






“Rebekah.” In one fluid movement Jace came close and brushed his lips to her cheek.



“How dare you?” Rebekah’s words escaped as little more than a vehement whisper.


One dark eyebrow slanted, although his eyes held a watchful expression. “You expected formality?”


She didn’t trust herself to respond. He was in his mid-thirties, his broad chiseled facial bone structure giving hints of his Grecian ancestry, and there was an inherent quality in those dark gray, almost black eyes that took hold of her equilibrium and tore it to shreds.


No one man deserved to exude quite this degree of power…nor possess such riveting physical magnetism.









Dear Reader,


Flowers signify so many emotions…they’re the gift of lovers, friends and family, in times of happiness, joy and sorrow. From the exotic to simple everyday blossoms, their textures, colors and perfumes blend together to bring pleasure to people all around the world.


I have an admiration for those who work in the floral industry, especially the talented florists whose skilled artistry turns varied blooms into beautiful bouquets. My writer’s imagination envisaged the lives of two sisters, Ana and Rebekah, who co-own a florist boutique in one of the trendiest suburbs of Sydney, Australia.


Ana is married to proud, powerful Luc Dimitriades—but one year into their marriage, his newly divorced ex-mistress returns, determined to reclaim Luc….


Rebekah is wary of men and determined to avoid falling in love again. But Luc’s cousin Jace Dimitriades plans to change her mind!


I hope you enjoy getting to know these two sisters, and the gorgeous tycoons who turn their world upside down!


With love
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Helen Bianchin

THE GREEK BRIDEGROOM
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CHAPTER ONE



THERE were some days when it just didn’t pay to get out of bed, Rebekah groaned as she lifted her head from the pillow and caught sight of the digital clock.

It was blinking, indicating a power failure through the night had disrupted the alarm mechanism.

She fumbled for her watch, checked the time and uttered a muffled oath as she slid from the bed, then cursed out loud as she stubbed her toe on her way to the en suite.

The icy blast of water ensured the quickest shower on record, and, dressed, she raced into the kitchen, dished out fresh food for the cat, snatched a container of orange juice from the refrigerator, gulped a mouthful, then she collected her bag and took the lift down to the underground car park.

Seconds later she slid in behind the wheel of the Blooms and Bouquets van, inserted the key into the ignition…and nothing.

Don’t do this to me, she begged as the engine refused to kick over. Please don’t do this to me! During the ensuing minutes she coaxed, cajoled, promised, and still it remained as dead as a doornail.

She restrained the urge to scream in frustration. Talk about having Friday the thirteenth on a Tuesday!


Raising her head heavenward and praying to the deity didn’t work either.

What else could go wrong?

It was better she didn’t ask, for it might tempt fate to fling another disaster in her path.

There was nothing else to do but get behind the wheel of her MG and send the sleek red sports car purring through Sydney’s suburban streets.

Not exactly a suitable vehicle in which to transport flowers to the Double Bay florist shop she co-owned with her sister, Ana.

In the early pre-dawn hours there wasn’t much traffic, and already the city was stirring to life. Pie-carts were closing up after the long night, the council street-sweeping trucks whined along, clearing debris from the gutters, and fruit and vegetable vendors transported their supplies from the city markets. Taxis carrying businessmen to catch the early flights interstate, petrol tankers beginning deliveries.

It was a time of day Rebekah enjoyed, and she activated a popular radio station on the console and felt her spirits lift with the upbeat music.

Soon the sun would lift above the horizon, and the grey shadows would disperse, bestowing everything with light and colour.

A sweeping glance was all it took at the markets to determine the best of the blooms were gone, and she figured her order, placed it, then turned the car towards Double Bay.

The shop was situated in a trendy élite area, and thanks to a bequest from her late mother the business was free from any loan encumbrances.

It was six-thirty when she unlocked the outer door and she tripped the lights, filled the coffee percolator, then set to work.

While the percolator took its time, she booted up the computer and downloaded email orders, then she checked the fax machine.

They were in for a busy day, and there was a need to adjust her order. She crossed to the phone, made the call, then she rang a mechanic to go check the van.

Hot, sweet black coffee boosted her energy levels, and she was on her third and last cup for the day when Ana arrived.

Looking at her sister was akin to seeing a mirror image of herself…almost. They shared the same petite height, fine-boned features, slender curves and naturally blonde hair. Two years separated them in age, with Ana the eldest and twenty-seven. Their natural personalities were similar, although Rebekah felt she held an edge when it came to determined resolve.

