasmine clenched her cell phone, willing her fiancée to have a valid explanation.


    “The thing is, Jaz, you’re awesome and I love you…”


    She could hear the “but” even before he said the word.


    “But I’m just not ready for marriage.”


    Her eyes popped open with that comment. “Are you kidding me?” she demanded furiously. “I asked you repeatedly if you were ready to get married! I’m the one who didn’t want to get married and you popped the question. You’re the one who pushed for this!”


    He sighed and she wished he were here so he could see her furious glare. Doing it to the innocent wall just didn’t have the same impact.


    “I know. And I’m really sorry.” There was a groan and she heard noises – noises that one would hear at an airport – and the reality of what was going on was starting to hit her. “The thing is, you’re amazing and I’m…”


    “Not?” she snapped. Her foot started tapping on the wood floor.


    “No. I’m not good enough for you. We should have lived together before getting married. We should have explored…”


    “Don’t you dare say it!” she growled. “Both of my sisters got pregnant almost the first time they had sex! And I was not going down that path.”


    He was quiet for a long moment. “I know. And I completely understand. I’m just…I don’t know what I’m feeling, but I know that getting married would be a mistake.” He sighed and she could picture him running his hand through his brown hair, messing it up, although it was always a bit messy. Initially, she’d thought that was endearing. But lately, she’d grown so impatient with his messy hair, messy clothes and his filthy apartment that she wouldn’t even step into it. “I don’t fit in with your family.”


    Now she really wished he was here so she could kick him. “Greg, why don’t you come here and tell me this face to face? You’re taking the coward’s way out and you know it.”


    Another announcement came over the speakers and Greg didn’t say anything for a long moment. “Look, that’s my flight. I’ve got to go. And I’m really sorry about doing it this way.”


    Jasmine stared at the phone, still not believing that he had broken off their engagement the day before their wedding. Looking around, her eyes caught her wedding dress and she was stunned by the enormity of what was happening to her. She’d been dumped! She’d been dumped by phone the day before her wedding day!


    How humiliating!


    She stomped down the stairs, so angry that she could barely think straight. When she reached the bottom floor – the Tres Coeurs Catering kitchen, she felt better seeing both of her sisters sitting on stools. She was one of a set of triplets, each sister contributing a talent to the catering business. Her sister Jayden handled all of the business issues and marketing along with her growing team of assistants. Janine did all of the savory cooking, while Jasmine handled anything sweet. Along with their sous chefs and assistants, the three of them had a lot of fun working together. Although lately, Jayden and Janine were pulling out of the evening work, leaving that more and more to their very capable assistants.


    Sometimes it was hard looking almost exactly like two other people, but the fun of working together, of building this business up over the years, more than made up for the trials.


    The kitchen was quiet at the moment, but everyone would be bustling about tomorrow morning. Or they would have been. Her wedding would have….


    She couldn’t think about it all right now. The issue was more than overwhelming. It was almost choking her with the impact.


    She’d been dumped! Greg had proposed to her via text and now she’d been dumped via phone! Of all the….


    She shook her head. It was…he was…


    Jasmine felt like growling, she was so angry at Greg and what he’d just done!


    Janine and Jayden turned as soon as Jasmine stomped down the stairway, instantly sensing that something was wrong. Janine was sipping herbal tea since she couldn’t have coffee any longer; her pregnancy was finally starting to show. And Jayden’s hand was gently rocking her twin sons in their little swings.


    Jasmine didn’t say a word. She knew exactly what she wanted to do and she ignored their stunned expressions as she stomped over to the walk-in fridge and rolled her magnificent wedding cake out. With gritted teeth, she took a knife and cut a huge slice out of the bottom layer, ruining the perfect appearance of the five tiered cake with strawberry butter cream frosting. She ignored the gasps of horror from her sisters as she sat down next to them and took a huge bite.


    “Oh, my,” she sighed and closed her eyes. “I’m good,” she told them as she savored the amazing cake. There were delicate layers of vanilla with a strawberry filling that melded together perfectly. “Here,” she said, offering the knife to Jayden only because she was closer. “Try some.”


    Jayden took the knife, but still wasn’t able to close her mouth as her shock clung in the air like a thick mist.


    “Um…did something happen that we should know about?” Janine asked carefully, placing her cup down on the metal counter gently, not wanting to make much noise for fear that Jasmine might really lose it.


    Jasmine swallowed another bite and nodded her head. “Yep. Greg called off the wedding. He’s at the airport, heading to…” she blinked and paused, “actually, he never told me where he was going. Interesting. He’d better be going someplace really far away because if I ever see that annoying little rat fink…” She left the threat hanging, shaking her head and taking another bite of her not-happening-wedding cake.


    Jayden and Janine looked at each other, then back at their sister. Being triplets, these three women were closer than normal sisters. They looked almost exactly alike and they had similar thoughts. But in this instance, Jayden and Jasmine had no idea what to do.


    “He’s gone?” Janine clarified.


    “Yep!” Jasmine confirmed. “Try this. It really is amazing.” With that, she stood up and sliced two more pieces, putting them on paper plates and grabbing forks. “Too bad we don’t have another wedding on the schedule. This would have been perfect!”


    Jayden continued to rock her babies, but leaned forward, ignoring the cake that Jasmine had set down in front of her. “Okay, let me get this straight. Greg just called, from the airport. And he’s not ready for marriage and the wedding is off and you’re going to eat this entire cake.”


    Jasmine nodded her head emphatically, then stopped, looked at the cake. “Well, probably not the entire cake,” she said, tilting her head as she glanced at the five tiers. “But I’ll make a pretty good dent in it.” And she stuffed another bite into her mouth.


    This was astounding for two reasons. First, both Janine and Jayden had never thought that Jasmine and Greg were right for each other. Jasmine was exuberant and happy. She loved life and it showed in all of her sweet creations. Greg was the opposite. He was dark and moody. He’d initially pressured Jasmine to have sex, and when she’d refused, he’d proposed. Via text! He did everything tentatively, carefully, as if he were afraid of the world and whatever might come around the corner. Jasmine wasn’t afraid of anything. That part of her personality had gotten her in trouble occasionally, but it had also pushed her through a lot of difficult situations.


    Of the three of them, Jasmine was the daredevil, Janine was the mother hen and Jayden was the businesswoman. The three of them worked perfectly together, with Janine making the savory parts of any meal, Jasmine taking charge of everything sweet, and Jayden managing the details and getting them noticed (and hired) by the influential customers of Washington, DC. With Janine’s scrumptious meals, Jasmine’s decadent desserts and Jayden’s business mind, they’d expanded the business almost threefold over the past year.


    The second reasons for their astonishment was that Jasmine rarely indulged in her sweets. She tasted them, of course. Every chef needs to know what she is serving. But in order to balance the sweets, she ate raw vegetables most of the time so she kept her figure. And milk for protein. Yep, the woman loved milk. It was almost weird to see a grown woman drink milk, but Jasmine was the fittest of all three of them, so they didn’t criticize. She was doing something right. When the three of them went on a run, it was difficult to keep up with her. And where Jayden and Janine could go for a solid five or six mile run, Jasmine could keep on going for ten or more. She would say she had gotten “into a zone” and just wanted to go and go and go.


    “Um…Jaz, can you talk to us?” Janine asked, starting to pull the plate with the cake away from her. But she stopped when Jasmine tried to poke her hand with the fork. “Okay!” she laughed as she pulled her hand back to safety. “Eat away. But talk to us.”


    “No. I’m eating and it is rude to talk with your mouth full.”


    Janine and Jayden looked at each other, worried now.


    “Honey, it is okay to be sad,” Jayden coaxed, still rocking her twin boys.


    Jasmine shook her head. “I’m not sad. I’m mad.” She stuffed another bite into her mouth, then turned to the cake and plucked an icing rose off the side. “And I’m hungry. Do you know how long I’ve been starving myself to fit into that wedding dress?” she asked.


    Janine and Jayden couldn’t relate. Jayden’s “wedding dress” had been a white suit since she’d been married in secret to her husband Dante Liakos. By the time they’d gotten married again, in front of all of the family in the back yard, she was four months pregnant so there wasn’t any question of fitting into a tight fitting wedding dress. Janine’s wedding had taken place a few weeks after she’d finally agreed to marry her now-husband Micah. So she’d had no time to worry about anything, much less fitting into a dress. Besides, she’d been pregnant as well, just not showing.


    Jasmine’s two sisters were deliriously, disgustingly happy with their husbands. It was almost nauseating to watch them with their men, especially since Jasmine didn’t understand why they always wanted to see their husbands. She’d thought she loved Greg, but there had never been that driving, exciting need to see him.


    She stuffed another bite into her mouth, considering that maybe she wasn’t angry so much as jealous of her sisters. That would be a horrible thought!


    “Jaz, you’re scaring us,” Janine said. But she stood up and cut two more slices of cake, handing one to Jayden.


    Jasmine sighed and dropped her fork. “I’m sorry. I’m not exactly sure what I’m feeling right now.” She looked down at the plate, then at her cake. She’d spent so many hours designing, baking and decorating this cake and it truly was a masterpiece. They were only having about a hundred guests so a five tiered cake was definitely overboard. This puppy could feed three hundred! But she’d had so much fun making it.


    Perhaps it was more indicative of her mood that she was more upset about the cake than she was about Greg’s desertion. Oh, she was pissed about that too. But this cake! It was stunning!


    “I should have anticipated this,” she sighed.


    Jayden ate cake with one hand and continued rocking with her other. “How could you have known something like this would happen?” she asked gently.


    Jasmine used her finger to snag another icing rose. “Well, he did text me a proposal, after all. That should have told me everything I needed to know.”


    Janine and Jayden both looked down quickly, trying to smother the snorts of laughter but they failed miserably.


    Jasmine couldn’t help it. She started laughing as well. But she couldn’t let her sisters get away with such an indignity as their amusement over the way her fiancée…well, her ex-fiancée, had proposed. Taking another icing rose, she flipped it across the counter, hitting Janine right between the eyes. And before Jayden had a chance to react, she slid another icing rose and swung it right at Jayden, hitting her in the middle of her cheek.


    The reaction after that was loud and a bit manic as the three sisters, almost identically alike, dissolved into uncontrollable laughter.


    

  


  
    Chapter 1


    


    “I’m going anyway,” Jasmine announced.


    Standing in the middle of their catering kitchen, surrounded by their mother and her mother’s twin sister, Mary, she put her hands on her hips and dared anyone to contradict her.


    “Going where, dear?” Maggie asked as she swooped another rag across the countertop. They’d all enjoyed a feast from the already prepared wedding delicacies, including more cake than any of them wanted to eat again. Even so, their efforts hadn’t even made a small dent in the bottom tier of the amazing masterpiece.


    “I’m going to the Dominican Republic.”


    All four women stopped what they were doing to stare at Jasmine.


    Her mother was the first to speak, obviously stating what was on everyone else’s mind. “You’re going on your honeymoon?”


    Jasmine almost laughed at the owl-eyed looks she was receiving from her family members. “Sure. Why not? It is paid for already. The flight, the resort…it’s an all-inclusive resort with a five star rating. I can’t get my money back, so why not head down there and have some fun?” she suggested.


    The other women looked at each other, smiles forming on their faces. “I think it’s a great idea,” Jayden said.


    Janine laughed as well. “I do to. I’ll call Micah to let him know that I’ll be gone for a week.” She was reaching for her phone when Jasmine shook her head.


    “Nope,” she stopped her. “I’m going alone.”


    The owl-eyes were back.


    “Alone? Why would you go alone?” Janine asked, slipping her phone back into her pocket.


    Jasmine sat down on one of the stools, her shoulders sagging with the weight of her world at the moment. “Because I need to do this alone,” she explained, hoping her family would understand. She looked up at her sisters, both of whom were holding a baby boy in their arms. Jayden’s twins had woken up and were in a playful mood so all hair had to be tied back. Those little guys were small, but they were strong! Any hair hanging down, they considered personal play things. It was similar to the way Odie, their cat, considered all wires, tails, strings and tiny pig tails. Cena, the toy pig that Dana loved, did not enjoy the cat’s sense of humor when Odie went after Cena’s tail.


    “Because I think the only reason I accepted Greg’s proposal was because I was feeling left out.” She cringed as she made that announcement. “Jayden had just announced that she was married and Janine’s Micah had come back. Even I could see where things were going.” She took the “free” hand of each of her sisters, her green eyes beseeching their equally green ones to understand why she had to do this. “We’ve done everything together. We were conceived together and we’ve done everything together since then. I felt left out. So when Greg proposed, I latched onto him as my safe harbor. He was the guy that was going to keep me on the same page with you guys.” She laughed, thinking of how large and muscular both Micah and Dante were compared to Greg. “The poor guy was outclassed, out moneyed and out muscled at every turn.” Greg was just a couple of inches taller than Jasmine, while Micah and Dante were well over six feet tall with enormous shoulders and a hotness factor that blew away the scales.


    Jasmine released their hands and sat down on one of the stools. “I know this sounds like I was competing with the two of you, but that’s definitely not the case. I just wanted to be part of the club. I wanted to be included.” She slouched even further with the recognition of that revelation.


    Jayden and Janine both wiped at the tears in their eyes as they crowded closer to their single sister. “You’re still part of the club, Jaz. In fact, Micah shakes his head every time I talk about the three of us. He thinks we have a club that he can’t break into.”


    Jasmine laughed…well, hiccupped through her tears, with that declaration. “I’m sure that you do everything in your power to make sure that he knows he is included.” Janine blushed, and that confirmed Jasmine’s suspicions.


    “So that’s why I’m going on this vacation. I’m going to go and have a fabulous time, drink until I’m in a stupor every night, dance and have a fling with a gorgeous man.”


    Maggie and Mary both snorted in disbelief at that last part. “Sure you will.”


    Jasmine didn’t like that comment and she glared at her mother and aunt. “You don’t think I can do it?” she asked.


    The two women looked at each other, then at Jasmine. “I think you can do anything you set your mind to,” her mother said softly and laid a hand on Janine’s pregnant belly. “Just let me know if you’re successful so I can start decorating the nursery for you.”


    Jasmine’s mouth pulled back with a grimace. The fertility of the women in this family was freakish. “I have birth control,” she told her mother, then glanced nervously at Janine’s stomach before taking Heath, one of Jayden’s sons, into her arms. “And maybe you’re right; I should skip the steamy affair. That shouldn’t be a problem since I’ll be at a resort famous for its romantic atmosphere. I mean, really, how many singles would venture into an environment like that?” she asked, laughing herself.


    

  


  
    Chapter 2


    


    “Why is he here?” the receptionist whispered, frantically picking up stray papers and hiding them away so that the front desk looked immaculate.


    “I don’t know,” the front desk manager whispered back, doing the same thing while keeping his eyes on the lookout. “But look sharp. Heads roll during these inspections.” The manager was actually sweating because of his nervousness.


    Every staff member was practically running across the marble lobby as news of the owner’s surprise inspection traveled throughout the resort. No one was safe from this man’s sharp eyes. Everyone was feverishly checking and re-checking their work areas, making sure that everything was right, everything was exactly as it should be. There was no way anything could be “too good” – the level of excellence required of any Petrov Resort was so close to perfection, the staff had to constantly be on their toes.


    Antoniv Petrov stepped out of the limousine, buttoning his light weight, tan suit jacket as he quickly surveyed the reception and lobby area.


    “Good afternoon, Mr. Petrov,” Mike Batiano said as he hurried to greet his boss’s boss’s boss. This was the man everyone feared, everyone dreaded. When Antoniv Petrov came through one of his resorts on a surprise inspection, problems were discovered and personnel were fired. No one wanted to be caught in the cross hairs of Antoniv Petrov.


    “We’ll start at the top and work our way down,” Antoniv stated, ignoring the simpering man walking beside him. Antoniv hated simpering. He was here to inspect and ensure that this resort was operating up to his standards.


    “Do you have luggage, sir?” the manager asked, almost bowing now.


    “I’ll be flying out of here in,” he looked down at his watch, “thirty minutes. Let’s


    go.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 3


    


    “Thank you so much!” Jasmine replied to the attendant who had given her directions. She was heading for the beach, wearing her new bikini, but covered up in a sarong because she wasn’t brave enough to show that much skin while alone. Perhaps it had been a bit too skimpy, she thought, but the sarong covered everything up well enough.


    She had her hat, two books, her water and she was going to spend the day getting a tan that would make everyone back home jealous. She was on a mission, she thought, crossing the marble lobby on her way out to the warm sand.


    If the deep voice hadn’t broken through her concentration, the criticism of this amazing establishment surely would have. Jasmine stopped and listened for a painful moment as the man bashed the resort.


    “The bathroom to the right of the tennis courts is not up to standard, the bottles in the bar by the pool are out of order, the beers are chilled to thirty-six degrees instead of thirty-four and the towel supply is inadequate. You know the resorts specifications on all of these issues,” the deep voice stated firmly.


    Jasmine heard the criticism and the male voice, but she couldn’t see who was complaining because the tall column was blocking her view.


    It didn’t matter! The resort manager was practically shaking in his shoes and he’d gone out of his way to make her feel comfortable. In fact, everyone here had been amazing after she’d showed up alone. As soon as they realized that she’d been a jilted bride, people had gone out of their way to make her smile and get her beverages, extra towels, paperback novels. The resort was marvelous! And the manager didn’t deserve criticism about something as stupidly trivial as a two degree temperature difference on the beer fridge!


    Her hands were fisted at her sides as she moved around the impeding column. She practically stomped towards the voice that was listing other “problems” with the resort; she wasn’t going to take it! Having been in the service industry for too long, she knew that some people’s standards were just obnoxious and unrealistic!


    “Don’t you dare criticize this man for those silly, ridiculous…” she was about to give the man a piece of her mind, but where the man’s head was supposed to be, was only a chest. An immaculately covered chest. A very muscular one, she suspected as she lifted her eyes higher. And then higher again. The man was a giant, she thought as she finally caught sight of his face.


    And then her eyes really looked at his face. Wow, she whispered to herself. Two thoughts occurred to her in that moment. First, his face looked like it was carved out of stone. But even that stone looked amazing. He was handsome in a rock-like, better-than-potato-chips kind of way. And that was saying a lot! Besides, chocolate and potato chips were her absolute favorite foods.


    While she continued to stand there staring at him, she watched in fascination as one black eyebrow went up as if prompting her to continue. That eyebrow, and the slight smirk on his chiseled lips, broke through her haze of fascination and she stepped back, fully prepared to continue her chastisement.


    Unfortunately, that backwards step took her to one of the marble steps. It was just one step, but when her heel didn’t find a flat surface, her arms swung outwards, her body falling. She tried to stop herself but even as she groaned with embarrassment, she knew that she was going to land on her bottom in an ignominious heap. And right in front of this man that she’d just been about to dress down.


    “Oh no!” she snapped, then closed her eyes, bracing herself for the pain of her fall.


    But instead of falling backwards, her body was jerked forwards. And instead of falling onto hard marble, she felt her breasts pressed against solid granite. The steel arm wrapped around her back pressed her against this giant man’s hard chest and all of her breathing was halted. Every reaction was arrested as her hands found connection with shoulders that were too muscular to be real. The tan suit was just a hiding place for what she suspected was a magnificent frame and her own body betrayed her by starting to tremble.


    And then she felt something against her belly. A new hardness that caused her mouth to open as surprise and…it wasn’t delight, she told herself. No, this new feeling was…she refused to acknowledge that she was fascinated by this new hardness. But the blush staining up her neck and cheeks caused the man’s eyebrow to lower. Something new entered his eyes and the trembling in Jasmine’s body increased as awareness overshadowed everything else.


    He lifted her up so that she was once again steady on her feet but didn’t release her. That muscular arm kept her pressed against his body but she had to arch her neck to see his face.


    “Careful,” he said and his voice sent a sensual shiver to race throughout her body. Her fingers clenched and she started to pull them away, worried that he might realize what he was doing to her, but his free hand came up and held her right hand on his chest. “Danger is everywhere.”


    She heard his words and absolutely loved the slight accent she heard. She couldn’t place it and had no idea what this man’s name was. But she loved his words, that accent causing her breath to catch as she focused on his deep voice. Then his actual meaning sunk into her sensually frazzled mind and she knew with absolute certainty that this man was not referring to the danger of the almost-missed step behind her.


    She pulled back, her eyes wide as she took in his message as well as the shocking and almost instantaneous reaction she had to him. Obviously he was rude and inconsiderate or he never would have been haranguing the resort manager in such a manner. She hated people like that! Especially on her non-honeymoon, as she’d started calling this week after being jilted!


    The memory of Greg’s betrayal and cowardice pulled her out of the sensual haze induced by his voice and that hard body. She squared her shoulders, prepared once more to rip into him now that he wasn’t touching her any longer. “As I was saying, this man runs a wonderful resort.” She backed up a step further, making sure that there wasn’t a step behind her this time, and continued. “He and his entire staff work very hard to make everyone’s stay memorable. So if you’re going to complain that the beer fridge is two degrees off of what you think it should be, then you’re just a rude, inconsiderate, hurtful person who needs to get a life! Really, who cares if the beer is thirty-four degrees or thirty-six degrees?” she demanded, poking him in the chest. “Back off!” she snapped at him. “Go down to the beach and relax. Chill out and don’t get so caught up in the ridiculous details that you find lacking.”


    With that, she spun around and, carefully, walked out of the hotel lobby. She caught the secret smiles of several of the hotel staff but she slipped her sunglasses on and made her way down to the beach.


    The nerve of that man! She looked out onto the blue green beauty of the water, trying to calm her racing heartbeat. She was only worked up because she’d gotten angry with that man. It had nothing to do with his brawny, good looks. Nope, she was immune to that man but not to his insults.


    “Buenas dias, Seniorita,” one of the waiters said, setting a frothy drink beside her.


    “Oh!” she gasped. “I didn’t…”


    The waiter smiled and shrugged a bit. “You looked hot,” he said and walked away before she could decline the icy treat.


    For the rest of the afternoon, she read and slept, sipping ice water and drinks that were brought over by various waiters. She was amazed by how attentive everyone was today and she thought it was very nice, but she felt guilty about their efforts.


    

  


  
    Chapter 4


    


    Jasmine dumped her beach bag on a bar stool and perched her bottom on the last one. “Okay, Jeff. Hit me with your best today,” she said, calling to the bartender who was behind the counter polishing glasses. She was the only customer at the bar at the moment since it was about five o’clock in the afternoon. She wasn’t exactly sure why the beach and pool cleared out at five, but she suspected it had something to do with all the couples going to their rooms and doing wicked, naughty things with each other. Which was why she was here. At the bar. Alone.


    She pulled out her book and sighed. After one day at the resort, she conceded that this alone-stuff really wasn’t all it was cracked up to be, but she refused to give in. She would have a good time even if it killed her.


    Antoniv saw the woman plunk herself down at the bar and was already walking in that direction. He nodded to the bartender, indicating that he would take over, and stepped behind the counter. Pulling off his tan suit jacket, he unbuttoned his sleeves and rolled them up. As he poured her a glass of ice water as well as a cocktail he suspected she might enjoy, he watched the beautiful woman read her book. She was completely unaware that he had taken over her drink order and, for some reason, that irritated him. He was used to women noticing him. He had grown bored by their overly attentive efforts so why was this woman’s inattention so frustrating? He expertly poured the frothy drink into a glass and slid it towards her, right next to a glass of ice water.


    “What’s this?” she asked when the glass of water was placed in front of her. Looking up, Jasmine saw the man from the lobby. Correction, the enormous, gorgeous, incredibly attractive but obnoxious, rude and arrogant man from the lobby behind the bar and her eyes narrowed.


    “You’re not the bartender,” she said, leaning against the short back of the bar stool. “And I asked Jeff to fix me something.”


    “Drink some water and I’ll give you the best cocktail you’ve ever tried.” There was a purple, frothy thing sitting next to his elbow and she eyed it with interest.


    She gritted her teeth, glaring up at the man and pretending like her stomach wasn’t doing little flip flops at his dark, good looks. “I don’t want water. I want a drink.”


    Antoniv’s body reacted instantly to her feistiness. She was a little thing, but the muscles in her legs and the fullness of her breasts in that bathing suit told him she was confident about who she was. Damn, she was hot. And unafraid. A lethal combination in his mind. Which didn’t make sense. He didn’t like his women to be ornery. He liked them to be pleasant and accommodating. Everything this woman wasn’t. So why was he still here? Why was he drawn to this woman?


    “You’ve been sitting on the beach in the sun for the past four hours. You are probably dehydrated.”


    “Am not,” she argued, and pulled out a bottle of water, taking a long sip from that and ignoring the ice water he’d just set in front of her.


    Antoniv’s first reaction was to laugh out loud. But he remembered that he didn’t do things like that. Without taking his eyes from her green ones, he slid the other drink over to her.


    “What’s this?” she asked, looking down and noticing that it was… “Purple? What kind of drink is purple?” she asked, excited despite herself but trying to hide it from this man that she shouldn’t like but was fascinated with despite every rational thought in her mind.


    Antoniv spread his arms out and leaned against the bar. “Try it,” he told her, his voice challenging her, daring her to take a sip.


    Jasmine eyed the drink carefully, still not sure. “You probably poisoned it,” she snapped, still not touching it.


    There was a crash a second later. Jasmine turned around and saw a waitress was bent over, frantically sweeping up a bunch of glasses from the stone floor. Thankfully, none were glass so it was really just a mess of plastic cups, straws and spilled drinks.


    “Oh, goodness,” Jasmine said, jumping down from her stool and helping the waitress.


    “It’s okay, ma’am,” the waitress said, looking nervously over Jasmine’s shoulder. “I can clean this up.”


    Jeff, the bartender, hurried out from behind the bar and helped pick everything up. A moment later, one of the cleaning crew also hurried over. The waitress’ face looked lobster pink and she kept nervously looking at the man standing behind the bar.


    “Here, that’s the last glass,” Jasmine said and lifted the tray of glasses for the waitress.


    The waitress smiled gratefully but still looked nervous “Really, I’m fine. I’ll take care of this and I’m so terribly sorry to have disturbed you.” Again, she glanced over Jasmine’s shoulder before hurrying away, head down like a dog that had just been admonished.


    Jasmine looked behind her and saw the enormous man with a strange, almost bored look on his handsome face. Or he would be handsome if he didn’t look so…disgusted.


    “You could have helped,” she snapped and sat back down at the bar.


    “She shouldn’t have dropped the glasses,” he told her with a warning tone.


    Jasmine rolled her eyes. “You’re a bit of a jerk, you know that?”


    Jeff started coughing and turned around, hiding behind some bottles.


    Antoniv ignored the other man, facing this challenging beauty head on. “I’ve been called worse,” he told her.


    “I believe it.”


    “Try your drink.”


    Jasmine didn’t even glance down at the enticing, purple concoction. “Why should I?” she demanded.


    Antoniv wanted to laugh again but held his stern expression. Instead he pushed away from the bar and started to pull the glass away. “You’re right. You probably can’t handle it. I’ll pour you a glass of white wine.”


    Jasmine gasped. “Don’t you dare!” she snapped, taking the glass out of his hand. She pulled it closer, all the while glaring at him with her best, don’t-mess-with-me look before trying it delicately.


    “Oh my!” she said against her will. “That’s really good!” Setting it down again, she looked back up at him. “Okay, so ‘fess up. You’re not a bartender and you’re obviously not a guest of the resort. So who are you?” she asked.


    Antoniv saw those gorgeous green eyes light up with intelligence and curiosity as she tried to work her way through his identity. “Does it matter?”


    She took another sip of her drink and shook her head. “Not really. Especially since I’m going to ignore you.”


    He chuckled deeply and her eyes shot back up to him. Her lips fell open and she couldn’t tear her eyes away from his simply because of that incredible sound. Good grief, a man shouldn’t be allowed to sound that sexy with just a laugh. It should be illegal! Her body tensed and she felt strange tingles down deep in her stomach.


    If he hadn’t already made up his mind about this woman, her bold statement would have done the trick. As it was, he was barely holding back on walking around the bar counter and kissing her until she couldn’t argue with him any longer. He looked at her lips, noticed how full and pink they were. How he wanted to bite that lower lip, to taste her and see what it would feel like to hold this challenging woman in his arms. “You’re not going to ignore me, Jasmine.” He said that as if it were a combination of a command and a premonition. “We’re going to be lovers, you and me.”


    She would have choked on her drink if she’d taken a sip at that moment. As it was, she felt like she was choking on air, so shocked by his declaration.


    Had he really just said that to her? Never had a man been so confident, so outspoken around her. “Lovers?” she whispered.


    He nodded his head and leaned closer. “No scathing comeback?” he teased.


    Jasmine shook her head, not sure what to say. “I don’t think so.”


    “You don’t think you have a reply?”


    Her eyes involuntarily dropped to his mouth, noticing that he had hard, firm lips. She wondered if they would soften when he kissed or if they would remain hard and unyielding. She shook her head slightly. What had he just said? Oh, yea. Lovers. No way! Not with a man like him!


    Okay, so he had all the parts in all the right places. More than just the right parts, she thought as she looked at his broad shoulders and the muscular forearms that were revealed now that his crisp white shirt sleeves were rolled back slightly.


    She pulled her eyes away again, realizing that she was ogling this man. “I don’t think we’ll be lovers.”


    He chuckled again. He straightened up and started mixing another drink. “Tell me about yourself,” he said and slid a green drink towards her.


    Jasmine looked down again, confused and feeling very relaxed. Why had he made her a second drink when she hadn’t even finished her first? But then her eyes focused on the non-existent purple drink and she realized that she’d somehow finished the first cocktail while talking to this man.


    She cleared her throat and exchanged her empty glass with the full, green one. “Well, I’m here on my honeymoon.” She took a sip of that cocktail and closed her eyes at how wonderful and cold it tasted.


    “But you’re not married.”


    Her eyes popped back open and she sighed. Jasmine took a long sip of her drink. “Oh my, this is delicious. I think that you make better drinks than Jeff.” She didn’t even acknowledge his observation.


    “Why aren’t you married?” he asked, pouring himself a drink as well.


    Jasmine took a long sip this time, fortifying herself. She shouldn’t even be answering his question but, after another sip of the green drink, she mentally shrugged. He probably had the scoop on her failed wedding anyway. Why not ‘fess up? “My fiancé decided that he wasn’t ready for marriage.” She propped her head up on her hand and stirred her drink with the pineapple and cherry garnish.


    “And you decided to come on your honeymoon anyway. Impressive. Very brave.”


    “Not really. This really isn’t all that fun.” She looked around, noting that the sun was setting and couples in nicer outfits were strolling back to the pool area. Soon the bar would be filled with people having a pre-dinner drink and she’d be the odd one out. “I’d better get back to my room.”


    Escape? Oh no, this little woman wasn’t getting away from him. Not a chance! “Have dinner with me tonight.”


    Jasmine looked up at him and froze. “Dinner?” she asked.


    He almost laughed out loud at her startled and confused expression and this repetitive inclination towards humor was so foreign, he forced the possibility from his mind. “Yes. It’s a meal where two people eat and converse with each other. It happens several times a day with most people.”


    Jasmine laughed despite her animosity towards this man. “See? You can be charming when you put yourself out there,” she teased him right back.


    “Only with the right incentive,” he replied, his eyes lighting on her lips.


    She shivered, but she was more than slightly mesmerized by his look. “I don’t think you’ll get very much incentive from me,” she came back.


    His eyes moved from her lips to her eyes, not releasing her gaze. “How about if we take it moment by moment tonight?”


    Jasmine took another long sip while still looking up at him, considering his question. The minty drink was making her feel much more relaxed and probably overly confident. “You’re still a horrible person.” Was she actually flirting with this man? She never flirted! And if she dared to flirt, most guys didn’t understand. But this man, he seemed to get her!


    “Yes, but I’m a good dancer, I’m a better bartender than Jeff, and I’m better company than sitting alone in your hotel room. So why not sit across the table from me and tell me about all of my faults? I’ll get your life story from you. You’ll berate me on what a horrible person I am and we can be lovers by midnight.”


    She was finishing off her current drink and really did choke at that point. When she could clear her airwaves again, she looked up at him with bleary eyes. “We’re not going to be lovers.”


    The light in his eyes burned brighter with her continued defiance. “So, dinner in an hour?” he replied. “We can eat in the dining room.”


    She shook her head. “We don’t have reservations.” There were several different restaurants on the resort including the cafeteria style restaurant which is where she’d been eating since she didn’t have someone else to eat with. She’d been hurrying in before the big rush and slipping out early enough so that not too many people would wonder why she was here alone.


    “Meet me back here in an hour,” he told her. “There will be a table for us.”


    She looked him up and down, knowing that her boldness was because of the alcohol since she never would have been so audacious otherwise. “You think you can leave your arrogance here at the bar and be a charming dinner companion?” she dared to ask.


    He bowed slightly, but it was really just a slight inclination of his head. “I will endeavor to be the ultimate gentleman during dinner.”


    She realized that his promise didn’t include after dinner.


    “I don’t think…”


    He leaned forward slightly, his eyes coaxing and his voice teasing as he said, “Come on, Jasmine. Even my company has to be better than eating alone in your room.” With that, he came back around to the other side of the bar and lifted her off of the stool. “One hour. If you’re not here, I’ll come find you so don’t even try to ditch me.”


    Jasmine smiled, thinking he really was kind of interesting. “Fine. One hour,” she replied and walked off towards her room. She took her time while she walked casually across the stone patio, not wanting to hurry even though every cell in her body was urging her to run through the hallways to her room so she could clean up. But she knew that he was watching her while she walked across the patio and she definitely didn’t want to appear to be excited. Not about dinner with that man. Nope, she had to feign indifference.


    But the moment she was out of his sight, she picked up her step, hurrying down the hallway and into the elevator. Once she was in her room, she stripped off her bikini and sarong, dropping all the pieces onto the floor and rushing into the shower. She washed and conditioned her hair, then used her strawberry scented shower gel – the stuff she’d purchased to entice Greg – to make herself smell really good.


    It occurred to her that she was truly grateful that Greg wasn’t here now. Was it only because of Antoniv and this strange attraction she had with him?


    No, she admitted as she dried off and started blow drying her hair. She’d been relieved from the moment she’d stepped onto the plane. Agreeing to marry Greg had been a mistake. She should have known that, but things just sort of snow balled.


    She banished him from her mind and focused on the night ahead. Choosing the red, wrap dress she’d purchased but hadn’t yet had the courage to wear, she pulled it on, tying the waist securely. But as she looked at her reflection in the mirror, she hesitated. Did the dress scream “Take me!” or was it shouting to the world, “I’m confident and not afraid of you.”


    She wasn’t entirely sure. But when she looked at her watch, she realized that her time was up. If she didn’t arrive back at the bar, Antoniv might think she had wimped out. She definitely didn’t want to leave him with that impression. So she grabbed her matching clutch, stuffed her room key and lipstick into the purse and walked out, straightening her shoulders and pretending to the world that she was confident and happy when inside, she was quaking with nerves.


    

  


  
    Chapter 5


    


    “You’re the owner?!” she gasped, pulling back from him as much as the table would allow.


    She’d just spent the past two hours conversing with the man and having an absolutely delicious meal when he’d dropped that bombshell. She couldn’t believe the irony of how she’d come here trying to find herself¸ her independence and do things differently from her sisters, and here she was, dining with a powerful, wealthy man so similar to her brothers-in-law that it was almost comical.


    Of course, Micah and Dante were nice while Antoniv was rude and abrupt, cynical and teasing. So there was a huge difference. She wasn’t sure if it was enough though.


    Antoniv heard the tone of her voice, but he couldn’t understand why she sounded so horrified. “Why is that a problem?” he asked.


    Jasmine shook her head, everything feeling pretty confused right about now. “Well, because…” How could she explain that she couldn’t…shouldn’t…okay so she refused to be attracted to a tall, gorgeous, sexy, wealthy man? It even sounded silly when she said it in her head.


    Antoniv watched the expressions flit across her face and almost laughed. “Because?” he prompted, enjoying her expressions probably more than he should.


    Jasmine blinked. “Well, because I just can’t see you!” She started to walk away but Antoniv wasn’t having any of that. He grabbed her hand before she could step away from the table. “Oh no you don’t!” he laughed and pulled her right back into her chair. He even slid her chair closer and put his hand on the back. “Explain,” he commanded.


    Jasmine almost laughed but the shivers of awareness that shot through her whole body as his arm touched the skin of her neck obliterated any sort of amusement. Those fingers trailed along her neck and down to her arm. She almost moaned out loud but instead, bit her lower lip to keep her reaction from him.


    “It’s not going to work,” he said, his voice low and close to her ear.


    She turned her head, startled to see how close he was to her. His lips, the same lips that had seemed so mean and angry earlier in the day, now looked…delicious. She wanted him to kiss her. She wanted him to bend down and touch those firm lips to hers, to see what it felt like to be kissed by this man. She’d never felt such an overpowering need to kiss a man before but, as she stared at his mouth, she felt herself leaning closer, wanting that touch as much as she needed oxygen.


    “We need to get out of here,” he growled.


    Standing up, he took her hand and tucked it onto his arm, leading her out of the restaurant. Jasmine was so startled by their abrupt departure that she wasn’t exactly sure what was happening. One moment, she was looking at his lips, fantasizing about how wonderful he would kiss and the next moment, they were walking out of the restaurant into the humid, warm night.


    He practically pulled her along, walking her down to the beach area. When they were hidden by the tall, stone retaining wall, he turned her around and pinned her back against the wall. “Okay, look at me like that again,” he groaned, his hands smoothing along her waist.


    “Like what?” she gasped, still confused but more so now because of the way he was touching her. It was just like earlier, in the lobby. She was hyper aware of this man, of the way his muscular body was pressing against her soft curves and how perfectly they fit together. She wanted to shift against him, to feel the friction of their bodies but she stood very still, afraid of what might happen if she gave into those instincts. Goodness, she wanted so badly for his hands to slide up higher and she trembled in anticipation.


    “Like that,” he told her, his voice deeper, huskier.


    “I’m not looking at you in any way,” she exclaimed, almost angry now because his lips were closer, his body was rock hard against hers and her hands were fisted on his chest. She would not touch him! She would not let her hands smooth against his chest, glide along the ridges she suspected were hidden by the perfectly tailored, white shirt. She wouldn’t do it! She couldn’t! It would be so wrong! This wasn’t real. She wasn’t actually attracted to him. It was just her sense of competition that was messing with her mind.


    “You’re too like Dante!” she gasped when his hands moved along her waist again.


    Antoniv heard the man’s name and the fire that had been burning down deep in his gut for this woman transformed into a raging fury. “Who the hell is Dante?” he demanded, his hands clenching against her soft waist. He realized what he was doing and released his grip, but wouldn’t let her move away.


    “You’re just like him!” she cried out, shifting her body so that his hands were touching her again. “And like Micah!” She took in a deep breath. “Which is exactly why I need to get away from here.”


    Antoniv was livid. “Explain, damn it!” He took his hands away from her but braced them on either side of her head against the stone wall.


    She closed her eyes and tried to think but it was hard to do with his body so close. His man-scent, so filled with woods and citrus and…well, that man-scent that was so amazing! She’d never smelled anything so good! Greg had smelled like….okay, so sometimes he’d smelled like dirty sox or body odor. She hadn’t judged him. But this man, Antoniv, smelled incredible!


    “Why couldn’t you just be another guest?” she sighed and sagged into the wall, refusing to let herself wilt into the man and all those yummy muscles. She also wouldn’t let herself think of those muscles as being better than dessert! Nothing was better than dessert!


    Okay, so she hadn’t tasted those muscles…


    “Jasmine, focus!” he snapped at her. “Who are those two men? And why does it matter if I’m the owner or a guest of the resort?”


    She almost moaned as the desire to touch and be touched swamped her. “Or a bartender. It would have been really perfect if you’d been a bartender.”


    Antoniv dropped his head slightly with a heavy sigh. “Jasmine, so help me, if you don’t start explaining yourself, I’m going to spank your adorable bottom!”


    Jasmine’s breath caught in her throat with that threat and the trembling increased. “You wouldn’t do that, would you?” she asked. She had no idea that her eyes were looking up at him hopefully.


    He laughed. “I don’t think I will because you’ll enjoy it too much,” he said softy. “I’ll have to come up with some other dire threat to use against you.” The disappointment that flashed into those green eyes in the dim light from the moon made his body ache with the need to possess her. But at this moment, he was more determined to understand her. Her upset about him being the owner of the resort bothered him. And for some reason, he hated her speaking or even thinking of other men.


    This jealousy was gut-wrenching and he detested it. It was outside of his experience. But there was also nothing he could do about it. He knew, deep down inside of him, that if there was one thing he was going to accomplish in this life, it was to understand this woman. To find out all of her secrets not to mention explore that incredible body of hers and see what he could discover. She was like a treasure island, so responsive to even the smallest touch.


    And she felt the same way towards him, he knew. He could see the desire in her eyes, feel the heat emanating from her and knew that it was because of her desire to touch him. A desire that she refused to give in to for some reason. And of all the women who had been with him in the past, he wanted this woman to touch him more than any of the others. He wanted it deep down inside like an ache that could only be appeased by her tender touch. And she was withholding her touch!


    “Jasmine, tell me who those men are!”


    She took another breath, her eyes wide as she looked at his chest. He would have laughed when she tucked her hands behind her back if he weren’t so angry with her. “You wouldn’t understand.”


    He shook his head. “I don’t understand now. So why not explain it to me and I’ll at least be a bit more aware.” He had no doubt that he still wouldn’t understand once she’d explained. This was a complicated woman with the most amazing mouth. A mouth he wanted to kiss and explore. But he held back until he understood who the hell these men were.


    “Are they important to you? Do you love them?”


    Jasmine was focusing all of her energy on not touching him, keeping her hands behind her back so that she wasn’t tempted. When she was baking, she’d learned the trick of drinking tons of water so she felt too full to taste any of her desserts. It was the only way she could stay healthy while still being a sweets chef. Otherwise, her sweet tooth would cause her to gain weight like a panda bear on a pile of bamboo.


    Unfortunately, it wasn’t working right now. She didn’t think water, or even feeling full, would help her resist the temptation to not touch him. She just had to get away from him.


    “Jasmine, focus! Who are the men? Was one of them your ex-fiancée?” he demanded.


    She shook her head. “No. That was Greg.” Her voice was breathier than she’d wanted it to come out.


    He took a deep breath, striving for patience. “So who is Dante?”


    She watched his lips, her eyes pulled towards his mouth. Just a touch wouldn’t be harmful, would it? She could walk away after just a small taste.


    “Would you kiss me?” she whispered. Her eyes had been focused on his lips but with her question, the very question she hadn’t realized she was about to ask, her eyes shot up to his dark eyes and she shivered with the expression there. She couldn’t see his eyes because of the darkness but his lips smiled slightly. If she hadn’t been staring at those lips all night she might not have recognized the slight upturn of his lips as a smile, or even movement. But she knew. She knew and her heart beat increased exponentially with that small quirk.


    “If I kiss you, will you tell me who Dante and Micah are?” he asked, moving closer. His hands dropped from the stone wall behind her to her waist once again. His hands were magical she thought as he pulled her into his embrace.


    “Yes,” she breathed, lifting her head for his kiss. “Just a small kiss,” she told him.


    Antoniv shook his head. “I don’t think that’s possible,” he replied. And in the next moment, his mouth covered hers, stopping her protest or admonishment or whatever she might have said. He didn’t want to hear it. He knew it would only irritate him further. He realized that kissing her was the perfect solution to a lot of problems. And it was a good solution for his current predicament. It didn’t give him answers, but as soon as his tongue touched hers, he realized that he didn’t give a damn about the questions. Later, he told himself. He’d get the answers from her later!


    Those hands that had been behind her back were now wrapped around his neck, holding him close to her. And all the preconceived ideas about what it would be like to be kissed by Antoniv were gone! There was no resemblance to the reality of this man’s kiss. It was absolute possession! It was pure, unadulterated sin! The way he moved his mouth, his tongue mating with hers and demanding that she participate was like warm, smooth, rich chocolate. She couldn’t have just a small taste. No way! This kiss, this man, needed more than a nibble. The wickedness was too addictive!


    So when he lifted his head, she whimpered with need and bit her lip. “Don’t stop,” she begged, her hands fisting in his shirt. She wanted to feel those muscles again. She knew she’d been touching his chest, but she hadn’t been able to concentrate on what her fingertips were discovering because she’d been too fascinated by the way he was kissing her and all of those crazy feelings that stormed through her with his mouth.


    “Tell me who Dante is,” he ordered, his head bending to nibble on her neck.


    She shuddered but tilted her head. “Brother-in-law,” she whispered.


    Dante froze for a moment as relief rushed through him. Relief and confusion. “You love him?” he asked.


    “Of course,” she replied quickly.


    “There’s no of course about it,” he growled, lifting his head away. “He can’t have you, Jasmine. He’s married to your sister.”


    Jasmine opened her eyes and tried to focus. “What are you talking about?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.


    Antoniv gripped her arms and shook her slightly. “You can’t love your brother-in-law, Jasmine. You’ll have to get over your feelings for Dante.”


    Jasmine wasn’t sure if she wanted to giggle or be offended. “I’m not in love with Dante,” she told him with an affronted tone of voice.


    “You just said that you loved him,” he replied.


    She pulled back even more. “Love him, yes. But I’m not in love with Dante.” She cringed. “That’s just wrong! He’s married to my sister and they are completely in love with each other.”


    Antoniv ran a hand over his face, trying to calm down. “Okay, so who is Micah?” he asked, his voice impatient as he tried to understand her concerns.


    “He’s my brother-in-law,” she told him, stepping around him and wrapping her arms around her stomach. Again, she didn’t want to reach up and touch him. Actually, she desperately wanted to reach up and touch him, to run her hands all over his body. Which terrified her! She’d never felt like this with a man. She’d always found it easy to keep her hands to herself. In fact, it had been ridiculously easy to ensure that her dates kept their hands to themselves.


    “Oh wow!” she gasped, her hand rising up to the side of her head. “So this is what…” She stopped her comment and looked up at Antoniv. “Never mind,” she told him, shaking her head. She’d always wondered why her sister had gotten pregnant five years ago. Janine had said she couldn’t help herself, that she and Micah had let things get out of control, but Jasmine had never had that experience with any of the men she’d dated.


    And then there was the time she’d walked in on Jayden and her now-husband. Hmmm, he’d actually been her husband back then too…the time she’d walked in on them in the broom closet. She laughed out loud at the memory.


    Antoniv was ready to explode. “Jasmine, if you don’t start explaining, starting off now by telling me what is so funny all of a sudden, I don’t know what I’ll do.”


    She looked up at him and it suddenly occurred to her that she wasn’t afraid of him. He might be big and huge and muscular, but his threat didn’t scare her. He wouldn’t hurt her. How she knew that about a man she’d met less than twelve hours ago, she didn’t understand. There was just something instinctive that told her she was safe with him. Well, not safe from him so much as safe from physical harm. This man knew his strength and wouldn’t hurt her. Not at all.