The necessity for self-survival in an abusive relationship had provided a strength of will she hadn’t been aware she possessed. It had also implanted an ingrained distrust of men.

A year’s engagement to Brad Somerville, a beautiful wedding, embarking on a dream honeymoon…nothing prepared her for the sudden change in the man she’d vowed to love and honour less than ten hours before.


At first she’d thought it was something she’d done or said. Verbal abuse was bad enough; physical abuse was something else. Jealous, possessive to the point of obsessiveness, he soon killed any feelings she had for him, and after three months of living in a hellish marriage she’d simply packed a bag and walked out of his life.

Following the divorce she’d legally reverted to her maiden name, bought an apartment, adopted a beautiful Burmilla kitten whom she’d named Millie, and lived to work.

‘Hi.’ Rebekah summoned a sympathetic smile as she glimpsed the slight air of fatigue evident in Ana’s expression. ‘Late night? Morning sickness?’

‘That bad, huh?’ her sister queried as she crossed to the computer and began cross-checking the day’s orders.

‘Maybe you should listen to Luc and cut down your hours.’

Ana shot her a telling glance. ‘You’re supposed to be on my side.’

Rebekah wrinkled her nose in humour. ‘I am, believe me.’

‘What would I do in that great house all day? Petros is the ultimate manservant.’

The phone rang, and Ana picked up, listened, then handed over the cordless receiver. ‘For you.’

It was the mechanic with word all the van needed was a new battery, which he’d install, and mail her the account.

‘Problems?’


‘The van wouldn’t start.’ She relayed the repercussions, then took the next phone call.

It didn’t get better as the morning wore on. A difficult customer took most of her patience, and another complained bitterly about the cost of florists’ delivery charges.

Food, she needed food. It was almost midday, and the energy boost from juice, coffee and a cereal bar had clearly dissipated.

‘I’ll go pick up a salad sandwich. Then you can take a lunch break.’

Ana glanced up from the computer. ‘I can eat lunch on the run just as well as you.’

‘But you won’t,’ Rebekah said firmly. ‘You’ll buy a magazine, seat yourself at any one of the nearby café’s, and take your time over a latte and something sensible to eat.’

Ana rolled her eyes. ‘Tea,’ she amended with a grimace. ‘And if you begin treating me like a precious pregnant princess, I’ll hit you!’

She laughed, a low, throaty chuckle, and her eyes held a mischievous gleam. ‘Petros?’ she hazarded. The middle-aged manservant had been part of Luc’s household for years, well before she’d first met Ana’s inimitable husband. ‘Does he still refer to you as Ms Dimitriades?’

Ana’s laughter was infectious. ‘He considers anything less would be regarded as undignified.’

She adored her sister, and they’d been the best of friends since she could remember, sharing, caring, close. Ana’s marriage to Luc Dimitriades a year ago had been one of the happiest moments of her life.

‘Luc has made a booking for dinner this evening.’

Ana named the restaurant, and Rebekah’s eyebrows rose a fraction. It numbered as one of the ritziest places in town. ‘We’d like you to join us. Please,’ she added. ‘Two Dimitriades men are too much for one woman to handle.’

Rebekah felt an icy shiver slither the length of her spine, and the nerves in her stomach tightened into a painful ball. Please let her voice give no hint to her inner turmoil. ‘One of Luc’s cousins is in town?’ Amazing she could sound so calm, when her defence mechanism had already moved to alert, and her mind issued the silent scream Please don’t let it be Jace.

‘Yes. Jace arrived yesterday from the States.’

No. The silent scream rose and died in her throat as Jace Dimitriades’ image rose to the fore to taunt her.

Tall, broad shoulders, chiselled features, piercing dark grey eyes, and a mouth to die for.

She had reason to know how it felt to have that mouth possess her own. Even now, a year later, she still retained a vivid memory of Luc and Ana’s wedding, partnered as her sister’s maid of honour with Jace as Luc’s best man. How for several hours she’d been aware of Jace’s close proximity, the touch of his hand at her waist, the brush of his body against her own as they assembled for bridal group photos.

Dancing with him had been a nightmare. Sensual heat spiked her blood and sent it racing through her veins. Sexual chemistry at its most base level.

Hadn’t that been the real reason for her momentary escape onto the terrace within minutes of Luc and Ana taking their leave?