    “Jasmine!” he snapped.


    “What?” she jumped.


    “Who the hell is Micah? And what do you mean you love him?”


    She sighed and walked over to one of the beach chairs that had yet to be collected for the night. It was a safe…or perhaps “safer” distance from him and allowed her to focus on their conversation a bit more. “Dante and Micah are my brothers-in-law. They are very nice gentlemen that care deeply for my sisters.”


    He slid his hands into his pockets, trying to keep himself from grabbing her and kissing her again. He was finally getting answers, although she looked so sexy sitting there in her read dress, that deep V showing him a hint of her cleavage. “How many sisters do you have?” he asked, sitting down next to her.


    So much for hands in pockets and not touching her, he thought. In fact, he slid in beside her and a moment later, pulled her onto his lap.


    Jasmine stiffened for a moment. She fought against his hold, not wanting to relax into his body but there was just something about this man that he always got his way. So after a very brief struggle, she was leaning back into his arms, her back against his chest as they stared up at the stars together. “You’re cheating,” she said as his hands slid up against her bare arms, causing goose bumps to travel along her skin. Those hands started massaging the tense muscles in her neck and shoulders, causing her to sigh as the tension was kneaded out of her body.


    “I know. Now explain.”


    She sighed and shifted until she was more comfortable, ignoring his grunt of pain. She still felt that hardness but she was determined to ignore it. “I told you I’m one of three sisters. We’re triplets. We’ve always done everything together. We joke that we were born together and never really separated.”


    “Even for school?” he asked.


    She laughed softly, so relaxed with those hands pressing against all of the tense spots on her shoulders. It felt incredible! “Janine and I are the chefs while Jayden is the brilliant business person behind our operation. But no, school is the one place we went our separate ways. Our parents demanded that of us. But as soon as we finished school, Janine and I started working in a restaurant. Within a year, we were working at the same restaurant. She did the savory, I did the sweets. When Jayden finished school, we started our catering business together. My parents helped a lot, but the three of us were ready to go and eager to get out on our own.”


    “So how do your brothers-in-law figure into our relationship?” he asked.


    Jasmine yawned as his hand moved along her skin again. “I need to do something different.”


    He felt her relax against his chest even more. He wasn’t sure if he was insulted that she was falling asleep on him or if he was relieved that she felt so relaxed around him.


    “You’d better get to bed,” he told her and stood up, holding her in his arms as he did so. He heard her gasp as he carried her to the patio once again, her arms going around his neck to hold on.


    “I don’t really want to go to bed,” she whispered against his neck but her nose was against his skin and he could tell that she was more than half asleep already.


    “What time did you wake up this morning?” he asked her.


    She shrugged once. “I’m not sure if I went to bed last night. Stupid international flight rules,” she grumbled.


    Antoniv had no idea what that meant, but it must have been pretty early.


    “And stupid ex-fiancées.”


    He chuckled at that complaint. He wasn’t angry with the idiot who had let her go. He looked down at the long lashes that were now visible since they were closer to the building. She was a stunningly beautiful woman, he thought. The more he got to know her, the more he was both confused and intrigued. Never had a woman fallen asleep on him or driven him so crazy with jealousy. As he walked with this woman in his arms, he looked forward to the next day, eager to see what sorts of challenges she would toss at him.


    

  


  
    Chapter 6


    


    Jasmine opened her eyes and looked around. She didn’t remember coming to her room last night. The last thing she remembered was falling asleep. In Antoniv’s arms!


    She groaned and looked around, wondering how she’d gotten here and if he was still here. Looking around, she realized that her room was silent. The sun filtered through the gauzy curtains, but not even the shower was running. She vaguely remembered him carrying her off of the sand, his strong arms holding her steady while she walked along the patio next to him. But she’d been so tired! All the sunshine, the alcohol and the stress of the previous few days…


    Jasmine sat up, not sure if she was disappointed or relieved to be waking up alone. She should be relieved, she told herself. But she knew there was a painful stab of something she refused to define as disappointment. That was crazy, she told herself firmly.


    Looking down, she suddenly realized that her dress was gone. Of course, she was wearing her bra and underwear, but still. She might be alone, but she still blushed at the idea of Antoniv undressing her. And how else would she be in this kind of a state of undress?


    She pulled the covers around her even though she knew she was alone. How embarrassing. But she’d been exhausted yesterday. After a sleepless night when she heard that Greg had deserted her, then the traveling and all of the stress of the past few weeks, plus she hadn’t slept well her first night here because she was so nervous about being alone…she knew she shouldn’t have had that wine last night. Or the drinks on the beach. Or at the bar. Well, the bar was understandable, she told herself. Because Antoniv had been there and he was just gorgeous. A woman couldn’t ignore something those hands had created. It was just impossible.


    Sliding her legs over the side of the bed, she padded quickly to the bathroom. After showering and dressing in a pair of white shorts and a flowered shirt, Jasmine curled up in the middle of her bed and turned on her computer. She did a search on Antoniv and pressed “enter”. She’d been prepared to sift through a few results but a split second after requesting information, her eyes widened at the number of hits. “Good grief!” she sighed, clicking on the first result. She read through the information, amazed at the listing of all of Antoniv’s holdings. He wasn’t just wealthy, he was disgustingly wealthy! He was in that echelon of crazy wealth that she couldn’t even imagine! Well, she could imagine it a little because both of her sisters married into that realm. Exactly why she couldn’t follow in their footsteps! She was trying hard to forge her own path, be her own person! Becoming interested in Antoniv would be the same thing her sisters had done.


    She was determined to be different!


    She sat back and stared at the ceiling for a long moment, considering her crazy thoughts. She was painfully attracted to Antoniv. Was she being ridiculous to avoid him simply because Jayden and Janine had fallen in love with similar men?


    She opened her fourth report and was startled to see Micah standing next to Antoniv. They were friends? Even more reason to avoid him! Ugh! Could this independence thing be any more complicated?


    Although the two men didn’t seem to be very happy with each other. Micah was a friendly man, she thought. Why was he frowning like this? The article just mentioned a deal that had been reached, but no details and no explanation as to why Micah and Antoniv looked like combatants.


    Picking up her cell phone, she quickly dialed her sister’s number.


    “What’s wrong?” Janine asked after the first ring.


    Jasmine laughed. “Nothing is wrong,” she told her anxious sister quickly, knowing how Janine worried. “I was actually calling to ask for information,”


    “What do you need?”


    “From Micah,” Jasmine clarified then cringed at the stunned pause.


    There was a long silence as Janine held the phone. “What kind of information do you need from Micah?” she finally asked.


    Jasmine pushed her hair back, trying to think of a good reason to tell her sister that wouldn’t also be a lie. Her eyes dropped to the picture still up on her computer and she thought quickly. “I just read something about business and I knew he would be the one who would know the information, whether it was true or not.”


    “Oh,” Janine replied, and Jasmine could hear the relief in her voice. “That’s okay then,” she said and called out behind her. Jasmine could hear her explaining the issue, most likely to Micah himself because a moment later, he came on the phone.


    “Ciao bella,” his deep voice said to Jasmine.


    She smiled. Micah was such a sweet guy. She knew that he was really telling his wife that she was beautiful, but this morning, it was nice to hear. “Ciao, Micah,” she replied. She’d been trying to learn a few phrases in Italian but she was still on the basics. “I have a question to ask you. How well do you know a man named Antoniv Petrov?”


    “Dannazione!” he grumbled with fury. “Why do you ask this?”


    Jasmine was shaken by the anger in his voice. “Um…well, I was just…” She didn’t have to finish because Micah interrupted her with a slew of Italian.


    “Qualsiasi altro giorno, Jasmine!” he muttered in Italian. “Any other day,” he translated but left that comment hanging without an explanation. “Bastardo!”


    Jasmine didn’t need that to be translated. There were just some words that were understood across languages. “That bad, huh?” she asked, her heart sinking as she realized how angry just the name made Micah who was usually a very controlled man.


    “Why are you asking? Is he around? If so, you should just avoid him. He is a ladies man like none other.”


    “Even worse than you?” she teased, hoping to calm his temper.


    “He is the worst!”


    Jasmine didn’t want to hear any more. Just with the information she’d gathered so far, she knew she needed to stay away from Antoniv. “I understand,” she told him, feeling like she wanted to burst into tears.


    “Stay away from him,” he told her.


    “Yes,” she replied. “Yes. I definitely will. Okay, I gotta go to breakfast. Give the girls a hug for me, okay?” she asked. She clicked off quickly, not wanting him to know what was going on or have him hear in her voice that she was upset about what he’d just told her. She was a big girl, she told herself. She could handle a simple crush. Especially a crush that wasn’t going to go anywhere.


    She grabbed her room key, a book and her sunglasses, determined to have a good day. She would relax, swim in the ocean, maybe learn to scuba dive if there were enough spaces in the class today. And perhaps she could…goodness, she had no idea what else she might do. Oh! There was that kayak! Yes, maybe she would take the kayak out and explore the water!


    She grabbed a plate from the buffet line and filled it up with freshly cut fruit. She was too upset to grab anything else. A cup of coffee was immediately brought to her table and she smiled gratefully at the waiter. She didn’t eat much of her fruit though, mostly pushing it around on her plate.


    “You need to eat more than that, mllaya moyna,” Antoniv said, taking the seat on the other side of the table from her.


    Jasmine looked up quickly, trying very hard not to allow her face to show anything, especially not how turned on she was instantly when he spoke in his native language. It didn’t sound harsh as she’d expected. It sounded sweet and lilting almost.


    But she couldn’t let him see that on her face. Nor did she want him to detect her wariness due to Micah’s comments, or her excitement at seeing him once again.


    Antoniv couldn’t keep his eyes off of her face. In the span of perhaps three seconds, she went from happiness to caution and a whole range of emotions in between. Everything she was thinking and feeling was revealed in her beautiful green eyes. “Why are you afraid of me today?” he asked, ignoring the waiter that arrived to pour him some coffee.


    Jasmine watched, her eyebrows going up as she waited for him to acknowledge the waiter. But when he just continued to stare back at her, she gave in. “Thank you, Emelio,” she said to the waiter when he was about to walk away.


    The waiter stopped and bowed, smiling slightly before his eyes slid back to the man sitting arrogantly across from her. A moment later, he disappeared and Jasmine was astounded by the change in the man.


    “Why is it that your whole staff is terrified of you? They all do a wonderful job but you don’t acknowledge them in any way.” Was he really this cold and mean? She hadn’t thought so yesterday. At least, not after she’d confronted him. “You were criticizing your staff yesterday as well.”


    “I pay my employees very well. I expect them to work up to my very high standards. And if they can’t, they need to move to another resort. I don’t ask anyone to work where they don’t want to.”


    She rolled her eyes. “I employ several people as well. And I pay them very well too. That doesn’t mean a kind word or acknowledgment of a job well done would kill you.”


    Antoniv thought she was overly kind and sentimental to consider the plight of a waiter, but he supposed that was what made her so enticing. Her heart was right there for anyone to see. He wasn’t relenting on his staffing policies though. “The man brought me coffee. What about that task was over and above what he is required to do?” he asked, amused by her passionate defense of his staff. She’d just about broken bones in her defense of his general manager yesterday and now she was fighting for the rights of a waiter. She was adorable! How many underdogs could she cocoon under her wing?


    “It isn’t that he went above and beyond,” she snapped, glaring at him. “It’s that he did something for you. A simple thank you is not hard to do.”


    “Yes, well, it got you to eat all that fruit. So are you ready to go?”


    She stared down at her now empty plate. She hadn’t felt hungry before he’d sat down, so where had all of her fruit gone? She stared for a long moment, not sure what this man was doing to her that she couldn’t even remember eating a meal.


    And then his other words hit her. “Wait! What do you mean? I’m not going anywhere with you.”


    He stood up and walked around to her side of the table. “Yes you are.”


    She stood as well, feeling pretty good for some strange reason. All of her cells were firing on high octane fuel at the moment. “I’m going to check out what the events are for today. What you are going to do is entirely up to you.”


    He grabbed her elbow and pulled her around the side of the building. “Okay, what’s going on?” he demanded. “Last night, you were begging me to kiss you and now you’re trying to run away from me.” His eyes took in her blush as she opened her mouth to argue with him but he wasn’t finished. “You’re a confusing woman and I like that, but I’m also determined to figure you out.”


    She knew she was being irrational but she didn’t care. The things that were zipping through her mind and body were crazy and she didn’t understand them herself. So instead of being honest, she did what she always did. She pretended that nothing was wrong.


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she replied. She would have looked over his shoulder to try and increase her casualness but he was too darn tall! Since she couldn’t peer around him, it made her even more nervous that she couldn’t appear to be nonchalant about the chaos going on inside of her mind.


    He sighed, blowing the wisps of hair that were starting to curl around her face because of the humid air. “Jasmine, last night, you were curled up in my arms, practically begging me to make love to you.”


    “I was not!” she gasped.


    His response was a silent lifting of his black eyebrow. She glared right back at him, refusing to back down. She tried to duck under his arm and move away from him but he’d anticipated that and caught her, bringing her right back against the wall of the building where he could continue to look down at her pretty, green eyes.


    Jasmine shivered at his touch, but pressed her back against the stone, trying to put as much space between them as possible. “I might have wanted to kiss you, but that’s completely different.”


    He leaned in closer. “Jasmine, don’t kid yourself. We were a heartbeat away from ripping each other’s clothes off until you freakishly started to fall asleep on me. Very strange, by the way. But I’m accepting that’s just part of your charm.”


    She didn’t open her mouth. In fact, his comment caused her lips to compress even more, not wanting to give them even the option of accepting his version of the events last night. But then something occurred to her. “Did you put me to bed?” she asked.


    Antoniv leaned even closer, his warm breath blowing against her neck. “I wouldn’t have allowed anyone else to have seen that beautiful, black lace,” he told her, his lips brushing against her ear lobe gently, almost as if accidentally. But she knew that he’d done it on purpose. If he would just put some space between their bodies, she would glare up at him too!


    “Back away,” she whispered. But his lips smiled down at her and he moved even closer.


    “Why would I do that, Jasmine?” he asked softly, his lips less than an inch from hers. “Does it bother you for me to be close to you?”


    “Yes,” she whispered, remembering how incredibly this man kissed. She wanted to shake her head, to both dismiss those memories from her mind as well as to tell him that she wasn’t bothered by him. Unfortunately, her mind was battling with her will and her will was losing. Big time!


    “Don’t pull away, Jasmine,” he coaxed. “Let things go. Let yourself go.”


    “I can’t,” she told him, but she still didn’t pull back.


    “Why not?” his mouth moved from hovering close to her lips and hesitated for a painful moment near her neck. “It could be very good between us,” he said and then his lips brushed very tenderly against the skin of her neck, causing all of the air to whoosh out of her lungs.


    “Impossible!” she told him.


    “Why is it impossible?”


    Oh no! He brought his teeth into play! She shivered and tried to bring her shoulder up against her neck but he wouldn’t let her. The sound that came out of her when his lips and teeth started working against her was shocking but she couldn’t stop herself.


    “Please Antoniv. I can’t do this.”


    “Why not?”


    “Oh so many reasons!” By now, her hands were clenching the soft linen of his shirt. She wasn’t sure if she was holding him in place to continue this torture against her neck or if she was preparing her body to push him away.


    Antoniv took the choice out of her mind. Pulling back, he looked down at her. “List all the reasons you are denying what’s between us,” he commanded.


    Goodness, now that he was not as close and bringing to mind the reasons he was a bad guy for her, her mind was flooded with doubts.


    She wasn’t sure she wanted to take him on though. She suspected he would shoot her arguments down one by one and she would be left with no defense. Jasmine didn’t like that possibility. “Don’t you have some other resort to fly off and be mean to? Some other staff to fire and belittle?”


    He took her hand and led her down the pathway towards her room. “I have all the time in the world. I’ve cleared my schedule for the next several days so that you and I can get to know each other and explore what this is all about.”


    She halted and he stopped as well. Looking up at him, she worried her lower lip. “Really? Why would you do that?”


    He turned and his long finger ran the length of her jaw. “Because you are a beautiful and confusing woman who pretends to not want to have anything to do with me, but my slightest touch sends fire into those amazing green eyes of yours.”


    She couldn’t speak for a long moment. Couldn’t even think! Darn it, he was good, she thought! Too good. “How many other women have you said that to?” Her tone told him that she thought he was full of it.


    He chuckled. “Actually, I’ve become quite used to women pursuing me. I acknowledge that your resistance is intriguing.”


    She was pretty sure she was insulted. “So you only see me as a challenge.” She would not pout, she told herself firmly and started walking back to her room. “Great. I’m just a rock you need to move. Perfect.”


    Antoniv laughed and the sound was rusty. She liked it though. A small bubble of stupidity thought that it would be really nice to make him laugh more often. But she popped that bubble quickly, not accepting that he was sad or unhappy. A man with his level of wealth could find his own kind of happiness and if he didn’t like it, well too bad.


    When his laughter died down once again, he looked down at her, his dark eyes still sparking fire. “On the contrary. I find you endlessly fascinating. Your temperament is only another layer that adds to my interest.”


    She harrumphed to that comment, not sure what to believe but she wouldn’t look up at him because then he would know that she felt slightly complimented. Only slightly though. And that man did not need any more stroking of his ego. Although, she’d definitely like to stroke…


    “So,” she changed the subject even though he wasn’t privy to her thoughts running squirrel-like around in her head, “why don’t you go find something to do today?”


    “Because I’m still waiting for you to list all the reasons why we wouldn’t work.”


    They were once again walking down the stone pathway and she sighed. “Well, first of all, I’m guessing you only want a sexual relationship and I can tell you right now that, for some reason, the women in my family have a freakish fertility. There’s simply no type of contraception that seems to keep us safe from conceiving.” She peered up at him, sure that the warning about a probable pregnancy alone would send the man packing.


    “What are the other reasons?”


    She stopped and looked up at him. “Isn’t that enough? I mean, we’re talking babies and diapers, bottles and sleepless nights. And normally, in my family, it isn’t just one kid. My mother is a twin and my sister had a set of twins almost five years ago. My other sister is pregnant with twins and I’m one of a set of triplets. Shouldn’t you be saying ‘dasvidaniya’ about now?”


    He watched her, enjoying the way her eyes lit up. All the time, no matter what she was talking about, she was so animated. Even telling him that he was going to be a father soon, though they hadn’t yet consummated their relationship, she was practically vibrating with energy. “I would take care of you and any children that were conceived of this relationship.” He said that with absolute finality. “What are the other reasons you are hesitant.”


    She sighed and kept on walking, only mildly irritated that he wouldn’t release her hand so she could get on with her vacation “alone”. Even though she’d decided that she hated “alone”. No no no, she told herself. She just didn’t know how to handle “alone”.


    “A very big reason is the fact that a friend of mine warned me that you were trouble. That you are a womanizer of the worst sort.” She kept moving forward, remembering Micah’s absolute warning that she should steer clear of this intriguing man. “There’s also the fact that I just got out of an engagement. I don’t think entering into a new relationship is the smartest move. Not with my track record.”


    “Who is this friend who warned you against me?” he asked, referring to the first part of her statement, obviously dismissing her recent engagement as non-important.


    She didn’t want to betray Micah, not sure how often the two powerful men interacted within the business community. But Micah wasn’t a man who would issue a warning lightly. If he thought Antoniv was bad news, she needed to take that seriously.


    So instead of giving Micah’s name to Antoniv, she focused on the other issue. The one that should be more pertinent in his mind. Well, hers too. “Didn’t you hear me? I was engaged! This is supposed to be my honeymoon. I came here with all new clothes, ready to start a new life with the man I thought I would marry.”


    He noticed she didn’t say anything about love, and he liked that omission. “And you’re not overly upset about this, so I can only assume that you didn’t love the man.”


    Jasmine had already come to that conclusion, but that didn’t mean she wanted the fact stated so succinctly. And definitely not by a man she barely knew. Or more specifically, by a man who barely knew her. She didn’t like to think she was that shallow or that others could see that shallowness.


    “So your last issue?” he prompted.


    Jasmine looked down at the stone pathway, then squinted up at him. “Isn’t that enough?”


    “It would be if that were the only three reasons.”


    She sighed. “How can you know that there is more?”


    “There is, isn’t there?”


    Turning once more, she almost stomped down the pathway. “I don’t want to be like my sisters any longer.”


    He was right behind her. “Isn’t that a bit hard? I thought you were identical triplets?”


    She shook her head. “No. We’re fraternal, but not many people can see the difference. They are small, but we know what they are.”


    “So you have a challenge in trying to be different,” he commented, looking at her with a strange light in his eyes. “Not unachievable, but probably more of a challenge than you anticipate since you work with your sisters every day.”


    She pulled her room key out of her pocket. “Yes, well, thank you for sitting with me at breakfast. But I’m going to be on my…”


    Jasmine couldn’t finish that thought since he reached up at that point and touched her ear. The touch was so unexpected which meant she wasn’t bracing herself for his touch. The wave of need that slammed through her left her stunned, her mouth hanging open and her eyes closing while she reveled in the pleasure of his simple caress.


    “We’re spending the day together, Jasmine,” he told her.


    Her eyes popped open and she looked up at him. “No. We can’t.”


    He pulled his hand back as he said, “The way I understand things, you have four reasons we can’t be together. Someone told you that I’m a bad person. You want to be different from your sisters and I’m too similar to your sisters’ husbands. You’re worried that our sexual relationship will result in a pregnancy and you’re coming out of a broken relationship and think you need to heal.”


    She bristled at the order in which he’d listed those obstacles but she wasn’t exactly sure which one to correct first. She was a bit thrown by all of them, but especially the one about a sexual relationship. It sounded like it was a foregone conclusion but it wasn’t! She would not, under any circumstances, fall into bed with him. She would end up pregnant just by watching the man undress! He was definitely too virile and too sexual for her to handle!


    Which she should list as an obstacle, but she suspected he would simply take that as a challenge as well so she kept her mouth shut. “Among other problems,” she replied, leaving off the challenging part. “So I hope you have a safe trip to your next destination,” she said and slipped the room key into the lock and stepped into her room.


    When she closed the door, she breathed in a deep breath to try and steady herself. And she was enormously relieved that he was respecting her issues and not trying to change her mind. That man was a bit too much for her peace of mind, she told herself as she lifted the sheet of paper outlining the events for the day.


    She decided on a snorkeling trip. Glancing at her watch, she realized she had just enough time to change into a bathing suit, gather her stuff and head down to the dock where the boat was supposed to pick up guests wanting to snorkel. She thought it was an excellent plan and would also get her away from Antoniv for the day. She smiled, thinking he wouldn’t even know she’d left the resort! She’d be safe.


    It occurred to her that she shouldn’t feel threatened by Antoniv. And on a physical level, she didn’t fear him at all. It was the sexual tension that terrified her. And all of the reasons she shouldn’t be near him. All of the reasons she needed to avoid him like the plague.


    She simply couldn’t come back from her non-honeymoon pregnant and heartbroken!


    That thought stopped her in her tracks. She would be heartbroken after a week with Antoniv but she wasn’t heartbroken over her breakup with Greg?


    No! She was heartbroken, she told herself, grabbing her beach bag and a beach towel. She tossed in sunscreen, a water bottle, her book, hat and sunglasses. She was ready! She was heartbroken over Greg; she was just ignoring the heartbreak because she had other things on her mind. No, she hadn’t been madly in love with him but…she should still be upset!


    Jasmine tossed her bag over her shoulder, slipped her sunglasses on and walked out of the hotel room. She was going to do something independent even if it killed her. Did she know how to snorkel? Nope! Was she going to learn today? Absolutely! Did she care about the known and unknown creatures with teeth swimming under the water? Not sure, but she was going to find out!


    She followed the signs down to the docks, amazed at how large the resort really was. There were more buildings than she could count! Where were all these people during the day? They certainly weren’t at the beach which is where she’d spent most of her time so far.


    When she finally found the dock, she groaned. The line was long and the boat didn’t look all that big. When she peered around the group, she sighed with relief when a second boat, similar to the first, started tying up at the end of the pier. Of course, there was a larger boat on the other side. This one was significantly more impressive. The other two boats looked like bare bones, fiberglass shells with lots of uncomfortable seating along the edges. The one on the other side resembled what Jasmine could only describe as a very large, very luxurious yacht. It was beautiful with shining chrome and flags with comfortable sitting spaces, even dining areas. Someone was going to have a fun day, she thought with a small twinge of jealousy.


    She turned away, smiling at the couple that got in line behind her but her eyes were actually looking out for the one man she didn’t want to run into. She wanted to be well on her way out to sea before Antoniv realized that she wasn’t staying on the resort today. As the line moved forward, she bit her lower lip, wanting to be gone a bit more expeditiously than this line was moving. She shivered, thinking that Antoniv might be looking for her by now. She couldn’t imagine…


    She stopped thinking when a strong hand wrapped around her upper arm and pulled her out of the line. “This way,” Antoniv said and tugged Jasmine towards the elegant ship and away from the safety of the snorkeling crowd.


    “What are you doing?” she demanded, looking back frantically towards the line. Her place was quickly eliminated as the couple that had been behind her stepped forward. “I’m not going with you, Antoniv,” she snapped. But he didn’t listen to her. He simply nudged her onto the yacht and, moments after her feet touched the boat deck, the ropes holding the ship in place were untied and the boat was moving away.


    Jasmine stared at the people who were getting smaller and smaller as the boat powered through the water. “Why did you do that?” she demanded, turning to face the man she’d been trying to avoid.


    “Because you were not getting on that boat,” he told her as if that were the most obvious answer in the world.


    She huffed a bit, glancing back longingly at the others. “But…” she couldn’t utter the words that were on the tip of her tongue.


    Antoniv took her hand and pulled her away from the railing. “But you were hoping to avoid me all day today?” he asked as he led her deeper onto the ship.


    She looked into his eyes and recognized that he knew exactly what she had been doing. Or attempting to do. “Yes.”


    He chuckled, but admitted he was impressed with her honesty. “You think it is going to work?”


    She sat down primly on one of the extremely comfortable deck chairs. “I was going to give it a good try.”


    He sat down next to her, handing her a glass of something cold and frothy that a waiter brought out to them. “I can guarantee that there’s no way you can do that. Nor do you want to. Or even need to do.”


    She looked at his chest and shoulders, both body parts that she needed to remember were off limits. “Yes I do. And there has to be a way.” She shook her head. Taking a sip of the almost purple drink, she was surprised. “Goodness, this is amazing. What is it?” she asked. Looking at his drink, it wasn’t nearly as purple. “And what are you drinking? It isn’t the same.”


    He looked at her purple drink with a blank face. “I believe yours is something like lavender lemonade.”


    Instantly, Jasmine started laughing. She loved his expression which was politely blank. “This one is too girly for you?” she teased.


    He leaned back and slid his sunglasses over his eyes. “I don’t like lavender,” he told her with a bland tone of voice. “Or lemonade.”


    That only made her laugh harder. “Okay, so I was right on target.” She leaned back in her chair and sipped her drink, enjoying it despite his disdain. “Why are you kidnapping me?”


    He chuckled. “I’m not kidnapping you, my dear. You wanted to go snorkeling, I’m taking you snorkeling. It isn’t hard to figure out.”


    Jasmine looked around at the boat, realizing she could no longer see the shoreline. “You might know what’s going on inside that complicated head of yours, but I’ve news for ya, Mr. Petrov. No one else can figure you out.”


    “And you want to.” It wasn’t a question, she realized.


    “No. I don’t think it would be in my best interests to understand what goes on inside your mind.”


    He laughed. “Good point.” And he laughed even harder when her cheeks turned slightly pink. “And yes, there are many things going on inside my mind and I’m glad you can’t figure them out. But to be transparent, at least for the moment, I’m taking you snorkeling. We’ll go to a spot where the crowds can’t fit and you’ll be able to see more of the underwater world.”


    She wrinkled her nose. “Is it worth it?” she asked, not sure that the underwater world was all that interesting.


    “Trying to get away from me? No. Definitely not a good idea. You’re not going to understand this yet, but trying to avoid the chemistry between us would be a horrible mistake.” he told her, and the look in his eyes promised her adventures that caused her whole body to shiver with excitement and unseemly anticipation. “But in response to your question, yes. It is interesting down below the surface.”


    Despite his previous words, Jasmine started to relax, thinking that this might be an okay day after all. She wouldn’t have to sit on a hard bench and surely the snorkeling would keep them occupied. “Okay. So where is this place?” she asked, leaning back and trying to relax even more. It was hard when a man like Antoniv was around. He wasn’t a very relaxing personality. Or perhaps it was all the electricity that sparked around him that she found so electrifying.


    “Actually, there’s a perfect spot to snorkel right around the corner. And if you’d like to scuba dive, which will allow you to go a bit deeper, we could head out into the ocean and dive around one of the reefs. The choice is yours.”


    Jasmine didn’t want to admit it, but the idea of scuba diving was very intriguing. It was sort of like skiing. She’d always thought of people who could ski or dive as very athletic. She might love to go on long runs, but she’d never thought of herself as athletic. Strong, yes. Athletic, not so much. How could a sweets chef be considered athletic? Dealing with sugar and decadent chocolate desserts all day versus doing something active was counterintuitive.


    The confident look in his eyes taunted her and she couldn’t stop the need to poke the bear a bit more. “How about going back to the other ship and letting me snorkel with the other guests?” she suggested, choosing a safe option.


    “That’s not what you want,” he told her.


    She had no idea that her eyes had flared with the enthralling challenge. But Antoniv saw it and he was so turned on by this woman. “How do you know what I want?” she demanded.


    In response, he stood up and, for a moment, Jasmine thought he was going to walk away. Silly her! He took her hand and pulled her up out of her chair. With gentle hands, he took her drink away from her clinging fingers and set it carefully on the table beside her. A moment later, she was sitting in his lap and he was kissing her. His hands were moving along her exposed skin and she was gasping with all of the crazy emotions that were zinging along her body. She wanted to pull back, to run away from this. But instead, she moved closer, her mouth opening for his while he made love to her mouth. His tongue explored, his teeth nibbled and his hands…well, his hands were roaming over her body, smoothing along her back underneath her flowered shirt, then shifting along her back and ending down on her bottom where they rested for several, heart-stopping moments.


    When she felt his fingers teasing along her inner thigh, she gasped and reared backwards. Grabbing his hand, she stopped him but Antoniv was having none of that. He lifted her up and had her legs straddling his hips, giving him much better access to her body.


    Jasmine tried to grab his wrists but her strength was weakened by desire. And when his fingertips touched her, right there at the edge of her bathing suit, she thought she might have died and gone to heaven. That was even before those magical fingers delved down underneath the elastic. She practically melted in his arms when his fingers found her secret core, the place that no man had ever touched.


    “Don’t!” she gasped, grabbing his wrist with more force this time.


    Antoniv stopped, but he didn’t move his fingers away from his goal. Looking down at her, he could see the blush on her cheeks as well as the heat in her eyes. He took her sunglasses off, laying both his and hers on the table beside him. “I’m not going to stop,” he told her. “Move your hand.”


    She shook her head and his fingers shifted slightly. Jasmine gasped again, but since he flicked that special place, she was weak and in trouble. Her grip on his wrist went slack and she just about convulsed around his fingers right then and there. But he wasn’t finished. Not by a long shot!


    When his fingers moved deeper, she just about went up in flames. “I can’t do this,” she sobbed, her forehead falling forward so that her head was resting against one of his massive shoulders.


    He kissed her neck and nipped at her ear. “You don’t have to do anything other than just sit here and enjoy this,” he told her, his voice husky and deep.


    She shivered just at those words and the tone of his voice. “You’re doing things that aren’t right.”


    “I’m doing them exactly right,” he argued. And when his fingers moved again, she agreed with him, her body sitting up, almost rigid as she waited for his fingers to move once more. When they did, she shivered and moved even more so that he had better access. Good grief, she thought. How could he touch her like this? How could he manipulate her body so completely?


    She didn’t have time to answer that question because his fingers moved, shifting against her body, and she splintered apart – her head thrown back as she moved against his fingers convulsively. It was the most beautiful thing she’d ever experienced!


    When she could breathe again, she shifted on his lap, moving back and was grateful when he allowed her to sit back down in the chair opposite him. She looked over at the glass of lavender lemonade, but she couldn’t risk picking up the delicate glass because her hand, well, her whole body, was still trembling after that experience.


    “So no, we’re not going to avoid each other,” he told her.


    He lifted his own glass to his mouth and took a long swallow. Jasmine hoped she was glaring at him, but she suspected it wasn’t quite as ferocious as she was shooting for because he only laughed at her.


    “As for your other issues, tell me who said I’m a bad person.”


    Jasmine was grateful for a change in subject. She wasn’t sure she could speak but she cleared her throat, making a slight effort towards conversation.


    “Um…well, it doesn’t matter. I trust the source completely.”


    He nodded his head. “Well, that’s good to know. At least you didn’t do a search of me on the internet and come to that conclusion.”


    She tilted her head slightly. “Why? Are there horrible rumors about you there? I did do a search on you and found out a lot.”


    “If you only read through the first few articles, they’re mostly rubbish. I haven’t dated half the women the gossip columns claim.”


    She crossed her arms over her chest. “So how do all of those pictures get onto the internet?” she demanded. “Just by accident?”


    He chuckled at her innocence. The world wasn’t a fair place, he knew that from experience. “No. I attend several social functions every week. People want to be photographed with me. Especially women. It gets their names into the papers and gives them more panache,” he explained with a dismissive shrug.


    She grimaced, not having thought about that. “So the women in all of those pictures, they’re just acquaintances that you’ve met at charity functions.” It sounded invasive and a bit mercenary of the women to manipulate the press like that.


    He winked at her. “Not all of them. I’m not a monk.” He chuckled at her second blush because he knew that she’d enjoyed his un-monk-like ministrations a few minutes ago.


    “Yes. Well.” She looked around, hoping that something would distract him. Where was a waiter when you needed one? Or a cell phone? Goodness, she’d love a text message or a phone call right about now.


    Pressing her knees together, she looked out to sea and noticed that they were coming closer to shore. “Where are we?” she asked.


    Antoniv tore his eyes away from the lovely, blushing beauty and looked out at the horizon. “We’re almost there. Come on. I’ll get you some gear.”


    Jasmine followed him to the rear of the ship. She suspected that it was called something else, like aft or bow or whatever, but she had no idea which one it was. They moved down some stairs and then towards the back of the boat. The whole time, Jasmine had a hard time keeping her eyes from roaming across the broad expanse of his back or his butt which she could now see because he was wearing a bathing suit and a loose tee-shirt.


    “Here,” he said, handing her a pair of flippers. “See if these fit your feet.”


    She sat down on one of the chairs and slipped the first one onto her foot and looked at it. “Feels fine to me,” she told him. A second later, he was handing her a mask. “Can you fit all of your hair behind you while wearing this?” he asked her. “You can’t let any hair in between your skin and your mask. Otherwise, it will break the seal on the mask and water will seep in.”


    “Wouldn’t want that, would we?” she replied, looking at the mask as if it were some sort of odd contraption instead of something she used to use in the pool as a kid. Of course, this one was of much better quality. She pushed it on over her face and looked up at him, not sure how to tell if it fit properly or not.


    When Antoniv looked down at her, he threw his head back, laughing at her adorable face. Most of it was covered with the mask, but because of the pressure of the silicone against her upper lip, her mouth was pouting towards him. He suspected she had no idea how charming she looked at the moment. A fact which was revealed when she pulled the mask off and glared up at him.


    “I don’t know what’s so funny,” she grumbled.


    “I know,” he replied. “That mask will work. We’ll go snorkeling in the morning, come back to the ship for lunch and, if you want more, we’ll go scuba diving this afternoon.”


    She dangled the mask down by her side while he looked for something else inside that huge box of gear. “I thought a person had to be certified to go scuba diving and take lots of classes and do all sorts of tests.”


    “That’s necessary to become a diver or a dive master. You also need a certain number of hours diving and instruction, depending on what level you want to become certified. But I can take you out and show you what to do.”


    “Of course you can,” she grumbled. “Because you have all the requirements.”


    He chuckled. “Yes, moy sladkiy,” he mumbled a moment before he kissed her gently. She was so surprised – both by the kiss and the words – she didn’t remember to pull away.


    “What language is that?” she asked.


    “Russian,” he told her.


    “I was wondering where your accent came from,” she commented softly. She couldn’t ignore how thrilling it was to hear him in his native tongue. It was sexy! “Why haven’t you ever spoken to me in Russian before now?”


    He shrugged and gave her a snorkel. “Perhaps because it hadn’t occurred to me. Ya mog by rasskazat' vam, kak ya khotel by zanyat'sya s toboy lyubov'yu, but you might become offended.” He’d said, “I could tell you how much I want to make love to you…” but kept the translation to himself.


    She pulled back, eyeing him warily. “I’m pretty sure I don’t want to know what you just said. Especially if you think I’ll be offended.”


    Another chuckle sent shivers straight down to her belly, deep down low. A part of her wanted to hear his voice in his own language again. But the smarter part of her, probably her brain but she wasn’t quite sure that her brain was working properly lately, told her that hearing more of him speaking Russian would get her into serious trouble.


    “Okay, so how does this work?” she asked.


    He raised an eyebrow, knowing exactly what she was doing but he didn’t call her a coward. “Put the mask on, make sure there’s no break in the seal. You can make sure that it fits properly by breathing in through your nose. If it is set properly, you won’t be able to breathe in.” He watched her do that, then nodded. “I’ll attach this and you’ll breathe through your mouth only. It isn’t hard since that’s the only way you can do it. But if you panic, just slow down and follow the bubbles.”


    “Bubbles?” she asked, thinking he was a bit nuts from the sun. “That’s your advice if I panic? Follow the bubbles?”


    He smiled at her outraged expression. “Bubbles will always go to the surface. The biggest problem with most dives or snorkeling is becoming disoriented. If you follow the bubbles, they’ll guide you to the surface.”


    That made more sense than she was willing to admit to him. So instead of smiling up at his ingenious advice, she simply nodded.


    “Okay, what’s next?”


    He turned her towards the water. “Can you swim?” he asked.


    She nodded. “Yes. I love swimming.”


    “Are you a very good swimmer?”


    She tilted her head slightly. “Are you one of those paranoid men?” she asked, thinking about how overly protective her brothers-in-law were towards her sisters.


    Antoniv tossed the mask and snorkel onto the top of a chair and eliminated the distance between their bodies. “I think I might be,” he grumbled before taking her head between his hands and kissing her. His mouth moved over her lips, nibbling and kissing until she sagged against him. Only then would he lift his head and look down at her. “What are you going to do about it if I am?” he asked.


    She sighed, her head leaning against his chest while she tried to catch her breath. “I think I’m going to try and avoid you.”


    He laughed while his hands ran down her back. “And how is that plan working out for you so far?” he asked.


    Her lips compressed with his knowing laughter.


    “You’re an obnoxious man, Antoniv.”


    “Until I speak in Russian, right? And then you like me.”


    Her cheeks turned pink and she turned away, hoping he wouldn’t see the skin change in the bright sunshine. “I need sunscreen,” she told him, trying to change the subject.


    “I have some here,” he told her. “Turn around.”


    She stood in front of him, not turning at all. She didn’t want his hands on her back. No way! “I can apply sunscreen myself,” she told him and reached out to take it from his hands.


    “Turn around and take off your shirt,” he repeated.


    “No, Antoniv. I’ll do it.” She actually put her elbows down around her waist so that he couldn’t lift her shirt off of her. She didn’t put anything past this man. And with the way he was looking down at her now, she was right to be wary. “Antoniv, back away,” she warned, backing up herself.


    “You have fair skin. You need sunscreen on your back.”


    “I can do it myself.”


    He shook his head. “The sun is very strong here in the Caribbean and it is even worse when you are snorkeling. The sun’s rays are reflected off of the water, intensifying the effects. You’re going to need sunscreen all over your back.” He eyed her shirt. “Unless you’d like to swim with your shirt on. That would eliminate some of the impact.”


    She shivered, and she knew that he was correct. She’d been very careful to put sunscreen on herself yesterday for just this reason. But she’d been reading or sleeping on her back the whole time so her back hadn’t gotten any sun at all yet. “I can still do it by myself.”


    “What are you afraid of?” he asked, moving even closer. “You can’t seriously tell me this morning all the reasons why we shouldn’t be together, and then tell me now that you can’t even handle the touch of my hands on your back. There’s a disconnect between those two things. Especially after the way you fell apart in my arms a few minutes ago.”


    Jasmine bit her lower lip, trying to figure out a way to explain both issues and ignore his comment about her falling apart. She shivered, just thinking about the way he’d touched her, the way her body had moved against him. She shook her head, trying to clear her mind. “You’re right,” she replied finally. “But my back is just a place that…” she bit her lip for a moment, her eyes turning wary. “Antoniv, let me put the sunscreen on myself. Please.”


    He watched her for a long moment before he finally handed the sunscreen to her. But when she looked up at him, she noticed that he wasn’t deterred. He was thinking something and she knew she wasn’t going to like it. Not one little bit!


    One step at a time, she told herself. She could do this but she couldn’t anticipate his moves. She’d just have to counter each of his overtures as they came or she’d drive herself insane with need.


    It didn’t take long at all to discover what he planned. She’d just taken off her shirt when she turned around to face him. He was sitting on the chair, fully prepared to watch her. She was shocked for a long moment, but she took a deep breath, thinking that he was several feet away. What harm could he do from over there?


    She should have known better.


    She carefully placed her tee-shirt on the back of another chair and squirted the sunscreen onto her hands. Her plan was to apply protection to her arms and chest, then her legs and eventually her back. But she hesitated when he simply watched her. Waiting for her to rub the sunscreen all over her body.


    Trying to pretend like she wasn’t affected, she applied the lotion to her arms, turned her back on him to apply the sunscreen on her chest and stomach but the whole time, she was painfully aware of him watching her, of the way his eyes were probably taking in her butt and her legs. “Don’t you need to get ready yourself?” she snapped over her shoulder.


    “I’m fine at the moment,” he told her.


    She ignored him as much as she could while twisting her body around, trying to slather her back. She really was worried about getting sunburned but she was more worried about the burn from his hands once they touched her skin.


    “You missed a spot,” he told her.


    She ignored him and shook her head. “I’m fine.”


    He chuckled and she realized that she was growing to hate that sound now.


    As she turned around, worried about facing him fully in her bathing suit, a bathing suit she’d bought in anticipation of being alone with her new husband, and how revealing it was. But she only had three bathing suits for this trip and this one was the most conservative, which wasn’t saying much.


    And all of that was blown out of her mind when Antoniv stood up. His arms flexed those incredible muscles while he pulled the shirt over his head. Jasmine couldn’t tear her eyes away from him, from the amazing ripples that were flexing as he tossed the shirt to the side. Oh, and then he started playing dirty! Taking the sunscreen, he applied it all over his chest, his fingers running over the skin. He was very brisk about it, efficient but thorough and her fingers itched to do that for him, to rub that lotion into his already tanned skin.


    He really knew how to cheat, she thought. Jasmine snapped her mouth shut and reached up to push her sunglasses higher on her nose. But her sunglasses weren’t there! Good grief, she’d been staring at him the whole time and he knew exactly where her eyes had been! Oh no! The horror of her predicament hit her full force and she wanted to sink into a puddle of embarrassment right then and there.


    “Can you do my back?” he asked, startling her. She’d been staring at him, her mouth hanging open slightly but his request made her jerk out of her hypnotic state.


    She took the bottle of sunscreen, then stared at his broad back. When she didn’t move, he turned his head to look down at her. “Jasmine?” he prompted.


    Since there was no way he could reach his back, his request was a fair one. But that didn’t mean she wanted to help him. This was survival! Touching him would mean…well, touching him!


    His voice was huskier this time. “Jasmine?” he said again, his eyes touching on hers. And she knew there was no way to get out of this.


    Nor did she really want to.


    Taking a deep breath, she poured some sunscreen onto her hand and reached up. Her hand was shaking as she moved the lotion in small circles around his back. The more she touched, the more fascinated she became with his skin. It was warm and tanned and there was very little hair on his back. Her fingers moved everywhere, thinking that she didn’t want to miss a spot. She was fascinated, entranced, as she watched the muscles flex wherever her hand moved.


    After several minutes of that amazing torture, Jasmine took a deep breath and stepped back, closing the sunscreen and tossing it onto one of the chairs. “Ready?” he asked, turning back to her. She noticed that his teeth were clenched and his hands were fists on the back of the chair.


    “Um…yes.” She reached for her sunglasses which were on the table beside her, pushing them onto her nose. She plunked her hat down as well, but then realized that they were about to go into the water and wearing a hat and sunglasses made absolutely no sense.


    She sighed and put them back on the table, then moved over to the fins and mask he’d laid out for her. “Okay, let’s do this,” she mumbled, more to herself than to him. “Any tips before I get into the water?” she asked.


    “Just stay with me and I’ll show you the places I’ve seen the most fish. If you start to get nervous or too tired, let me know by shaking your hands. We’ll be on the surface most of the time so it will be easy to get back here.”


    With that, he tossed a flag into the water and she blinked. “What’s that for?” she asked.


    He glanced at the flag while he took her mask out of her hands. “It’s used for diving mainly, but I keep it out when snorkeling, just to be on the safe side. It’s a signal to other boaters that divers are in the water.”


    She nodded, thinking that safety was a good idea. They were closer to the shore than before, but the shore was still a long way away. “Are you sure there are fish out here?” she asked, peering over the side nervously. “And no sharks?”


    He laughed softly. “Trust me,” he told her and pushed all of her hair back from her face. His hands were soft and confident, but they lingered along her skin, making her feel…precious. And safe and secure even while she realized the danger of being this close to him. She couldn’t move away though. It was too much for her to think and be close to him.


    “I think this is going to be really good,” he said. Jasmine wasn’t completely sure if he was talking about the snorkeling, or if he was thinking about something completely different. She looked up into his eyes and saw a silent message passed from him to her but she wasn’t sure how to translate it.


    “Let’s go,” he said and pushed her mask down over her eyes, settling it over her nose but above her mouth. “How does that feel?” he asked.


    “Fine,” she said, but she wasn’t sure what it was supposed to feel like so she couldn’t say if it was right or wrong.


    “Good. He placed his equipment on the end of the ship’s platform, then jumped into the water. “Sit down here and I’ll put your flippers on for you.”


    She followed his instructions but looked down at his stuff. “What are you going to do?”


    “I can put my gear on in the water,” he told her and took her first flipper, sliding it easily onto her foot. It was much easier to put them on in the water than on the deck. The water flowed around the rubber material, easing the way against the skin of her feet. He then attached her snorkel to the strap of her mask and she stuck the mouth piece in between her teeth. “You’re all set,” he said then lifted her up by her waist and slowly lowered her into the water.