Yet Jace was there, standing close, almost caging her against the terrace railing as she turned to move away.

That had been her mistake, for it brought her much too close to him. The next instant his lips brushed her cheek, then slid to savour her mouth, and in a moment of sheer madness she angled her mouth to his own.

His instant response was devastating.

Shocked didn’t cover it. No one had kissed her quite like that. As if somehow he’d reached down into the depths of her soul, tasted, savoured, with intent to conquer. It left her feeling as if she’d leapt off a high cliff and was in dangerous free fall. Exhilarated by the instinctive knowledge he would catch her…before she hit the ground.

Who was the first to break contact? To this day she couldn’t be sure. All she remembered was something inexplicable in those dark grey eyes, a stillness that held a waiting, watching quality as she went from shock to dismay in a few seconds flat.

Anger kicked in, and she slapped him…hard. Then she walked away, aware that he made no effort to stop her. She rejoined the wedding guests, and smiled until her facial muscles ached.

Afterwards had come the rage…with herself for initiating something so foolish, and with him for indulging it.

Now Jace Dimitriades was back in town, and Ana and Luc expected her to make up a foursome for dinner?

‘No,’ she reiterated aloud.

‘No…you don’t want to.’ Ana’s gaze narrowed as she attempted to analyse her sister’s expression. ‘Or no, you can’t?’

‘Choose whichever one you like.’

Ana appeared to take a deep breath. ‘OK. Are you going to tell me about it, or do I have to drag it out of you?’

‘Neither. Simply accept I decline your invitation.’

‘That won’t wash, and you know it. You haven’t seen Jace since the wedding.’ Her sister’s eyes assumed a speculative gleam. ‘What did he do? Kiss you?’

Oh, my. ‘On what do you base that assumption?’ she managed calmly, and saw Ana’s gaze narrow.

There was a telling silence. ‘It’s not like you to wimp out,’ her sister said at last.

Wimp? ‘Forgive me, but I’m not in the mood to embark on a verbal fencing match with a man who’d enjoy every thrust and parry!’

‘Think of the fun you’ll have in besting him,’ Ana offered persuasively.

Rebekah glimpsed the mischievous challenge in those guileless blue eyes, and her lips curved into a slow smile. ‘You’re wicked.’ Ana grinned. ‘The black Versace halter-neck will be fine.’

A backless creation which didn’t allow for wearing a bra? ‘I haven’t said yes.’

‘We’ll come by and collect you. And drop you home again.’

She could imagine how easily, smoothly Jace could intercede and insist he escort her home in a taxi.

‘If I agree,’ she qualified, shooting Ana a warning glance. ‘I’ll drive my own car.’

‘Brava.’ Ana’s eyes gleamed with humour, and Rebekah shook her head in mock-despair as her sister executed the victory sign.

It was almost seven when Rebekah slid from behind the wheel of her MG and allowed the uniformed attendant tend to valet parking.

For the umpteenth time she silently questioned her sanity. Except retreat at this late stage wasn’t part of her agenda.

How had the past year affected Jace Dimitriades?

Did he have a lover? Was he between relationships?

Fool, she mentally derided as she entered the restaurant foyer. Men of Jace Dimitriades’ calibre were never without a woman for long. She recollected Ana relaying Jace regularly commuted between London, Paris and Athens. He probably had a mistress in each major city.

The maître d’ greeted her with polite regard, elicited her name, the booking, and directed her to the lounge bar, where patrons lingered over drinks.


The ambience spelt money…serious money. The floral displays were real, not silk imitation. The carpet thick-piled and luxurious, the furniture expensive.

A pianist was seated at a baby grand, effortlessly providing muted background music, and the drinks stewards were groomed to the nth degree.

Refined class, Rebekah conceded as a steward enquired if he could assist locating her friends.

He succeeded with smooth efficiency, and she followed in his wake.

‘Mr Dimitriades.’ His acknowledgement held deferential respect, and she had a ready smile in place, polite words of gratitude on her lips as she tilted her head.

Only to have the smile freeze as she saw it was Jace, not Luc, who had moved forward to greet her.

‘Rebekah.’

In one fluid movement he came close, lowered his head and brushed his lips to her cheek. The contact was stunningly brief, but it robbed the breath from her throat for all of five seconds before anger hit.

‘How dare you?’ The words escaped as little more than a vehement whisper.

One dark eyebrow slanted, although his eyes held a watchful expression. ‘You expected formality?’