    Instantly, Jasmine was transported to a whole new world. She would have thought the underwater world was bluer and, to a point, it was. But the colors under the surface were brilliant! They made her want to scream out at the amazing sights she could now see. She’d seen pictures of the coral and fish in the ocean, but none of those pictures could compare to the real thing. She loved it! It was like she was in a different universe where nothing familiar made sense any longer.


    She felt Antoniv’s hand on her arm and she turned around, spotted him right beside her. He took her hand and showed her how to move her legs so that she could move quickly, but not tire out her muscles. It was wonderful! She knew that he was moving slower than he normally would because his legs were stronger and longer, but he pointed out all of the fascinating things to see and observe, things that she would have missed if he hadn’t been there with her.


    She had no idea how long they swam. It might have been an hour, or it could have been several hours. She was so lost in the beauty of the water world that she completely lost track of time. She was almost irritated when Antoniv pulled her hand, tugging her back towards the ship.


    He lifted her up and sat her down on the platform again and Jasmine flipped her mask and snorkel off of her face. “Oh Antoniv! That was spectacular!” she gushed. “I can’t believe how amazing it is down there!”


    He smiled as he took her fins off, placing them right next to her on the platform. “Grab some water. You’re more dehydrated than you think.”


    She stood up and grabbed the pitcher of water that hadn’t been there when they’d left, pouring two glasses and was about to hand one to him but she stopped. She watched in amazement as he lifted himself onto the platform, more than slightly impressed by all the muscles in his arms, back and stomach. She would have offered the glass of water to him. If her mind had started working. But as he walked towards her, grabbing a towel and drying off that chest, the best she could do was stand there, watching in awe. And jealousy. She wanted to touch that chest! She wanted to dry him off!


    “Thank you,” he said and bent down to kiss her lips briefly before lifting the glass to his mouth. She then watched his Adam’s apple bob up and down as he drank the entire glass of water. He was gorgeous, she thought. Like a Greek statue but warm and mobile.


    “Are you okay?” he asked, and she noticed that his voice had taken on that husky quality again.


    She jerked upright, pulling her mind out of the gutter. “Yes!” she smiled brightly, stepping around him and heading up the stairs. “Yes. I’m fine. Absolutely fine.”


    Antoniv watched as she ascended the stairs, hoping that his body’s reaction to her soft, incredible curves wasn’t too obvious.


    Antoniv followed her up the stairs and found her staring at the table. It was set up for two with elaborate place settings. “What’s wrong?”


    “What is all of this?” she asked, waving her hand over the table. Jasmine had been around wealthy people ever since she started cooking professionally. But even this seemed to be out of her understanding of wealth. Jayden and Janine had told her stories about their husbands and the way they lived, but she’d never really been a part of that world. This was what she’d always pictured them to be living like.


    “This is lunch,” he explained, holding out one of the chairs for her.


    “This is a bit over the top,” she told him. “What’s wrong with sandwiches and some fruit?”


    Sitting down in front of her, he took the starched linen napkin from his plate and spread it over his lap. “I’m not a big fan of sandwiches,” he told her and the look in his eyes showed his obvious dislike even if his words hadn’t given her the right reaction.


    “You haven’t tried my sister’s sandwiches! She can put together the best picnic basket with the most heavenly sandwiches. She even makes her own potato chips with this special seasoning on them.” She pressed her lips together just at the thought. “Goodness, they are amazing.”


    “I look forward to trying them. I will sample her sandwiches with an open mind.”


    Jasmine’s swallowed painfully at that statement. It told her loud and clear that he thought, no, he knew, that he would still be around after this week.


    “I don’t…” she started to say but she was interrupted by the waiter bringing out their lunch. The plates were filled with a grilled fish and a fresh salsa that made her mouth water. “Goodness, I had no idea how hungry I was,” she told him and dug into her meal. She didn’t want to get into an argument about what was or wasn’t going to happen between the two of them anyway.


    The engines started up and she looked around. “Where are we going now?” she asked.


    “There’s another spot further down the coast. If you’d like to learn to scuba dive, then I’ll show you.”


    She eyed him carefully. “Would you really do that for me?” she asked.


    “Absolutely,” he confirmed.


    She smiled brightly and nodded. “That would be exciting,” she finally agreed.


    They finished their meal, discussing the various things they’d seen below the surface and Jasmine asked him questions about his previous diving experience. Apparently, he’d been all over the world scuba diving, including the Great Barrier Reef off the coast of Australia.


    When he pulled out the scuba equipment, she was amazed at how knowledgeable he really was. The weight belt was almost painful, until he lowered her into the water. At that point, it was easy to float. He’d already explained the basics about the air vest and breathing. When he put his own gear on and fell backwards into the water, she held onto the side of the platform, impressed with how easily he could move in the cumbersome equipment.


    “We’ll only go down about thirty or forty feet. And I’ll keep an eye on your regulator.” He explained how to read the dial to ensure that she had plenty of oxygen and then they were off. She held his hand while the two of them sunk down into the water. His touch was so nice and confident that she almost forgot to breathe. But he knew exactly what was going on and held her hand, squeezing her fingers when she started to panic as her lungs began to burn from a lack of oxygen. But after that moment, she was good. Perfect even! She loved this world and it was easier to dive, even with the little knowledge that she had, than to snorkel. The surface of the water with the waves and ripples had sometimes splashed into her snorkel but with diving, that wasn’t a problem. Despite the equipment that was heavy out of the water, it was actually easier to move around in the water while diving.


    She kept an eye on her oxygen levels while following behind or beside Antoniv. He was a wonderful instructor and used hand signals to tell her how to move, going up or down, side to side and he knew all the little hidden places that the fish and sea creatures hid inside.


    When he finally called a halt to their excursion, she was exhausted, but still thrilled by all that they’d been able to see. She loved it and couldn’t wait to go down again, see and explore more. She couldn’t believe that she’d missed this all of her life! Goodness, if everyone knew how wonderful this was, the whole world would be diving!


    When they surfaced, she was so excited that she threw her arms around Antoniv’s neck. “That was amazing!” she exclaimed.


    When she realized what she’d just done, she tried to pull back but Antoniv’s arm wrapped around her waist. “I agree,” he told her, pulling her closer to his body. He kissed her and she couldn’t help but kiss him back. There was just something about a fun, exciting day and his kiss. They almost went together.


    When he pulled back, her eyes were wide with everything she was feeling. “Let’s get you out of this tank. If you’ll stay here, I’ll get it off of you so you won’t have to lift it out of the water.”


    She did as he said, but mostly because she was so surprised by how she’d thrown herself into his arms. Literally, jumped into them! Way to send mixed signals!


    When he was on the platform, he reached down and lifted her tank off of her shoulders, then grabbed her weight belt. A second later, he lifted her directly out of the water, placing her gently on her feet right in front of him.


    “You are beautiful,” he told her. “And thank you for sharing that experience with me.”


    Jasmine was shy all of a sudden. The water was streaming down their bodies and the ship bobbed gently on the waves, but the rest of the world didn’t exist except for the two of them. The sun was starting to dip down low on the horizon and a gentle breeze blew across the water. She could feel the heat of his skin, the confident hold of his hands as he held her in place.


    She looked at his lips, wondering how bad it would be if she kissed him once more. Just one more time, to seal this day and affirm how wonderful it all was.


    “Are you hungry?” he asked, his fingers tightening on her waist.


    “Hungry,” she whispered, her hands fluttering on his biceps.


    He breathed deeply, his hands flexing on her waist. “Jasmine, if you don’t stop looking at me like that, I’m going to take you down to my cabin and show you what you’re asking for.”


    She thought about that for a moment.


    “Is that what you want?” he asked, his hand moving higher, cupping her jaw. “Do you want me to make love to you Jasmine?”


    She inhaled, the air filled with his scent and the salt water. “Um…no,” she said, but her mind secretly said yes! She wanted him to lift her into his arms and make love to her until she couldn’t deny this crazy connection their bodies kept trying to make with each other. She wanted to explore his body, to let her fingers glide over his muscles and find out all that there was to know about this man.


    “Talk to me, Jasmine. Your eyes are telling me one thing but your lips are saying something completely different.”


    She knew she was giving him mixed signals but so was her body!


    Closing her eyes and lifting her hands, she stepped backwards, forcing her feet to put space between the two of them.


    “You’re right. I’m sorry,” she told him and looked down at her hands.


    He rubbed a hand over his face. “Why don’t you go up and shower? You brought a change of clothes, right?” he asked.


    “Yes,” she confirmed. But a big part of her didn’t want to leave him. She wanted to stand here in the deepening shadows and learn more about Antoniv.


    They stood there looking at each other for a long moment before he finally said, “Jasmine, you’re doing it again.”


    She jerked backwards and shook her head. “Right. Sorry,” she said and turned around. She grabbed her bag and started up the stairs to the next level.


    He rubbed his hand over his face again, the frustration and need for this woman intense. “Use my shower. My cabin is at the end of the hallway right inside that deck. Just keep going until you run into the door.”


    She followed his instructions and opened the door, stepping into the most amazing cabin she could have imagined. The carpets were thick and the bed was enormous! She blushed at the image of Antoniv in that bed, her mind whirling with all the details of that thought.


    Forcing her feet to turn away from the bed, she surveyed the rest of the room: large windows, bigger than she would have thought possible in a bedroom cabin, dressers and lots of drawers. She supposed those drawers held his clothes, and she was fascinated by what might be inside. But she turned off her curiosity and opened what she hoped was the bathroom. Sure enough, a luxurious bathroom, bigger than her own back home, confronted her. She’d been expecting marble and chrome but now, as she looked at it, those materials were probably too heavy for a boat, even one this huge. She pulled off her wet bathing suit and stepped into the shower, feeling so much better now that the salt water was off of her skin and her hair.


    She didn’t take nearly as long as she’d like in the shower, thinking that there was a limited supply of fresh water. Long before she was ready to get out, she turned off the water and grabbed a thick, fluffy towel. Wrapping herself up, she sighed with happiness. This had been an amazing day, she thought as she stepped out of the bathroom.


    And then didn’t take another step. She’d forgotten to grab her shirt and shorts! They were out by the platform where she’d taken them off before snorkeling! Oh no!


    She looked around, trying to decide what to do. She was stumped.


    Jasmine knew what she was going to have to do. She didn’t want to do it, but the idea of putting her wet bathing suit back on made her cringe.


    Maybe he wasn’t still out there, she thought. Maybe he was in some other cabin washing up. Yes, that was probably the case. Why he would go to one of the smaller cabins when all of his stuff was in here, she couldn’t figure out, but it didn’t make sense for him to be out there waiting for her to finish up either.


    She opened the door, peering out. It was all silent. She couldn’t see all the way down to the platform, but she crossed her fingers as she slipped out of the cabin and padded barefoot down the walkway. Down the stairs and out onto the platform, she peered around the corner.


    With a sigh of relief, she realized that he wasn’t here. The platform was empty.


    She spied her shorts and shirt which were folded up on the chair next to her bag. Just a few feet and she could scramble back to the relative safety of his cabin.


    She was just about to reach for the straps of her bag when movement on the platform caught her eye. It was Antoniv and he was pulling himself out of the ocean. Once again, she was struck by the magnificence of his physique. All toned, cut muscle and strength, all extraordinary man!


    He spotted her at the same time and his eyes instantly turned from curious to hot in a fraction of a second as they traveled down her towel clad body and back up again.


    “You have nothing on underneath that towel, do you?” he demanded as he walked towards her.


    The rough tone of his voice sent shivers of awareness straight through her body and all of that tension pooled low down in her belly.


    Her hands tightened the knot above her breasts as she licked her lips. “I forgot to bring my clothes,” she said.


    Antoniv had been swimming through the cool ocean water, trying to push his body hard enough that he wouldn’t walk down the hallway and catch this minx in the shower, all warm and soft and pink from the warm water. But she was here, she was practically naked and his body was surging with a lust so strong he could barely hold back.


    “Jasmine…”


    She had just turned away, thinking that escape was a necessary thing. She couldn’t handle this! She turned back to the stairway, determined to hide once again. But as soon as she turned away, a steel band wrapped around her waist, lifting her up off of her feet so she was dangling in Antoniv’s arms.


    “You have got to be the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met,” he said a moment before his mouth slammed over hers.


    Jasmine might have been afraid a moment ago, but with those words, she shivered and kissed him back. Her arms wrapped around his neck and she was so desperate for him, not sure what to do to show him her need other than to kiss him with everything she was feeling.


    She felt something hard on her bottom but didn’t realize it was the table until he was pressing her back against it. She reveled in the sensations of his kiss, amazed that she could feel so powerful and yet vulnerable at the same time.


    Jasmine felt the knot on her towel loosen and it occurred to her to stop him, but then she felt his hands on her breast and she couldn’t think any longer. Besides his touch this morning, she’d never felt something so intense. It was like her whole body was suddenly lit by a bonfire and everything was tingling. And that was before his mouth captured her nipple. She was screaming out, arching her back, unaware that the movement pressed her breast further into his mouth. All she knew was that he couldn’t stop! She held his head, keeping his ravishing mouth right there.


    She heard him growl but didn’t care. This was living! This was the most amazing feeling she’d ever experienced!


    “No!” he groaned and lifted his head. He sighed when he heard her whimper but he shook his head. “No, Jasmine. I promised myself that I wouldn’t do this until you were begging me to make love to you.”


    She bit her lip, thought about begging him but she wasn’t sure what to do. Her whole body was alive, but he’d stopped!


    Antoniv lifted her up off of the table, covering her breasts once more. “Go get dressed. We have much to talk about, moy seksual'nyy odin.”


    She blinked as she stood on shaky legs. “What does that mean?” she whispered, still not sure if she wanted to leave. If he wanted her to beg, well, she was ready to beg! There was an ache down deep inside of her that she couldn’t handle.


    “My sexy one,” he told her, his hand lifting to her cheek. “Go get dressed before I change my mind,” he grumbled.


    Jasmine blinked her eyes. “If you want…”


    “No, Jasmine. We have much to discuss.”


    “But…”


    “Are you prepared if we take this further and a child is conceived?” he asked her gently.


    Those words were like a bucket of ice water over her skin. She did care! No way was she willing to come back from her non-honeymoon as a pregnant sister and daughter! No, she would be the one sister who was married for a while before she got pregnant. If she needed to be on a second form of birth control in order for that to happen, that’s what she was going to do.


    “No,” she finally said but her voice sounded strange to her ears. Almost like someone was choking her. Perhaps that’s a bit like what she felt at the moment. The idea of an unplanned pregnancy or having him stop touching her like that – what kind of a choice was that? She couldn’t believe she was even in this kind of a position!


    “I’ll go get dressed,” she said, gripping the towel with one hand and her shorts and tee-shirt in the other. Spinning around, she almost ran up the stairs to his cabin where she leaned against the door, taking great, heaving breaths in order to calm herself down.


    “Can’t go there!” she told herself as she pushed away from the door. She pulled on her underwear and bra, her nipples more sensitive than normal, then slid her shirt and shorts on. When she was dressed once more, she felt much better. More in control. And if there was a slight tremble in her fingers when she reached for the handle to the door, she could pretend that wasn’t happening.


    She walked up on the deck, her eyes automatically searching for Antoniv. She had heard him dive back into the water when she’d gone back up the stairs, but she didn’t immediately see him anywhere.


    Then she stepped onto the upper deck and there he was. He was standing by the railing at the front of the ship, his short hair blowing slightly in the breeze created by the winds as well as the movement of the ship. And he looked amazing! He had a drink in one hand and his eyes were looking out towards the sunset and the image was one of utmost romance and hard driving masculinity.


    She bit her lip, trying not to allow herself to call out to him. But she did step onto the deck.


    As soon as he heard the noise of the door opening and closing, he turned and, despite his sunglasses, she could still feel the heat of his intense gaze. She shivered, thinking that this man was so dangerous but it was hard to remember that and very easy to remember what it felt like to have his hands on her body, his mouth on her breast. No man had ever made her feel even a fraction of that kind of need.


    He stopped when he was directly in front of her and Antoniv looked down at the beautiful woman. “I can’t believe there are two others just like you,” he mumbled. Tucking her hand onto his arm, he led her towards a bar tucked into the corner of the deck. “What would you like to drink?” he asked.


    Jasmine sat down on one of the stools bolted to the deck and rested her chin on her palm, trying to appear as if their confrontation on the deck a half hour ago hadn’t really happened. “I have no idea. Aren’t rum punches supposed to follow all of these dive excursions? That’s what I read in the brochure,” she teased.


    Antoniv didn’t smile at her, but he pushed his sunglasses up onto his head and she could see the amusement in his eyes now. He was doing something behind the bar that she couldn’t see. But after a few moments, he set a crystal glass down in front of her.


    Looking down, she was astonished by how delicious the drink looked. “This looks like a sunset,” she told him, smiling at the drink. The top was a light orange, deepening to a darker orange and then red at the bottom. “What’s in it?” she asked, taking a sip. “Oh my, this is great!”


    “Orange juice, pineapple juice, rum and grenadine,” he told her, lifting his own glass to his lips and taking a long draw. “We need to talk,” he told her. “We’ll discuss your concerns over dinner.”


    With that, he took her hand and led her up one more flight of stairs. There, looking amazingly lovely, was yet another table set with flowers, wine and candlelight.


    The romance was not lost on her and she pulled back slightly. “Antoniv, I don’t think that…”


    “Exactly. That’s what we are going to discuss,” he told her firmly and held out the chair for her.


    She sat down reluctantly and watched as he moved to the other side of the table. He opened his mouth to speak, but the waiter, the same one that served them lunch, stepped out with two covered plates. He set one down in front of each of them, took the silver covers off and stepped back inside, not a word exchanged between anyone. Antoniv didn’t even look at the man to nod a simple thank you.


    “You’re glaring at me again. I suppose I should have thanked my wait staff as well?” he commented with a teasing glint in his eye.


    “It wouldn’t hurt if you treated your employees like human beings once in a while.” She took the linen napkin and placed it on her lap. “But then again, maybe it is better if you don’t do that. It reminds me of all the reasons I shouldn’t be here with you.” She picked up her fork, thinking to ignore him for the rest of the meal, just like he ignored his staff.


    “The way I see it,” Antoniv started out, picking up his fork as well and stabbing a succulent scallop, “you have three major concerns about entering into a sexual relationship with me.”


    “There are four,” she said and popped a perfectly grilled shrimp into her mouth.


    “Only three,” he corrected. “The fourth is your claim that you just got out of a relationship with your ex-fiancé.”


    “That’s a legitimate issue,” she argued.


    He raised that annoying black eyebrow again. “Have you thought about that man even once since you opened your eyes this morning,” he demanded.


    Jasmine’s fork froze in mid-air. Her eyes were troubled as she thought back to her day. “Well, no but…”


    “You did not love him,” he stated flatly. “Therefore, he is a non-issue between us. The only thing you are having trouble dealing with is the fact that you didn’t feel anything for him. It might be embarrassing when you tell your family that you are marrying another man so soon, but that will ease once they know you are happy once again.”


    Her mouth fell open with that one, scary word. She’d been more than ready to argue with him about all the other issues, but when he stated so blandly that they would be married, she was stunned speechless.


    “You’re shocked, but that is the way this relationship will go. We will be married, accept it now and things will proceed much more smoothly.” He took another sip of his wine, letting her absorb his words. “Which actually eliminates one of your other issues.”


    “Which one is that?” she finally managed to sputter out through her stunned mind.


    “Your concern over becoming pregnant once our relationship becomes a sexual one. The only solution I see to that is to marry quickly. When you are ready, we can be wed down by the beach or on the patio of the resort. And if this setting doesn’t suit you, we will be married wherever your heart desires. Paris, if you’d like. I can get us into a cathedral…”


    “Wait a minute!” she gasped out, setting her water glass down on the table with a bit more force than was necessary. “We’re not getting married.”


    “We will. And very soon.”


    She shook her head, confused and trying very hard to catch up with his thought processes. “Why would I marry you?”


    His lips curled up in what she suspected was a smile, but she wasn’t completely sure. “All of the normal reasons, I suppose. I can take care of you, I will provide for our children and…”


    Shouldn’t love be at the top of that list? She knew it was crazy to think something like that, and she lowered her lashes to hide a feeling she didn’t quite understand, but he was listing issues that weren’t relevant. Marriage should be about…. She shook her head and looked back at him. “I can take care of myself,” she interrupted. “And don’t you ever forget it. So don’t you ever think that your money makes a difference in my mind. In fact, your money is yet another reason that I won’t become involved with you. Remember? So that’s a point against you. A really strong point, I might add.”


    He shook his head. “No, my wealth is not an issue. And if you make it an issue, I’ll simply transfer a large sum of money into your account so that you are also an heiress and therefore, money won’t be an issue.”


    “You will not!” she gasped. “I make my own money! Don’t you dare think that I need your horrible money! I make a very good living all by myself.”


    He was silent for a long moment while he reveled in the face of her righteous anger. Something altered inside of him, something he hadn’t known was actually there but her adamant refusal to accept his money tore down a barricade that he’d unconsciously built up inside of him.


    And he didn’t doubt that she was completely serious about his money either. She would be livid if he tried to send her money. Not that her anger would stop him. No, once they were married, he would ensure that she never wanted for anything. Or his children. If he’d had any doubts about his decision to make Jasmine his wife, her words and her fury over his statement assured him that his choice had been perfect.


    “Regardless of your feelings on the issue, you will be protected, Jasmine. And you will enjoy the comforts of my wealth.”


    She wiggled in her chair, furious with him for being so patronizing. “Are you always such an arrogant jerk?” she asked. “I don’t need your money!” she stated emphatically again before he could even respond to her rhetorical question. “I don’t need your wealth and I don’t need your obnoxious assertion about how I am to live my life.”


    He chuckled, finding her anger amusing. “Jasmine, we have other issues to resolve. Namely, your wish to not be like your sisters.”


    She took a deep breath, trying to calm down. She wasn’t exactly sure why she’d become so furious about his words, or his assertion that he would give her money. It wasn’t like he could do it without her permission. She supposed he could open a bank account somewhere in her name, but that didn’t mean she had to use the money.


    She closed her eyes and leaned back in her chair, glaring at him across the table. “My issues with becoming independent, you mean?”


    “Same thing,” he said, nodding his head. “Your wish to be independent, I’m translating into ‘different’. Am I incorrect?” he asked and only waited long enough for her to nod her head.


    “Good,” he replied. “As I see it, you can be different in ways that make more sense than ignoring a chemistry that is as strong as what is happening between the two of us.” She opened her mouth to argue, but he ignored her. “And since I’m not going to allow you to ignore it, nor do you really want to, then we’ll just have to come up with other ways for you to become different from your sisters. I won’t even apologize for the crazy twist of fate that makes you and your sisters attracted to the same sort of male. That’s not my fault and you’re going to be with me. Just stop fighting it. But since you want to be different, you need to make up a bucket list with at least ten things on it that will demonstrate ways you can be different. And don’t even bother to argue that by not being with me, you’re going to be different. I don’t care, we’re doing this.”


    She almost laughed at his stern expression. Did he have any idea how sexy he looked when he was trying to be arrogant? She wasn’t giving in though. No matter how cute or sexy he looked.


    “That’s up for debate, Antoniv.”


    “You keep telling yourself that,” he said with a fierce look which only made her smile widen. “Tell me all the ways in which you and your sisters are alike,” he commanded.


    Jasmine smothered her giggle and tried to focus on his question. “Well, all three of us lived together from the moment we were conceived until only a few months ago.” She went through the stories of her sisters’ chaotic romances with their husbands as well as their high school days, how they occasionally dressed in the same clothes to confuse teachers, all had the same beds, sheets, blankets even though they desperately wanted something different. Her mother gave birth in bulk so she just continued along the same lines throughout her life by simply buying in bulk, she used to say.


    They spent the next few hours talking about growing up. Jasmine mostly answered questions he posed to her, but she got a few in herself and discovered that Antoniv had come from nothing in Russia. He had been a poor kid who used to scramble on the streets for food at times. His father worked long hours in a factory and his mother died of lung cancer when he was young, so he was left to roam the streets with little supervision. It wasn’t until a math teacher in school discovered he was good with numbers that he started to pull his life together.


    “So if it weren’t for that math teacher, you would probably be…?”


    “I’d be in prison, yes. That was the direction I was heading.” Antoniv didn’t mention he’d been looking for that teacher for years, wanting to give back to the man in some way. But the school had closed and he hadn’t ever been able to find him again.


    He looked over her shoulder briefly. “We’re almost back to your temporary home,” he commented.


    Jasmine looked behind her and her heart sank when she saw the resort lights getting closer. It was fully dark now and she had no idea what time it was. All she knew was that she’d had a wonderful day with Antoniv.


    She set her wine glass down on the table and sighed. “Thank you for today,” she said softly. “It was an amazing experience.” She stood up and gathered her bag. It wasn’t hard to find all of her belongings because the silent and mostly invisible staff had done it for her. Everything was tucked nicely into her beach bag which meant there was no other reason to linger with Antoniv any longer.


    Not that she wanted to, she told herself. She had to get away from him. Especially after today. He was more dangerous to her plans than she’d imagined.


    “I’ll walk you to your room,” he told her.


    She looked up at him, startled by his announcement and tried to suppress the excitement his words sent through her body. Standing up, she turned to face him. “No, that’s okay,” she asserted as firmly as she could with her heart racing so fast.


    “I insist,” he said and put a hand to the small of her back, leading her down the stairs. The crew was just tying up the ship to the dock and it should have been a simple matter to walk down the gangplank. But it wasn’t. Not with Antoniv’s hand heating her back and making her legs tremble. Her memories of their encounter on the deck earlier plus the conversation over dinner about marriage was making her brain and body not as coordinated as she normally thought herself to be. She was clumsy and awkward and if it hadn’t been for his strong hands, she might have fallen into the water. Of course, if his hand hadn’t been touching her, she wouldn’t have been so clumsy!


    “Really, Antoniv,” she said when they were both standing on the dock. “I don’t need you to walk me to my room. I know the way.”


    “I’m not going to let you walk around here after dark. Besides, I’m going to kiss you goodnight and I don’t want to do it in front of prying eyes.”


    Well those words didn’t help her coordination any!


    She took a deep breath and shook her head. “You’re not going to kiss me.”


    He chuckled as his hand lifted to smooth her dark hair back as the wind picked up. “We’ll see,” he said.


    That irritated her. She’d firmly told him that she didn’t want to be kissed and he was telling her that he was going to ignore that statement. She just wasn’t going to let him, she told herself as she stepped carefully along the pathway towards the building which housed her room. She would just unlock her door and slip inside, not giving him any time to pull her against his magnificent chest. She wouldn’t give him a chance to put his hands on her waist, and she definitely wouldn’t look up at him, see those lips that she knew tasted very good and could kiss her until she was clinging to him like a wet rag.


    Nope, she would definitely avoid all of that.


    She already had her room key out and hurried up the stairs to her doorway. She had just slipped it into the lock when she felt his hands on her back. Instead of following through with her plans, she froze. Everything on the outside was stiff and uncertain while her insides were trembling with anticipation. She didn’t want this, she told herself. She absolutely would not turn around and look up at him.


    “Jasmine,” his deep voice said. Nothing else. No other words. She almost wished he would take the matter out of her hands and just spin her around. Having to do it herself was horrible!


    In the end, she couldn’t ignore him. There was just something about this man that she was drawn to. Slowly, she turned around and her eyes looked up into his. She could clearly see the intent in his eyes moments before his mouth descended to hers.


    He didn’t pull her into him. It was just his mouth, just those amazing lips that touched hers. And the connection wasn’t demanding. It was a soft caress, almost not even there and as soon as he did that, she knew it wouldn’t be enough.


    With a whimper of frustration, she moved closer to him. Her hands reached up, her fingers diving into his black hair as she pulled him closer while her body shifted so that she could feel him against her. That was all it took. Antoniv felt her soft body against his and his arms wrapped around her waist, lifting her up so that she was pressed more firmly against his body. He deepened the kiss, his tongue sliding against hers until she opened for him and then he invaded. Jasmine could do nothing more than take the kiss, participate fully and thoroughly enjoy every moment of his demanding caress.


    When he finally lifted his head up, she was more than a little disappointed. She wanted him to keep kissing her, to do so much more.


    “You’re going to have to ask for me to make love to you, moya krasavitsa,” he told her.


    “What is a ‘krasavitsa’?” she asked, hearing the wobbly voice and wishing she wasn’t so affected.


    “My beauty,” he replied. “You’re my beautiful woman and I want you very badly, Jasmine. But I won’t force this. You’re going to have to ask. I want no regrets when I make love to you. I want you fully committed.”


    She wasn’t sure what to say to that. She couldn’t imagine actually asking him to make love to her. The idea of making love with this man terrified her on so many levels that she sagged back against the door. “Goodnight, Antoniv,” she finally said. A very large part of her wanted him to come inside, but she knew what that might invite so she closed the door carefully.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 7


    


    Jasmine had just pulled on a bathing suit and shorts when she heard the knock on her door. She knew it was Antoniv and she stared at the door as if it were some sort of wild animal about to attack her.


    “Open the door, Jasmine,” his deep voice called out.


    Jasmine’s breath caught in her throat and she stood up, clutching her bag in her hand. She wasn’t sure what to do; the thought of opening the door terrified her after the dreams she’d had starring the two of them in all sorts of shocking positions. She was also scared of not opening the door, of not seeing him all day. She wasn’t sure which would be worse.


    In the end, she knew she couldn’t stay in her room all day. Nor would he allow that. It was a stupid thought to even have so she walked over to the door, straightening her shoulders and refusing to be scared of him. This was her non-honeymoon. She wasn’t going to let him hijack it!


    “You can’t…”


    Whatever she’d been about to say was stopped when he stepped into her room and took her into his arms. This kiss was not gentle or tentative. He took her into his arms, one hand on the back of her head while his mouth ravished hers. She dropped her bag so that her hands were free to touch him, to hold onto him and move closer to his hard body. She wasn’t even afraid of that hard part of him pressing against her stomach this time. All she knew was that she had to kiss him back, to feel as much of him as she could.


    When he lifted his head, his eyes were warm. “Good start to my plans for the day,” he murmured.


    She realized that her hands were clenching his bulging biceps and she snapped her hands off of him. “I’m going to breakfast.” And she grabbed her bag and marched out of the room.


    She knew he was behind her but she couldn’t figure out what to do about that. So instead, she pretended to ignore him while she loaded up her plate with fruit and settled down. “Thank you,” she said to the waiter who immediately arrived with coffee. She sighed when the man poured a second cup as well, suspecting that the entire staff now knew that she was connected to their boss.


    When Antoniv sat down as well, he had two plates. One was filled with eggs, fruit and some sort of interesting grilled meat. The other just had eggs on it.


    “Two plates?” she asked, sipping her coffee as she speared a pineapple with her fork.


    “This one is for you,” he explained and pushed the eggs closer to her. “You’re going to need protein for what I have planned for today.”


    She stared at the eggs then shook her head. “I’m going to sit on the beach and read a book. I don’t need protein for that.”


    He shook his head. “You’re going to explore waterfalls with me today. And jump down into lagoons.”


    Despite her resolve to not fall further under his spell, she was intrigued. “What do you mean?” she asked, leaning forward slightly.


    He nudged the plate again. “Finish all of your eggs and I’ll give you more details.”


    Jasmine was feeling manipulated, but she was still too curious to ignore him. So she pulled the plate forward and forced herself to eat the eggs. They really were scrumptious and, combined with the fresh fruit, gave her a lot of energy. But she could only eat half of the portion he’d gotten for her. “I’m full,” she finally said and pushed the plate away. Lifting her coffee up, she held it in both hands in front of her, as if she could ward off his appeal.


    She tried to pretend indifference but the words ‘waterfalls’ and ‘lagoons’ had her intrigued. “What’s the waterfall place?” she asked.


    He wiped his mouth and pushed his own plate back, completely empty. She was amazed at how much that man could eat but there wasn’t any fat on his incredible body so she couldn’t criticize.


    “Damajaqua Cascades,” he told her. “It will show you how much you can trust me as well as give you insight into your own strength.”


    She didn’t like the sound of that. “The waterfall part sounds intriguing, but the trust and my own strength, I’m not sure I would go along with that. I know that I’m a strong person.”


    He shook his head. “Let’s go over your reasons for not wanting to be in a relationship with me. First, you don’t think I’m a good person but you won’t tell me who warned you off. Yesterday, I showed you that I wasn’t a bad person. You might not agree with the way I treat my employees, but I don’t abuse them and I pay them well. So that should be a non-issue. We’ve already dismissed the issue of your broken engagement as a non-issue. The third problem, and last, as far as I can see, is that you need to trust me. This excursion will do two things. It will show you that you can trust me and it will also give you more things that you have done that your sisters have not. So this will help you get to know me better and trust me. As far as I can tell, the only way you can be different from your sisters, since you work together, look alike and obviously have the same taste in men, is to do things your sisters haven’t yet done. Be a leader instead of a follower and then your problem is solved.” He took a sip of his coffee and watched her carefully. “Any questions?” he asked.


    Jasmine was so dumbfounded by his comments that she wasn’t sure exactly what to say. He was right. She looked like her sisters, so appearing different to the world wasn’t an option. She could get her hair cut, but that’s the extent of what she could do to look different from Janine and Jayden. So he was right. The best she could do was to achieve different things in her life. Activities, excursions, things that she could do on her own.


    Her eyes looked up at him and she thought about how nice he had been with her yesterday. But nice was dangerous.


    She shook her head. “I can go to the waterfalls on my own.”


    “You won’t know the way,” he told her and she noticed the slight quirk of his lips. She hated that quirk she thought. She really wished she could…kiss that quirk off of his lips.


    “After the waterfalls, I’ll take you to Hoyo Azul and show you all of the different flora and fauna that is in this region. It is pretty spectacular. Especially when you get to the top of the trail, you can look down from the cliffs and see a blue lagoon.” He leaned forward. “Surely your fear of what you and I do to each other can’t be stronger than your desire to see all the interesting sights. And after yesterday, I think I’ve proven to you that I’m a pretty good tour guide.” He let her think about that for a moment. “Just think about going back to your sisters and regaling them with all of the different things you accomplished on your,” he paused, “what did you call this? Your non-honeymoon?” he teased.


    Jasmine sighed. “These are public places, right?” she asked, ignoring his comment for a long moment. He was right, he was a fabulous tour guide and she would love to see these places, not simply because she wanted to tell her sisters what she’d done and have experiences independent from everything they did together, but also because visiting these sights would be really nice.


    She hated it when he was right.


    

  


  
    Chapter 8


    


    Jasmine laughed with delight as she slid down the “slide” of the waterfall. There were twenty-seven in all, some were just a couple of feet high and others had her screaming as she fell from about thirty feet in the air into a deep lagoon. Thankfully, the first few were only five or six feet, going up to about twelve feet and then they came upon the largest one. At the end, she slid down a ramp of rocks that were smoothed over with cement to form a long slide that dumped everyone out into a large pool of water. One could then climb up a ladder and jump down into the pool or they could slide again.


    It was enormous fun and Antoniv was right. It required a great deal of trust – her trusting him – before she would allow him to release her life jacket so she could slide down the waterfall.


    She was hesitant initially to wear the safety helmet. She hadn’t realized how much she wanted to look nice when she was around a man that looked as handsome and virile as Antoniv. But when she saw what they would be walking and sliding down, she was more than ready to wear the helmet, afraid of the dangerous rocks that could knock one’s skull.


    Over and over again, they slid down the waterfalls, walked through water-filled caverns and joked with the others that were trying to walk up the waterfalls. Why anyone would do that, she couldn’t understand. It was much more fun to slide down than to figure out how to walk up a rock ramp with gushing water falling down over one.


    Afterwards, he took her to a quiet garden sanctuary, told her about the various plants that thrived on the island. He even showed her the cinnamon tree and the gringo tree. She loved all of it. And when they reached the top of the pathway, she looked out, amazed at the beauty spread out in front of her.


    Overall, it was an astounding day and she never would have done anything like it if it weren’t for him taking her there.


    

  


  
    Chapter 9


    


    Jasmine stared at the man across the table from her. He didn’t seem like the evil monster Micah had described, she thought. Except for the way he didn’t acknowledge his employees, he seemed like a…well, she couldn’t really say that he was nice. But he was good. Inside where it counted, he was a good man. She couldn’t really give examples, but she liked him. And that had to count for something, right? She wasn’t a horrible judge of character, was she?


    Jasmine ignored her recently ended engagement to Greg. He didn’t count any longer. If he’d had the courage to face her, she might have counted him and she was ignoring her lack of judgment in his case. She was dealing with other things at that time so, rational or irrational, she excused that debacle in her life, moving on.


    She considered her idea, thinking that she had only four more days with this man. She could have an affair with him, right? People had vacation flings all the time. Why did she have to be the good girl who kept to herself? Why did she have to be careful and cautious? She wanted to be different which could be interpreted as carefree and lighthearted. That would definitely set her apart from her very meticulous sister Jayden and her motherly but very gentle sister Janine.


    Okay, so there was the issue of pregnancy, but maybe that was just a fluke. If she and Antoniv were extremely careful and used protection every time, surely there was no way she could get pregnant.


    And having an affair on holiday would even set her into a new world, right? Janine had experienced her first fling in Italy, but this wasn’t really the same thing. Janine had been studying. She’d been there for months! This was just a vacation fling. Totally different!


    Besides, if Micah and Janine never heard about her affair, if it ended the moment she got back onto the plane to go home, no one would be the wiser, right?


    But what if Antoniv really was a bad guy? What if he…


    She stared at him while he spoke rapidly on his cell phone and, deep in her heart, she knew that he wasn’t bad. He was good and kind. He’d held back on kissing her, on making love to her even when she’d been sure that she wanted nothing more than to fall into bed with him. But he was holding back, wanting her to feel comfortable with him. He was ensuring that she was comfortable with whatever happened between them. That counted for a lot.


    It would just be for four days, she thought. Four days in the arms and in the bed of the most amazing man she’d ever met. And she could acknowledge that now. He was right, she’d never been in love with Greg, which she’d already acknowledged. She was just hanging onto that excuse out of pride. Pride because she’d agreed to marry a man for all the wrong reasons.


    Antoniv wanted to marry her as well, but again, his rationale was wrong. Marriage should only be for love and not to justify an affair or because there was significant chemistry between two people.


    So no, there was no way she could marry the man. But….


    He put his phone down and looked across the table at her. “What are you thinking about?” he asked, leaning his elbows on the table.


    She looked back at him, feeling her whole body tingle now that her decision was made. Yes, she was going to give in and make love with this man. She wouldn’t tell any of her sisters. It would be her secret to keep for the rest of her life. She’d have a wonderful fling and cherish it close to her heart. It would be her one, mad, crazy love affair. He didn’t reciprocate her feelings, but that was okay too. It would hurt when she had to leave, but….


    Goodness, she certainly hoped that she could get rid of this constant ache she felt deep down inside of her. This ache for this man, the only man she’d ever felt this way about.


    “Nothing, really,” she lied, a smile forming on her lips.


    “It looks like something,” he commented back, thinking that her smile was a promise of something to come, something special and his body tightened with that promise.


    She shrugged her shoulder. “What’s the entertainment for tonight? Do you know?”


    He didn’t answer immediately, but stared back at her as if he were trying to read her mind. Jasmine held his gaze, unaware of the smile slowly widening on her luscious lips.


    “I think it is something. Something very significant.”


    “What’s for dessert?” she asked, trying again to change the subject.


    Antoniv watched her for another long moment before his lips curled slightly. She was hiding something from him, but he suspected he would like that something. His body instinctively reacted to her glance. He snapped his fingers and a waiter appeared almost instantly at his elbow. He gave the man instructions and almost laughed at Jasmine’s chagrined expression when she couldn’t hear what he’d requested.


    “Come,” he told her and extended his hand to her.


    Jasmine had only just made the decision to give in to her desire for Antoniv. But that didn’t mean she was ready to just do it now! But the way he was looking at her, he knew that her decision had been made! How could he know? How could he be so completely aware of her mind? Good grief, this was more than a little disconcerting.


    When she hesitated, he raised that eyebrow up. She almost glared at him, but her body was still singing with the relief she was anticipating at his hands. So instead of getting angry that he was so sensitive to her body language, she placed her hand in his, hoping he wasn’t aware of how nervous she was.


    He tucked her trembling hand onto his elbow and she loved feeling him so close. His other hand covered hers, as if he was concerned that she might bolt. She almost laughed at that idea, but she was too nervous about what was going to happen to laugh.


    He walked her along the stone pathways, although not to her building. This was a different path and she didn’t recognize the area but the resort really was huge so they could just be walking to the beach via a different route.


    “Where are we going?” she asked.


    He looked down at her. “You haven’t had dessert,” he commented.


    That didn’t really tell her anything, but she didn’t mind. She liked the night air and the stars that made it seem like she could see forever.


    “Have you ever contemplated the stars?” she asked him as they walked down what looked to be a private pathway. She had already guessed that they were walking to his room. Or suite or whatever kind of room the owner of the huge resort slept in while he was inspecting or vacationing.


    “I sponsored a grant last year to explore the stars through a new kind of telescope,” he replied.


    She smiled, shaking her head. “I guess that’s one way to think about them.”


    He knew what she was saying. “You were asking in a more romantic sense, pravo?”


    She blinked in the darkness. “Pravo means ‘right’. Am I correct?”


    He winked at her. “Correct.”


    “You’ve been using your native language more and more around me. Why is that?” she asked.


    “Because you like it.”


    Her smile widened and she leaned her head against his shoulder. “That’s very sweet. Do you speak any other languages?”


    “Oui,” he said in French. “Quelle est votre langue préférrée?” He watched her but when she only stared at him blankly, he translated. “What is your favorite language?”


    “Oh my,” she sighed. “That sounds beautiful.”


    He chuckled. “You’re a hopeless romantic, aren’t you?”


    She shrugged, not sure if that was a compliment coming from a man like Antoniv. “I like romantic things, yes.”


    He chuckled again, his other hand covering the one that was resting on his arm. “But in answer to your question, I speak several languages including English, Russian, French and Spanish. Some German but I’m rough in that language so far.”


    “How did you learn all of them?”


    He shrugged. “I just picked them up.” They turned the corner on a wooden wall and Jasmine gasped at the sight in front of her. There were flowers everywhere but right in the middle of a very pretty, very private patio was a small table with a bowl of strawberries and whipped cream along with a bottle of champagne chilling beside it.


    “This is really lovely, Antoniv,” she whispered. Her trembling increased as he helped her into one of the chairs. “Why did you do this?”


    “I am trying to make you feel more comfortable about the decision you made over dinner,” he told her. “So why are you more anxious now than you were moments ago?”


    She took one of the strawberries but couldn’t eat it. Instead, she twirled the fruit around by the stem, trying to figure out how to answer his question.


    “You’re trembling,” he commented as he poured the champagne into two crystal flutes. “You know I won’t hurt you, pravo?”


    She nodded her head and accepted the glass, still not sure why she was so nervous. It wasn’t fear so much as just nerves. “I can’t really explain it.”


    He took one of the strawberries and dipped it into the whipped cream. “Open,” he commanded. When she did, she took a bite of the delicious fruit covered with rich whipped cream and closed her eyes, amazed at the delicious flavor. “Oh, that’s good,” she sighed.


    She took the strawberry she’d been holding and dipped it in as well, but before she could take a bite herself, he grabbed her wrist and trapped it, bringing the fruit to his mouth. His teeth took the fruit but went further, nibbling at her fingers that were holding the stem before finally releasing her wrist.


    Jasmine’s mouth fell open as the sensuality of his caress hit her full on. She couldn’t believe how the need that she had tamped down mercilessly over the past few days rose up to new levels of intensity now. And he’d barely touched her.


    “Drink,” he encouraged.


    She lifted the glass to her lips, but it was hard to swallow. She wanted to just get this show going. The wait was killing her but how did one tell a man to hurry up? “Um…could we…” she started to say but wasn’t sure how to say what she wanted.


    “We will,” he told her and lifted her hand to his mouth, nibbling at the finger tips again. “Tell me what you want.”


    She wasn’t sure how to say it. She wanted him. Everything. She wanted to curl up on his lap and kiss him, she wanted him to touch her in that wicked way he had on his ship, but she wanted him to lift her into his arms and carry her inside to his bed, make love to her so she didn’t lose her courage.


    “I want you to kiss me,” she told him finally.


    He pulled her hand, tugging her closer. When she stood up, he pulled her down onto his lap and she was so stunned, but happy and excited, that she willingly let him. Her arms wrapped around his neck while he lowered his head, his lips touching hers gently. But the more she responded, the deeper his kiss went.


    “What else?” he asked, his lips moving against her neck, nibbling at her ear and causing crazy sensations to swirl around inside of her again. “Make love to me,” she sighed, closing her eyes as she tried to work with those feelings.


    A second later, he was lifting her into his arms, carrying her inside. She held onto her champagne glass carefully, not wanting to drop it but when he lowered her legs, he took her glass and set it beside the bed.


    “No regrets, right?” he asked, even while his hands moved around to her back. She felt the zipper of her dress slide down, the fabric loosen and she was shocked. So surprised by the feeling that she grabbed the material before it could fall away from her body.


    His eyes caught hers and his hands gently coaxed her fingers loose, pulling them away from holding her dress up. She heard a soft sound and knew it was her dress falling to the floor but she couldn’t do anything because his eyes were looking down at her. She wasn’t wearing a bra tonight, only lacy underwear and her heels now.


    “You’re beautiful,” he growled. But he didn’t reach out to touch her, just looked down at her figure, his eyes moving from her breasts to her legs and all the way down to her toes.


    “Antoniv, I can’t...”


    He stopped her once again. “Yes you can,” he interrupted. But he took mercy on her by pulling her into his arms and kissing her. He felt her hands move up onto his shoulders but he wanted her hands on his skin. He quickly pulled his shirt off, dumping it next to her dress and then took her back into his arms, placing her hands on his chest. “Touch me,” he told her.


    Jasmine saw her own need reflected in his eyes and reacted to it. Her fingers moved over his skin, finding all of the ridges she’d wanted to explore for the past two days. When she kissed the middle of his chest, he groaned and pulled away. Lifting her up, he placed her in the middle of his bed, holding himself above her with a hand on each side of her. “You’re stunningly beautiful,” he told her again.


    With that, he bent lower, his mouth moving from her neck to her shoulders, then lower still. When his lips captured the first nipple, she was so shocked, she arched backwards, needing so much more of him. “Don’t stop,” she whispered, her hands threading through his black hair. He’d done this before, but she hadn’t been as aware of everything as she was right now. It was more intense, more amazing. He moved to the other nipple and gave it the same attention, while his hands moved to her recently freed breast, massaging the flesh and making her tremble even more.


    His mouth moved lower, exploring her stomach and she pushed against the bed, wanting so much more.


    “Patience, moya lyubov’,” he whispered but there was a look in his eyes that told her he was holding onto his patience by a thin thread himself.


    “I don’t have patience,” she told him. She reached down but he grabbed her hands, shaking his head.