She didn’t trust herself to respond. Her attention was held, trapped, by the man standing within touching distance.

Tall, so tall her eyes were on a level with the loop of his impeccably knotted silk tie, and his breadth of shoulder was impressive sheathed in exclusive tailoring.

In his mid-thirties, his broad, chiselled facial bone structure gave hint to his Grecian ancestry, and there was an inherent quality in those dark grey, almost black eyes that took hold of her equilibrium and tore it to shreds.

No one man deserved to exude quite this degree of power…nor possess such riveting physical magnetism.

Sexual alchemy at its zenith, she acknowledged shakily as she attempted to gain a measure of control over her rioting emotions.

One look at him was all it took for her to remember how it felt to have that mouth close over her own with diabolical finesse. Exploring, coaxing…and staking a claim.

She was suddenly aware of every breath she took, every heightened pulse-beat, and the way her heart seemed to thud against her ribcage.

It was crazy, insane to feel like this. In the name of heaven, get a grip. To allow him to see just how deeply he affected her was impossible.

Why, suddenly, did she feel as if she’d walked into a danger zone? And that it was he, and not she, in command of the situation?

Dammit, she’d accepted Ana’s invitation, and she owed it to her sister and Luc to be a pleasant guest. Hadn’t she dressed accordingly, and given a promise to sparkle?








CHAPTER TWO



PROJECTING joie de vivre required effort, and there was a very real danger she’d verge towards overkill.

A glass of wine would help dull the edges, but she’d had nothing to eat since lunch. Consequently iced water seemed a wise choice, especially as she’d need all her wits to parry words with Luc’s inimitable cousin.

The restaurant’s chef was reputed to be one of the city’s best, and numbered among the country’s finest. Hence, the selection offered was meant to tempt a gourmand’s palate.

Rebekah ordered soup as a starter, requested an entrée-size meal as a main, and deferred a decision on dessert.

She settled back in her chair and glanced towards Jace. ‘You’re in Sydney on business, I believe?’

There was nothing like taking control and initiating conversation.

‘Yes.’ He met her level gaze, held it, and wondered if she had any idea how well he could read her. ‘Also Melbourne, Cairns, Brisbane and the Gold Coast.’

‘Interesting. Presumably matters which require your personal attention?’

How would she react if he revealed she was one of them? He inclined his head. ‘I’m unable to delegate in this instance.’

Property he wanted to sight? Yet in a high-tech age, it was possible to scan digital images at the speed of light, and as he shared some investment interests with Luc, why couldn’t Luc act on his cousin’s behalf?

The waiter delivered their starters, and Rebekah toyed with the soup, spooning the contents automatically without affording it the appreciation it truly deserved.

‘Tell me something about floristry.’ Jace’s voice was pure New York, and she waited a beat before countering,

‘An idle query, or genuine interest?’

His eyes held a humorous gleam. ‘The latter.’

‘The art, or a day in the life of…?’

‘Both.’

‘Floral artistry comprises a good eye for colour and design, shapes appealing to the customer’s wants and needs, the specific occasion.’ If he wanted facts, she’d supply them. ‘Which blooms suit, room temperature, the effect the customer wants to achieve.’

She lifted her shoulders and effected a light shrug. ‘Knowledge where exotic out-of-season stock can be bought and how long it takes to air-freight it in. And the expense involved. Unfortunately there are always those who want the best at minimum cost.’

‘I’m sure you manage to apprise them that quality comes with a price?’

‘Don’t be fooled by Ana and Rebekah’s petite stature,’ Luc drawled. His mouth curved into a warm smile. ‘I can assure both sisters pack a powerful verbal punch.’ He turned towards Ana and brushed light fingers down her cheek. ‘My wife, especially.’

‘It’s a defence mechanism,’ Ana responded sweetly. The waiter removed their plates, and Rebekah’s gaze shifted to Jace in a deliberate attempt at dispassionate appraisal.

Superb tailoring emphasised an impressive breadth of shoulder, and the deep blue shirt with its impeccably knotted silk tie accented his olive textured skin.

All she had to do was look at him, and warmth flared to uncomfortable heat as her mind spun into overdrive, remembering how it felt to have his mouth on hers. From there it was just a step away for her mind to spiral out of control, imagining what lay beneath the trappings of his conventional attire.