    “Ah, no, my beauty. You’ve made me wait for what felt like years. Now I’m going to enjoy myself,” he told her and moved back to her stomach and then her hips. When she started to panic, he shook his head again. “Jasmine, trust me,” he told her. His fingertips moved down her body, avoiding the area that she was so afraid to open to him and moving further down, teasing the skin on her legs, the back of her knees.


    “Let me have my way, Jasmine,” he told her, his mouth nibbling at her thighs.


    She looked down at him, stunned at how sexual it looked to have a man looking up at her from that position. He had his shirt off, but was still wearing his linen slacks and she wanted all of him. She wanted to know him like he was discovering her.


    “Will you let me reciprocate?” she asked.


    His smile widened. “Absolutely,” he replied.


    She relaxed her legs with that promise but not nearly enough for his pleasure. He shifted between her and widened her legs, his broad shoulders pushing them farther apart. When he saw the treasure hidden there, he just about lost all of his control. But he pulled back, knowing that this first time for her was going to be important. Blowing on the soft curls, he smiled when she lifted her hips, as if she were offering herself to him.


    “That’s it, my love,” he told her a moment before his mouth touched her. He grabbed her hips when she tried to pull away. He wasn’t having any of that. He’d gotten this far, he wasn’t holding back any longer. He held her hips with his hands while his mouth feasted on her body, smelling her feminine sent and watching with an almost painful desire as she splintered apart before his eyes. He wanted more, but he moved up her body again, finding all of those wonderful, feminine spots that he’d loved already.


    He lifted himself up and stripped off his slacks before donning protection. When he came back over her, she was just opening her eyes and he looked down at her while he moved between her legs again. “Hold onto me, Jasmine,” he told her. When her hands fluttered to his broad shoulders, he gritted his teeth and pressed himself into her heat. Slowly, watching her eyes and her mouth, enjoying both the tightness of her body as well as the soft “oh” of surprise as he pushed all the way into her. When he felt her resistance, he stopped, stunned to discover that she was a virgin, or was!


    But before he could even process that realization, her green eyes popped open again and she smiled up at him. Her look was more than just surprise. If he was reading her correctly, that was amazement and excitement in those green depths. “Are you okay?” he asked, just to be sure.


    “More than okay,” she told him, lifting her legs so that they were surrounding him, taking him deeper into her body and he laid his forehead down on her shoulder in an effort to get his body back under control. He had to make this good for her.


    He moved slowly, watching her face, feeling her body tighten around him. He couldn’t believe how incredible she felt. Never had anything felt so perfect but he’d instinctively known that it would be like this with Jasmine. There was just something about her that got to him, told him that she was perfect for him.


    “Let it go, love,” he told her. And then he said it in French, then Russian, watching as her body arched into his with every word. He spoke more words of passion into her ear, biting the lobe. With the barest touch, her body broke into another climax and he pressed into her again and again, trying to make it as perfect as he could for her. But in the end, he couldn’t hold back his own release any longer and his control broke. He pounded into her tender flesh, his orgasm almost overpowering him.


    When he could open his eyes again, he looked down at her, worried that he’d hurt her with his loss of control but all he could see through his foggy eyes was her smile and feel her sigh on his chest.


    As he pulled her close to him, rolling over onto his back so she was curled against his side, all of his suspicions were confirmed. She was perfect.


    He slipped into the bathroom and came back a few moments later, turning off the lights and pouring more champagne for her. But she was already asleep and he watched her with an ever expanding sense of…rightness while he watched her. When her hand reached out for him, he threw his head back, downing the sparkling wine before putting the glass on the bedside table and climbing into bed with her.


    He thought it would take him a long time to get to sleep. Especially with her soft curves pressing against his side. But he was asleep in an instant, her soft breath against his chest both soothing and exciting.


    

  


  
    Chapter 10


    


    “Marry me.”


    Jasmine’s eyes drifted open with those words but she didn’t understand. “Excuse me?” she asked.


    Looking around, she searched the bed for Antoniv, wishing he was still right next to her. She was feeling awkward but she never felt anything strange when he was holding her. As she lifted her head, trying to locate him, she found him standing at the end of the bed in the enormous room.


    “Marry me, Jasmine,” he repeated.


    Jasmine sat up, holding the sheet over her nakedness and ignoring his smirk. “I’ve seen everything you’re trying to cover up,” he told her. And his eyes darkened as he said, “And tasted all of it too. So there’s no reason to hide it from me now.”


    Jasmine cringed and curled her legs up underneath her. “Yes, well, that doesn’t eliminate my shyness and I doubt that there’s any way for that to happen.”


    One black eyebrow went up. “Challenge accepted,” he teased.


    “I didn’t mean it that way,” she said, inhaling sharply as he started to lean over the bed. “What are you doing?”


    He chuckled and moved back to the end of the bed. “You’re right. We have details to conclude.”


    She blinked again, pushing her hair behind her head and trying to focus. It was hard though because he was standing there, looking amazing with no shirt on and those slacks looked wonderful, riding low on his hips. She saw the bulge in those pants and her mind became distracted. “Um…what details?” she asked, but her eyes were focused on his hips, on that fascinating bulge.


    “I asked you to marry me. After you say yes, we need to get things arranged.”


    Jasmine’s lips compressed as she surveyed his muscular chest. Goodness, those muscles were tempting. “Um…yes. Well, I don’t think we should marry.”


    Antoniv had anticipated that response. He didn’t like it, but he’d known she was going to say that. “Why not?”


    She laughed, tucking the sheet tighter around her breasts. “Umm…because we don’t really know each other.”


    “You know me.”


    He was referring to their night of sexual exploration and her cheeks predictably turned pink. “Yes, well, that’s not really what will sustain a marriage, Antoniv.”


    His body hardened even more with her use of his name. And that fact that she had declined his proposal. Damn, he wanted this woman! Any other woman would have jumped at the offer of marriage. But not his Jasmine! Nope, she was the challenge and beauty that he’d been waiting for and hadn’t even known was missing from his life.


    “What do you need from me to feel comfortable around me?”


    She shrugged her shoulder, fully aware of the way his eyes captured hers with that movement. "I don’t know.” She knew that she wanted him to come back to bed but, in the light of day, she was too self-conscious to actually say those brazen words.


    “You’re going to have to give me a better answer. I want you as my wife,” he told her.


    Since she’d just been dumped, she wasn’t too excited about being in another relationship. “How about if we just have fun for the next few days until we both need to return to reality?” she offered, looking up at his chest.


    He immediately shook his head. “Not good enough. I want more.” He looked down at her before he said, “I want all of you, Jasmine.”


    She ignored the fluttering of her heart with his words. They sounded wonderful, but they were completely unrealistic. “We can’t do that.” She stood up, taking the sheet with her as she walked over towards him. “Why can’t we just take things one day at a time?” she asked.


    Antoniv considered that. “Move in here with me until you have to go back home and I’ll think about it,” he told her. He wasn’t thinking about anything. He knew what he wanted and it was this woman. Forever.


    Jasmine laughed, pressing a kiss against his chest. “I’ll bring a change of clothes here tonight.”


    He pulled her closer, wanting more than her fluttering kisses. “I’ll have someone bring your things here while we’re out sailing today.”


    She wasn’t sure what he meant by sailing and didn’t have a chance to ask since he kissed her. And that was the end of communications between the two of them unless she was telling him “yes” or “more” or “do it again”.


    She loved the way he made love to her. It was as if he threw his whole mind and body into showing her how to release her sensuality and she wanted more. Every time he touched her, she wanted more or when he kissed her, it was never enough. He was like a drug that she couldn’t get out of her mind or satisfy her body with his lovemaking.


    They did go sailing that day but only around the coastline. And not for very long. It was a small sailboat, really only big enough for two or three people. He was an expert sailor, of course. The man seemed to be an expert at everything he chose to do. So it was a fun day to learn to sail. There was a perfect breeze and the sun was out, of course. They sailed their little craft to a small cove that appeared to be isolated from the rest of the world. He pulled out a large picnic basket and they dined in the shade of palm trees. He then made love to her on the soft blanket under the sun after which he carried her into the ocean, naked, to go skinny dipping among the fish.


    By the time they came back to the resort, she thought she was exhausted. But when he took her into his arms, she realized that she really wasn’t very tired. Not one little bit. And he made love to her so many times that night, teaching her things she didn’t know her body could do.


    As the sun started to shimmer over the horizon the following morning, Jasmine realized that she was in love with this man. Micah would be furious, Janine and Jayden would be worried for her, but she loved him. She knew there was no future for them. He lived in Europe or was flying off to his resorts to do whatever it was he did at each of them. She lived in Virginia and was a baker. Those two worlds just wouldn’t work together.


    So she decided to take every moment with him and make it special. She refused to think of the future, only enjoying her time with him right now, in this moment.


    The night before she was supposed to fly home, she made love to him, telling him with her body what she knew she couldn’t tell him with words. She loved him and always would. He was her man and she didn’t want to spend any time sleeping. This was her last night in his arms and she meant to show him how much he meant to her.


    By the time she had to leave to catch her flight, looking back at Antoniv, still asleep in the rumpled bed, she was holding back the tears by sheer force of will and nothing else.


    If only he’d said he loved her! She would have married him in an instant.


    Of course, he hadn’t brought up marriage since that time four days ago. Maybe he’d changed his mind? She wasn’t sure and had been too afraid to bring it up. She’d been too afraid that, if he asked her to marry him again, she’d agree simply because she loved him so much. He didn’t love her though. That was the real problem and she wanted to cry at how much that hurt.


    Instead, she packed her bags as quietly as she could and walked out of his beautiful villa, her heart crying out with the injustice of being dumped one week and falling in love the next week. Neither man loved her enough though. Which was why she was walking to the lobby to catch a cab to the airport all by herself.


    She boarded the plane, feeling exhausted and more devastated by the loss of his company and his attention than she’d ever thought possible. She sat in her plane seat, letting the tears flow steadily down her cheeks and wishing she was still curled up in his arms. Wishing he’d loved her just a little. She loved him a whole lot so she could have made up the difference if there had only been a touch of love in his heart for her.


    Jasmine knew that it had been the most amazing week of her life. Never would she meet a man like Antoniv again. The idea that maybe he had some properties in the Washington, D.C. area and they could see each other again struck her mind and hope flared inside of her.


    But then she banished that thought. She could never let Micah know about Antoniv. He’d been so furious when she’d asked about him on the phone.


    “Excuse me, Ms. Hart?” the flight attendant asked.


    Jasmine looked up, wiping the tears from her eyes. “Yes?” she said, wondering if perhaps she’d taken the wrong seat.


    “Your ticket has been upgraded to first class. This way?” she offered, smiling politely as she waved to the front of the plane.


    Jasmine looked around, trying to focus through the tears and the ache in her chest. The other passengers were looking at her with envy. “There must be some mistake. These seats have been booked for weeks. I didn’t book a first class ticket.”


    She looked down at her clip board. “A Mr. Micah Maddalone called and upgraded the tickets. Here is a note,” she said, handing another piece of paper to her.


    Jasmine sighed when she heard her brother-in-law’s name. “Oh. That’s…” she wasn’t sure what to think. “That was very sweet of him,” she said softly.


    She took the note, grabbed her purse and followed the flight attendant to the first class area. Not only did she have a seat up here, but she had the whole row. She settled into the extra-large chair and opened the note, hoping it would distract her from her sadness.


    “Jasmine, sorry that I couldn’t send my plane down to get you. Janine wouldn’t let me interfere so I did the next best thing. Don’t tell her I did this for you, okay? I apologize for the angry words earlier in the week. I’m glad you heeded my warning.”


    That was it. She angrily folded the note and stuffed it into her bag, furious that Micah still thought that Antoniv was a bad person.


    “Would you like some champagne?” the flight attendant asked.


    The thought of champagne brought back that first night she’d spent in Antoniv’s arms and she quickly shook her head, trying hard not to look so pathetic. She didn’t want to cry, she told herself. She’d known that this affair would end. So had he. They were from two different worlds and she couldn’t come back from her non-honeymoon with another man. Especially a man that her brother-in-law disliked so intensely and had warned her not to go near. And definitely not another man who didn’t love her.


    It was all such a mess, she thought. She’d gotten involved with the enemy and Micah didn’t even know it. If he did, he never would have upgraded her seat for her.


    A week ago, she would have been furious with him for doing something like this. She’d left on this trip so that she could be more independent, make her way in the world. But she couldn’t deny that it was nicer to be miserable in first class than in the economy seats. At least she didn’t have someone breathing down her neck while the tears soaked her cheeks.


    A few hours into the flight, the attendant put a plate in front of her and Jasmine poked at the airplane fare with the fork. She couldn’t eat this. She’d been dining on fabulous food and wine for the past eight days. This was lemon chicken in its worst form. It was probably better than nothing, but she just couldn’t stomach anything at the moment.


    She looked out the window of the plane, wondering what Antoniv was doing now. He’d most definitely woken up by now. Would he see her note? Would he understand? He might not, but hopefully he would respect her wishes.


    Oh, who was she fooling? He was probably on his way to his next resort, his next inspection. He was most likely terrorizing a new team of employees and telling them what a horrible job they were doing.


    And then she cried some more because her anger wasn’t helping the pain in her heart. No matter what kind of a monster she tried to make him out to be, towards her, he’d been the sweetest, kindest, most amazing man she’d ever run into. Even his arrogance was endearing to her now, looking back at their week together.


    Jasmine had no idea how long she stared out the window, but the next thing she knew, the plane was landing. Everyone was quickly gathering their belongings and getting off the plane.


    She walked slowly down the moving walkways, wondering what it would be like if Antoniv were here with her. Looking down the long, busy area of Dulles International Airport, she realized that her future looked just as grey and tedious as this airport. Everyone was going somewhere, doing something fun and exciting with their lives but she couldn’t imagine what might be exiting or fun without Antoniv in her life.


    She sighed and walked down the terminal building with the other masses of people. She boarded the airport underground train that would bring her from the outer terminals to the main terminal where she could pick up her luggage. There, she’d grab a cab which would take her back home…back to her old life where nothing would be the same. How could it? She’d experienced life with Antoniv. The future seemed so bleak and boring without him to brighten her day.


    Already she missed looking up and finding him with that funny sort of quirk to his lips that told her he’d found something she’d done or said amusing. She couldn’t help it. She loved him. Despite all of his annoying habits and his wonderful ways, she loved him.


    It was a holiday fling, she reminded herself over and over again.


    “We found you!”


    Jasmine swung around when she heard her sisters’ voices over the low hum of the airport noises. And she’d honestly never been so happy to see the two of them. As she ran over to them, she flung herself into their waiting arms and the sobs that she’d been holding back for the past several hours burst out of her. No longer could she just silently let the tears stream down her cheeks. With her sisters’ love surrounding her, she let it all out.


    “What’s going on?” Jayden asked, holding Jasmine closer. Janine did the same, the three of them putting their nearly identical heads together, trying to comfort her.


    Jasmine couldn’t explain for a long moment so the three of them just stood in the middle of the airport hugging. When she could finally lift her head, she wiped her tears and shook her head. No way could she tell them that she’d had a torrid affair with the love of her life, the very same man she’d been warned not to get involved with.


    “Nothing,” she said. “I just stayed up too late last night, making the most of my last night at the resort.” At least that was the truth, she thought.


    Jayden and Janine looked at her with concern. “Honey, was it that good or that bad?”


    Jasmine laughed and knew she sounded a bit hysterical. “It was that good. It was wonderful, amazing, the most spectacular week of my life. I can honestly say that I’ll never experience anything as magical again.” With that, she walked over to the baggage claim and slumped down onto one of the plastic chairs to wait for her luggage to arrive.


    She felt more than saw Jayden and Janine sit down on either side of her. They didn’t say a word, just put a hand on her back and left her to her thoughts. When her luggage slammed down on the carousels, she hefted it out and nodded her head. “Okay, let’s get out of here. I have a lot of baking to do.”


    That more than anything, told her sisters about her state of mind. Jasmine baked when she was happy, baked when she was sad. And the more she baked, the more intense her emotions.


    They drove her back to the Victorian house and headquarters, and Jasmine sighed as she hefted her heavy suitcase up the stairs. She missed all the servants that were at the hotel to do this kind of stuff, she thought. But when she’d gotten all of her dirty clothes sorted out and a load of laundry going, she walked down the stairs and put on her apron.


    “Don’t you think you should take a nap or something?” Janine asked, picking up her keys so she could go pick up her daughters. Jayden had already headed home, needing to feed her infant sons.


    The kitchen was quiet now, all the staff having gone home already. Jasmine picked up the schedule for the next week and looked it over, blinking her eyes rapidly so that the tears wouldn’t fall again.


    “Oh, I’ll get to sleep,” she assured her sister. “I don’t want to fall asleep too early though. I’ll be off schedule. It looks like we have a lot to get done this next week.”


    Janine leaned against the steel countertop. “Jaz, if you need some more time off, you know we have the staff now to handle it. We don’t have to work like maniacs any longer.”


    Jasmine smiled before heading into the pantry. “Oh, you know me. I work like a maniac anyway.” She picked up the container of flour. “Go on home to Micah and the girls. I know they are waiting for you. Jayden is already at home hugging her little men and you know you want to see Micah. So go. I’ll be fine.”


    Janine hesitated again. “I learned over the last week how to live on my own. I’ll be fine,” she assured her sister again. They might all be the exact same age, give or take sixty seconds, but Janine still acted like the older sister most of the time.


    “If you’re sure,” she said, still acting like she wanted to stick around. “I could call Micah and let him know we’re going to have a popcorn night. We could watch movies until you’re too tired to keep your eyes open any longer.”


    Jasmine picked up a wooden spoon and pointed it towards the exit, hoping that the smile she forced on her face didn’t look as strained as it felt. “No way. You have a handsome husband and silly girls to be with. Get out of here! Thank you for picking me up at the airport, but leave. Goodbye! Tell the girls I love them and I’ll babysit them next week.”


    Janine smiled. “They’ll love that. You spoil them too much.”


    “Not enough,” she replied with a sad smile. “But I’m fine. See you tomorrow.”


    Janine left while Jasmine sifted flour, poured in sugar and butter, vanilla, a few other ingredients and put it all in the mixer. She wasn’t really sure what she was making, but she just needed to be elbow deep in batter. She needed to create, to focus her mind on something other than a man she didn’t want to think about, and what she wished could have been between them.


    An hour later, she was pressing the cookie cutter into another round of sugar cookies when she heard a strange noise. She had no idea what it was, but she looked up, her hand freezing over the cookie dough.


    Her eyes darted from the front door to the windows, trying to see if someone was outside trying to get in. Her mind flashed back to that woman, the evil one who had threatened Jayden’s pregnancy last year. It had been horrible for a while but her sister’s babies had been born healthy and happy and they both had their own body guards now who followed them around everywhere.


    When she didn’t hear anything more, she assumed she’d just been hearing things. Pushing her mind back to her cookies, she cut out several more before she heard the sound again. This time, it was accompanied by a strong knock on the front door.


    “Open the door, Jasmine!” a deep, angry voice called out to her.


    Jasmine’s heart leapt up into her throat. Antoniv was here? Impossible! She’d left him this morning, still asleep, in the Dominican Republic. How could he be here?


    Private plane! Why hadn’t she thought of that?


    She wiped her hands on her apron and moved closer to the front door. Peering around the corner, she wished she had a weapon of some sort. She was here alone in a vast house. When she saw Antoniv’s enormous shoulders, she breathed a huge sigh of relief.


    “Antoniv!” she gushed and hurried to the front door to open it for him. “What are you doing here?” she asked as soon as he stepped inside.


    His face looked down into her surprised green eyes and his fury increased. Why the hell would she be surprised that he’d followed her? She was his woman! She should know this by now! “You left me this morning, Jasmine,” he commented, not answering her question.


    She looked up at him, about to throw herself into his arms but the look in his eyes stopped her. “Of course I left this morning. Today was the last day of my vacation.”


    “You left me,” he said, his voice filled with menace. He stepped towards her and she stepped backwards.


    “I didn’t leave you,” she replied, trying to sound confident but the truth was, she was afraid of this man. She’d never seen him like this. He’d always been sweet and gentle. Had Micah’s warning been right all along? Was Antoniv some sort of control freak? And was he now going to stalk her in some scenario reminiscent of one of those horrible movies that gave her the willies?


    But then she looked up at him and saw his eyes. The look he was giving her told her that she hadn’t made a mistake. This was her Antoniv! This was the man she’d fallen madly in love with!


    Instead of backing up, she threw herself into his arms just like she’d wanted to do from the first moment she’d seen him. “You’re here!” she sighed. “And you look amazing,” she told him. She snuggled even closer when she felt his arms wrap around her, holding her close, almost like he couldn’t stand to let her go. Exactly how she felt.


    “You’re never going to leave me again,” he told her and bent down to kiss her. His mouth stopped any sort of argument she might have given him.


    Without asking, he picked her up in his arms and carried her up the stairs. “Which is your bedroom?” he demanded even while he kissed her again, not giving her a chance to answer.


    She didn’t care. He was here. He was holding her and this was something she’d never thought to feel again. He felt so wonderful! She ignored all of her warnings about continuing an affair with a man who didn’t love her. He was here and she couldn’t resist him. Didn’t want to resist him!


    “Which door, Jasmine!” he practically roared.


    “That one,” she said, only allowing herself enough time to answer his question before she was kissing his neck, running her hands over his magnificent shoulders. It wasn’t good enough though. His thick, wool coat was too heavy and she couldn’t feel his skin, couldn’t revel in his muscles. “Off,” she told him even as she pushed the material off of his shoulders. “Get it off.”


    He obliged her but only allowed one hand at a time so the other could hold her in his arms with the other. The coat fell to the floor and he walked into the apartment. He didn’t even bother to turn on lights as she pushed his suit jacket off of his shoulders. His tie was simply pushed behind his shoulders while her fingers worked on the buttons of his shirt.


    “You’re going to have to explain why you left me, Jasmine,” he told her as he laid her down on her bed but his hands were equally busy. His impatient fingers accidently knotted the bow on her apron behind her back so he simply ripped the apron off of her. The sweater came next and he pushed her back onto the bed in order to get her jeans off.


    When she was finally naked and underneath him, he pinned her with his equally naked body. “You’re mine, Jasmine,” he told her as he kissed his way down her body. “Admit it!”


    She gasped at the passion, not sure how to take this much pleasure. “Yes,” she begged, not sure if she was agreeing with him or if she wanted him to keep doing that with his mouth and his teeth.


    “And you love me,” he demanded through clenched teeth as he nibbled his way down her stomach.


    “Yes,” she sighed. “Anything.”


    Not the answer he needed to hear, but at the moment, he’d caught himself in his own trap. He couldn’t stop to get her to clarify her response. All he could do was taste her feminine body, thrill to the way she moved underneath him. And when his mouth closed around her, she screamed out with the pleasure. At the moment, that was enough for him.


    He wouldn’t relent though. He kept up his movements, his tongue delving into her heat as he worked her body, thrilled with the way she responded to him. But when she exploded around his mouth, he couldn’t hold back. She always took him to the brink of his control and tonight was no exception. He rose over her, not giving her any respite as he sank his body into her tight sheath. Watching her closely, he moved against her tender flesh, making sure she was fully aware of everything.


    “Tell me,” he demanded, knowing she’s right at the edge but he wouldn’t let her go over. Her head whipped back and forth on the mattress, her hands grabbing his hips but he wouldn’t move, wouldn’t help her over that cliff. “Tell me, Jasmine and I’ll let you fly.”


    She gasped, her whole body shivering with need. She felt crazy, needing him to move ever so slightly but she couldn’t make him move. He was too strong, too big and he was in complete control.


    “I love you!” she yelled out, trying to think of anything that would make him move.


    Antoniv heard her words and just about climaxed then and there. He couldn’t believe what she was telling him. Was it true? His heart was thumping harder now, his whole body shivering as he strained to keep still.


    “Do you mean it?” he demanded with a rough, incredulous voice.


    “Yes. Please! I love you so much!”


    With those words, he released control and let her have what she so obviously wanted. He moved his body exactly how he knew she loved, shifting, sliding in and out of her, raising her hips so he was at the right angle to give her maximum pleasure. And only when she was spinning off in a climax that had her screaming out his name and clinging to him, would he allow himself to find his own pleasure.


    When their bodies had calmed down slightly, he pulled her into his arms, holding her close while she fell asleep in his arms.


    He stared up at the ceiling, contemplating the last eighteen hours. No one, not any other female, had ever controlled him in the same way as this woman did. He didn’t like it and he didn’t know how to deal with it. But he couldn’t leave her. He’d tried. He’d woken up alone in bed and he’d been furious with her, tearing up the note where she’d thanked him for a wonderful vacation. He’d called his pilot, ordering him to get ready to take off for the next inspection, but as soon as he boarded the plane, he’d told his pilot to head to Washington, D.C. In flight, he’d called his security firm, getting the address and a background check on Jasmine. He should have done that earlier, but there were no surprises in her history. Other than the fact that her brother-in-law was none other than Micah Maddalone. Antoniv had recently just beaten Maddalone at a high stakes bidding war over a hotel chain that, although it was going under, still had some prime real estate that could be developed and used more effectively.


    With that discovery, some of the comments she’d made in the past finally made sense. She’d said that someone had warned her about him, that he was a bastard. He smiled as she curled into his arms in the darkness. He stared up at the ceiling, thinking about how he was going to get back at Micah.


    But then his arm curled around the soft woman at his side and he shook his head. He couldn’t get back at Micah without hurting the man’s wife. And hurting his wife meant hurting Jasmine. That was out of the question.


    So the only solution was to…Hell he didn’t have a solution. The only thing he knew was that he was going to marry this woman. She was going to have his children and they would damn well be happy for the rest of their lives.


    He fell asleep with that thought, determined to make it happen one way or another.


    

  


  
    Chapter 11


    


    Jasmine woke up to noise. Surely it was too early for the staff to be arriving, wasn’t it? She rolled over, snuggling up to the heat source that she’d been sleeping against all night. Well, some of the night, she thought. Actually, there hadn’t been a whole lot of sleeping going on last night. She smiled at the memory of how Antoniv had made love to her over and over again. How he’d made her beg. The only way she could get him to give her release was to scream out how much she loved him. With those words, he would give her what she wanted, what her body craved. Over and over last night, he’d taken her to the pinnacle of pleasure and held her captive until she said the words.


    “Are you okay?” he asked, his hand sliding up her back.


    She rolled onto her stomach and looked up at him, seeing the hard lines of his face and the wariness in his eyes. “I love you,” she told him, thinking that he needed to hear those words when he wasn’t making love to her.


    He immediately pinned her underneath his hard body. “Then why did you leave me?” he demanded.


    She sighed, lifting her arms so that she could run her fingers through his black hair, loving the soft feel to it. His hair was probably the only soft part of this man’s body.


    She wasn’t sure how to answer him. How could she tell this wonderful man that she’d been scared because he didn’t feel the same way about her that she felt towards him?


    “Maddalone!” Antoniv growled, his hands clenching her waist. “I’ll…” He leaned back against her pillows and stared at the ceiling, his frustration rising to the surface. “I didn’t do anything to the man, Jasmine,” he said, his accent becoming stronger as he tried to control his anger. “I beat him at a business negotiation last week. It was a tense time but I won without doing anything illegal.” He lifted his head to look at her. “You believe me, don’t you?”


    She smiled, finally understanding. That wasn’t why she’d left but it was still nice to understand her brother-in-law’s warning. “Are you telling me that the only reason Micah doesn’t like you is because you are business competitors?”


    He nodded his head, the muscles in his neck straining to look at her. “That’s all. And I don’t always win. Two years ago, he bought out a parcel of land I had been trying to buy for two years. He just came in and offered a better deal after I’d worked the man who had been adamant about not selling. It had taken months of discussions, hours of negotiations and in the end, I lost. That’s the way business works.”


    “So why was Micah so angry with you about this last deal?”


    Antoniv smiled, but it didn’t contain any humor. “Because he really wanted that property to expand his headquarters here in Virginia. I believe he is trying to move his entire enterprise to this area so he can be closer to his wife and children.” He laughed. “I understand that he has a new son on the way, am I correct?”


    Jasmine nodded. “Two of them, actually. And they’re not on the way, they were born a few months ago. So you’re going to let him have that land, right? You’re going to sell it to him and let him move his headquarters here?”


    “Not a chance,” he growled, rolling over so that he was on top again. “But I won’t step in and try and buy up the other piece of land he wants.” His mouth nibbled on her neck before moving lower. “Will that suffice?”


    Jasmine gasped, not sure if that would take the edge off of Micah’s anger or not. “I don’t know.”


    “Tell me again,” he commanded. His mouth hovered over her nipple, waiting, blowing to tease her.


    “I love you,” she sighed, grabbing his head and pulling him down lower.


    As a reward, his mouth covered her nipple, teasing it until she was moving restlessly under him.


    “Jasmine!” a female voice called out from the hallway. “Jasmine! What’s wrong? Are you okay?”


    Jasmine froze, her hands lifting Antoniv’s head away from her breast. “That’s Janine!” she whispered, acting like she’d just been caught doing something naughty. “You have to get out of here!” she gasped, trying to slide out from underneath Antoniv and still hide both of them underneath the sheets and blankets. But it was no use. He was too big and he didn’t want her to move.


    “Jasmine! What’s going on?” Janine was right outside of her apartment door now.


    “Did you lock my door?” Jasmine hissed, her eyes darting from Antoniv’s amused glance to the open door, her whole body tense as she waited for her world to come down around her ears.


    Antoniv was about to answer but he didn’t have a chance. Before he could do more than open his mouth, Janine was storming through her apartment door and bursting into the bedroom with Jayden right behind her.


    “Jaz!” she gasped, seeing her peek out from behind Antoniv’s naked shoulder.


    Jayden’s eyes were just as huge as the two of them took in the sight of their sister in bed with another man. A huge man. A man who was not moving or letting their sister out from underneath him.


    “Um,” Jasmine poked her head up slightly higher so her sisters could see that she was okay, “would you guys wait for me downstairs? I can explain.”


    Janine and Jayden still didn’t move. Janine had Antoniv’s huge coat draped over her shoulder as if it were some sort of evidence of foul play.


    Janine shook her head, her mouth still hanging open in shock. “The cookies! The cookies are downstairs. You didn’t finish making the cookies!” she said.


    Jayden suddenly came to life, her laughter bubbling up at the astonishing scene. “I think understand why now,” she said and started tugging Janine’s arm trying to drag her out of their sister’s bedroom. “Yes, we’ll meet you downstairs.” She slammed the bedroom door closed. A moment later, Jasmine heard Jayden call out, “Take your time!” before the apartment door also slammed shut.


    Jasmine looked up at Antoniv, both of them staring, not sure what to say.


    “So those are going to be my sisters-in-law?” he asked with a deadpan expression.


    Jasmine couldn’t help it. The laughter started and she couldn’t stop it. She rolled over as the giggles overwhelmed her. Antoniv didn’t think it was quite as funny, but she spied that quirk to his lips as he sat up in bed. “Where’s the shower?” he asked, standing up and grabbing her hands to pull her out of bed.


    Jasmine couldn’t answer, she was still doubled over with laughter. So he simply lifted her up and carried her, fireman’s style, into the only other door in her bedroom, which turned out to be the bathroom.


    When the shower was warm, he dumped her back onto her feet and stepped into the shower area. Jasmine’s laughter soon died out as he picked up the soap and started lathering her all over. And very soon, her gasps turned to pleasure as his hands brought her to the pinnacle of ecstasy once more. By the time he entered her, she was begging, pleading for the release that only he could give her. So he lifted her up and pinned her against the tile wall. “Tell me again,” he said, biting her neck as he slowly filled her up.


    Jasmine wrapped her legs around his waist, closing her eyes as his erection captured her breath. “I love you,” she finally said.


    “I love you too, you crazy woman,” Antoniv said. “Don’t you ever leave me again.”


    And when he started moving, she said those words over and over again, whispering them in his ear before she screamed them out as the waves of their climax consumed them.


    

  


  
    Chapter 12


    


    Jasmine dressed in a pair of black yoga pants and a long sleeved cotton shirt, almost embarrassed to go downstairs now. How did one introduce one’s lover to sisters after they’d seen him barely covered by a sheet? It was almost enough to start her laughing again.


    Had he really said he loved her? A bubble of excitement shot through her at the possibility. It made all of the embarrassment over her sisters’ interruption a bit easier to take. Goodness, it made everything easier to take!


    “Ready?” he asked, taking her hand and looking into her eyes to see for himself if she was mentally ready for the upcoming conversation.


    She nodded her head, biting her lip in nervousness.


    He looked down at her, then pulled something out of his pocket. “Here. You’re going to need this.” And he slid a stunning diamond ring onto her finger.


    She gasped as she looked at the ring, shocked into silence. When she finally looked up at him, she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. “We are getting married!” she told him. She could say that now! He loved her! She couldn’t believe that he really loved her! All of the reasons she’d had for not getting into a relationship with him were negated because he loved her.


    He curled her fingers closed, refusing to let her take the ring off. “We are. Very soon.”


    And then a thought struck her. She shook her head as real life came rushing back to her with a vengeance. “I can’t! I just got dumped last week!”


    He shrugged one huge shoulder. “I don’t care. We’re getting married, Jasmine. Whatever you need to do, we’re going to do it. I’ll talk to your parents and explain the whole situation. They’ll understand. But we’re getting married and we’re not delaying simply because you wanted to marry an idiot who didn’t know better than to let you go. I’m not that stupid.”


    “But…”


    He shook his head. “You love me. I love you. That’s all that is important.”


    She stood there staring up at him while his words hit her with the full force of their meaning. “You love me?” she whispered, that smile of wonder shining in her eyes.


    He took her hands in his, squeezing slightly to emphasize his words. “Yes. I love you. And I’m not going to let you go. Don’t you ever leave me again, do you understand?” he demanded, bending down to take her arms in his hands. “When you left me, I was furious but I won’t let you go.”


    His words made everything inside of her go all mushy and she beamed up at him. “Say it again,” she pleaded.


    “I love you, moya krasavista,” he told her and pulled her in close, holding her against his hard body.


    Jasmine leaned her head against his chest and felt his heartbeat under her cheek. This big, huge, seemingly indomitable man loved her! The thought was so crazy, she could hardly believe it.


    “Come,” he said and took her hand. “We need to talk to your family. I’m sure they are waiting.”


    She followed him down the stairs, feeling like she was floating on a cloud. With her hand in his, she practically danced down the stairs with him.


    When they entered the kitchen area, all of her dancing and happiness disappeared. Janine and Jayden were there, as expected. Jayden had a huge grin on her face but Janine was looking concerned, her arms crossed over her pregnant stomach. But worse, so much worse, was Dante, Jayden’s handsome husband, as well as Micah, Janine’s ferocious looking husband, standing beside their wives.


    “Petrov,” Micah almost spat out. Jasmine bristled at the tone but Antoniv pulled her closer, trying to reassure her. And Jasmine noticed that Janine looked up at her husband, actually punching him on the arm when he didn’t stop glaring.


    “Maddalone,” Antoniv replied, nodding to Micah. He also turned to Dante with a nod and extended his hand. “You must be Dante Liakos,” he said and shook the other man’s hand.


    “I am. And you’re Antoniv Petrov,” Dante replied. “I liked the deal you pulled on the California resorts. It worked out well.”


    Antoniv nodded his head. “I made a good profit on that operation.”


    Dante chuckled. Obviously there was more to that story than what was being said and Jasmine made a mental note to ask Antoniv about it when they were alone again. But they both turned back to Micah who was still glaring.


    When he looked down at his wife, who obviously was sending him silent messages, he rolled his eyes. “Fine!” he snapped. Turning back to face that man as if they were mortal enemies, he said, “Don’t hurt her!” and grumbled a bit while his arm went around his wife. “Or I’ll make sure you are ruined!” With that, he extended his free hand, a sort of peace offering.


    Jasmine looked up at Antoniv, wondering if he was going to take the offered hand. When he did, she just about beamed with excitement and pride. “Outstanding!” she exclaimed, clapping her hands.


    Antoniv wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her close. “We’re getting married,” he announced.


    The men both nodded their heads, obviously agreeing with his assertion. Meanwhile, Jayden and Janine looked to Jasmine for confirmation.


    “Long engagement,” she promised them. “Probably next year.”


    Antoniv grunted. “More like next month.” Jasmine spun around, her mouth falling open as she stared at him in horror. “There’s no way we can get ready in a month!”


    “Okay, then next week. I’ll have my…” he looked around at the other two ladies, recognizing their glare as they anticipated what he’d been about to say. He caught the warning look in Dante and Micah’s eyes as well. “Um…well, you ladies can cater something simple, correct?”


    Antoniv could have sworn he heard Dante and Micah sigh with relief at the exact moment he felt Jasmine relax against him again. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed that his future sisters-in-law nodded at each other as if he’d just passed some sort of test.


    

  


  
    Epilogue


    


    Jasmine beamed as her two nephews toddled down the stairs, heading towards the playroom she’d set up for all of the kids. Dana and Dalia were already in there having a tea party with their stuffed animals.


    “Slow down, guys,” she said, but of course, they only ran faster. She tried to catch up with them, but her very pregnant belly was hindering her efforts.


    Antoniv stepped out at that moment, catching Heath before he fell on his face. And because Joel wanted the same attention, he pretended to fall as well, causing Antoniv to catch him, tucking both boys under each arm and carrying them the rest of the way into the play room. e The trek across the hallway was made with exaggerated steps to add more bounce to the effort and causing both boys to giggle with delight.


    Jasmine smiled, love for this amazing man making her heart swell. He dumped both boys into a place near the Christmas tree, then took her hand and helped her into a chair. “Okay, go for it,” he said to Dana and Dalia, who had determined that they were in charge of handing out presents.


    This time there were only small gifts for each person, the main Christmas had been enjoyed at their own homes with their small families. Now it was the extended family Christmas. The three sisters had agreed to alternate houses for the holidays with Jasmine’s house being last since she had trouble moving this late in her pregnancy.


    “You’re beautiful,” he whispered in her ear and she smiled up at him, snuggling into him and taking his hand, placing it on her belly where their babies were moving around.


    Janine was holding her new son in her arms, while Micah sat on the floor, helping the girls to try and guess what was in each package before they delivered them to the recipient.


    “Wait!” the happy grandfather called out, walking into the living room with a tray filled with glasses. “You can’t have a celebration without a cocktail,” he said.


    Dana and Dalia both jumped up, excited about the treat. They knew their grandfather made the best pumpkin milk shakes around. What they didn’t know was that the milkshakes were made with real pumpkin, skim milk and ice cubes with a dash of vanilla instead of ice cream. They had no idea they were getting a nutritious treat. The little guys just got a sippy cup of milk with a bit of pumpkin added for flavor. The men received their drinks, all of them taking a glass warily. They knew their father-in-law’s drinks were sometimes great and other times a waste of good scotch. The ladies were all nursing or pregnant so they received a special drink made of his various non-alcoholic concoctions as well.


    When they were once again sitting down, the girls started handing out the presents. While other ladies in the world oohed and ahhed over diamonds or expensive purses, these three men new better.


    Jasmine was thrilled to open up a box filled with all new decorating tips for her icing bags as well as some new cookie cutter shapes. When she saw all the new ideas, she turned to Antoniv with a sigh of happiness. “I love you,” she whispered.


    Jayden opened up a leather notebook, perfect for appointments while Janine received a set of wooden spoons. Exactly what they all wanted.


    While the women exclaimed over their perfect gifts, the men unwrapped theirs. Micah received a batch of his favorite cookies – Jasmine had baked them at Janine’s request. Dante unwrapped a canister filled with the meatballs Janine was famous for and he fought over at every gathering. Antoniv received a card with an address on it.


    He looked up and caught his sister-in-law’s eyes. “What’s this?” he asked.


    Jasmine kissed his cheek. “I remember that math teacher you mentioned when we first met.”


    He looked down at her, then at Jayden. “It isn’t…”


    “It is,” Jasmine replied. “Jayden’s research abilities are second to none,” she said. “She tracked the man down and found out where he was teaching now. That’s his address.”


    Antoniv had no words. He couldn’t believe how precious this woman was, how amazing this family. He buried his face in her soft, fragrant hair until he had things back under control. He lifted his head and looked at her, kissing her gently. “Thank you,” he told her. Looking over at Jayden, but also including the rest of the family as he repeated, “Thank you,” and squeezed his sweet wife’s hand.


    

  


  
    The War, Love, and Harmony Series – A New Sheik Series Coming Soon!


    


     This series of six books encompasses two generations of love stories across the four fictional neighboring countries of Larcatia, Altair, Lurasa, and Tularia. When the four betrothed princes and princesses fall in love with the wrong partner, a devastating chain of events is set into motion. Only the future leaders can put things right.


    


     See below for individual book pre-order and release dates, and keep an eye on Facebook, Twitter, or the Elizabeth Lennox website for updates!


    


    Fighting with the Infuriating Prince


    A new free novella, coming April 17th


    


    Jalayla couldn’t believe the arrogance of the man! To actually order her around? How rude! But beneath the surface of her anger towards the handsome prince, there was a simmering heat, an uninvited fascination with the man that she couldn’t seem to fight. Every time he touched her, every time he even looked at her, she felt that strange sensation.


    Tasir wanted to fire her at first sight. She argued with him about everything and challenged him in ways that no other woman dared. So why did he want to pick the woman up and make love to her? Initially, he didn’t know that the lovely woman with fiery eyes and a sensuous figure was the one and only Princess Jalayla. And was determined that he would have her for his own.


    So what’s a man to do when he finds out that the woman of his dreams is promised to marry another man?


    


    Dancing with the Dangerous Prince


    A second free novella coming May 1st


    


    Ciara shivered when she felt his eyes upon her. She trembled when she looked upon him as well. When they found themselves in the woods, alone and tempted, she fought the feeling…but it was pointless. The allure of the man was just too strong. So she was going to ride the wave of passion this captivating man offered, and ignore the consequences until she had to go back to her own world.


    Zoran couldn’t believe the beauty that he found in the woods. Normally, his one week respite from his official responsibilities as Prince of Larcatia was a time of isolation and contemplation. Now his only contemplation was how to get to know the lovely wood nymph better. And isolation was the furthest thing from his mind.


    So when their time together was over, it was shocking to find out that they were actually both royalty in neighboring countries! And even more unbelievable, that they were both obligated to marry someone else! To Hell with royal obligations! Zoran would make Ciara his wife.


    


    


    Two weddings! Two love matches that weren’t supposed to be! Princess Ciara of Altair, previously engaged to Prince Tasir went on to marry Prince Zoran of Larcatia. While Prince Tasir of Lurasa weds Princess Jalayla of Tularia.


    


    Unfortunately, the weddings don’t result in peace. The two couples were able to experience only a short-lived interlude of calm before tensions escalated to the point that violence was inevitable. Even after the weddings and despite years of trying to calm the problems, the four countries break out into war. A ten year, brutal war that was never supposed to be.


    


    The next generation….


    


    Sheik Zahir del Hassar Alzar of Larcatia brings the three other ruling sheiks to the Fortress of the Guards in secret. These four men – some recently rising to their power, others who have been rulers for a few years – all agree that it is time to stop the war caused by the tensions that were started when their parents or ancestors married years ago. The fighting has been going on too long and nothing has been gained. Borders remain as they were before the wars took place and the reasons for fighting don’t seem to apply any longer. The broken marriage contracts never should have resulted in war; peace must be restored for the benefit of all four countries.


    After long and challenging negotiations, the four rulers agree to cease hostilities and sign treaties so that the healing process can begin. They devise a strategy to help their people diffuse the rivalries and tensions that have developed. The four men agree that the best way to show their subjects that life should move on, without war, is to each marry and produce an heir. Royal weddings and the birth of a new generation will give the people a reason to hope.


    


    The saga continues….


    


    The Sheik’s Secret Bride


    The first book in the series: Pre-Order May 1st for May 15th release


    


    Their story began five years ago. Callie fell madly, crazily in love with Zahir. But the war in his country was raging and nurturing their relationship was tenuous at best. When Callie was captured, the experience was terrifying. Zahir found and rescued her, but he knew it would be impossible to insulate her from danger in his country. Despite his wishes to be together, he knew that to keep her safe he must send her away. However, he wouldn’t let her go until she was his bride. In a secret wedding, he married her, and then spirited her to safety.


    She arrived in her haven traumatized, fearful, homeless…and pregnant. Slowly, she rebuilt her life, gave birth to her son and somehow learned to get on with living without Zahir. For five long years, Callie recovered from the nightmare of her captivity. And she raises her son.


    When Zahir enters her life once more, she can’t believe that the fire between them is hotter than before. But she refuses to give in, despite its intensity. She’s too afraid that the peace between the previously warring countries will end and that she or her son could be in peril again. She yearns to feel safe, but can she defy her heart or deny her son his father?


    


    The Sheik’s Angry Bride


    The second book in the series: Pre-Order May 28th for June 12th release


    


    Duty. Responsibility. Those were the priorities of Layla’s upbringing. So when her father announced that she is to marry the Sheik of Lurasa, she accepted her duty and steeled her heart to a loveless life of obligation.


    What she refused to accept was Garon’s intense effect on her. The man wasn’t what she anticipated! And he wouldn’t conform to her plans or expectations. This was an arranged marriage! They had appearances to maintain, duties to adhere to. Why were these crazy feelings flying between them every time he touched her?


    Garon entered into the marriage expecting only to be faithful to his wife and to honor the agreement he had made with the other sheiks. What he wasn’t expecting was a fiery beauty that set his senses on fire or the intense need to have her. Responsibility be damned, this woman was his! And he was going to teach her about living and loving.


    


    The Sheik’s Blackmailed Bride


    The third book in the series: Pre-Order July 3rd for July 17th release


    


    Luna couldn’t believe the chain of events that had led to her wedding day. All she’d wanted was to save her small village, to help the residents to get out from underneath their crippling debt. So she’d written to the man who owned the bank. And here she was, walking down the aisle towards a man she barely knew. A man who could make her body sing but who could crush her hopes and dreams with a few harsh words.


    Dassar needed a wife to fulfill the terms of the peace treaty. The lovely Luna fit none of his criteria. She was too soft, too sweet and would be hurt by palace life. So why couldn’t he forget her? Why could she get under his skin so easily? And why couldn’t he simply walk away?


    


    The Sheik’s Convenient Bride


    The fourth and final book in the series: Pre-Order July 31st for August 14th release


    


    The only reason Kylie had come back to the palace was to prove to everyone that she was over Tarek. Her girlish infatuation was a thing of the past. So how did she end up dining with the sheik? And why was her body still vibrating when he kissed her? Why couldn’t she simply put her infatuation in the past where it belonged?


    Tarek took one look at the fascinating beauty and knew that Kylie was the woman he was going to have for his wife. He didn’t want to marry, but the terms of the peace treaty were absolute. So if he had to do it, why not do it with the lovely, feisty and sexy woman that he couldn’t get out of his mind?
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