Don’t go there. Dear heaven, what was wrong with her? No one, not even her ex-husband in the heightened throes of pre-marital passion, had been able to arouse such an intense reaction.

She was conscious of every breath she took, and co-ordinating cutlery with morsels of food and the actual eating process was fraught with nervous tension.

Was Jace aware of her inner turmoil? Dear God, she hoped not.

Oh, for heaven’s sake, she mentally chastised. You’re only sharing dinner with him, and acute vulnerability could be conquered…couldn’t it? Or at least successfully masked. Besides, Jace Dimitriades was only a man like any other man, and hadn’t Brad been charm personified in the beginning? Only to turn into a wolf in sheep’s clothing.

Except instinct warned comparing her ex-husband to Jace Dimitriades was akin to associating an ill-bred canine with a powerful panther.

There was a part of her that wanted to replace her cutlery, stand to her feet, and leave. Retreat to the safety of her car, return to her apartment with her sanity intact.

Except such an action was a cop-out, and besides, what excuse could she present? Act, she commanded silently. You deal with people every day in the shop and utilise psychological skill to handle difficult customers. How difficult could it be to deal with Jace Dimitriades for a few hours? There was the added advantage of Ana and Luc’s presence to provide a buffer. It should be a breeze.

Fat chance! She felt about as relaxed as a cat on hot bricks!

Why hadn’t she listened to her initial instinct and remained adamant at not doing this? Because she cared for her sister. At least, that was the simple answer. The more complex one didn’t bear contemplating.

Maybe some wine would loosen her nerves a little, and she indicated the wine steward could fill her glass. Seconds later she took an appreciative sip, and felt the grape’s delicate bouquet slip into her bloodstream.

It was a relief when the waiter presented the next course. Her appetite was non-existent, and although her meal was a decorative vision in cuisine artistry, her tastebuds appeared to be on strike.

Travelled south for the duration, she accorded with silent wry humour, aware to an alarming degree just where they’d chosen to settle.

Eat, she commanded silently. Focus on the food. The evening would eventually come to a close, and she’d never have to place herself in this position again.

She may as well have told herself to go jump over the moon for all the good it did, for she was supremely conscious of every movement he made. The economical use of his hands as he apportioned each morsel of food. The way the muscles at the edge of his jaw bunched as he ate. His hands were broad, tanned with a sprinkling of hair, the fingers tapered with neatly shaped nails.

How would those hands caress a woman’s skin? Lightly skim the silken surface, discover each pleasure pulse and linger there?

Her mind came to a screeching halt. What was the matter with her? She couldn’t blame the wine, for she’d only consumed a few sips, and alternated it with chilled water.

‘You have an early start in the morning?’ Luc queried solicitously.

Could she conceivably use that as an excuse to slip away soon? ‘I have to be at the flower market around four-thirty.’

Jace’s gaze narrowed. ‘Every day?’

‘Six out of seven.’ It didn’t bother her. Never had, for she was a morning person. However, after a fourteen-hour day on her feet anything less than six hours’ sleep and she was wrecked.

‘I’ll order coffee.’ Luc signalled the waiter, and she joined Ana in choosing tea, all too aware coffee would keep her awake. How long had they been here? Two hours? Three?

They were almost done, and within half an hour she’d be free to slip behind the wheel of her car and drive home.

Wonderful, she determined as Luc fixed the bill, and she stood to her feet, collected her evening purse, and followed Ana to the foyer.

Her skin prickled in awareness of Jace’s close proximity, and it took considerable effort to move at a leisurely pace. She could almost feel the warmth of his body, and her own stiffened at the light touch of his hand at the back of her waist as they gained the pavement.

‘I’ll see you to your car.’

‘I had a valet attendant park it for me.’

Ana tilted her face as Jace leant down to brush his lips to her cheek. ‘Luc and I can give you a lift back to the hotel.’

‘I’m sure Rebekah won’t mind.’ Jace straightened and shot his cousin a measured look. ‘I’ll be in touch tomorrow.’

Rebekah uttered a silent prayer that Luc would intercede, only the deity wasn’t listening. Ana leant forward and brushed her lips to her sister’s cheek, accepted Jace’s affectionate ‘Goodnight’, then she moved with Luc towards their car.

It was so smoothly effected, she could hardly believe she’d been cleverly manipulated. His hotel was en route to her apartment. Given she had to pass right by the main entrance, it would be churlish to refuse.

However, her mind screamed in silent denial as she waited for the attendant to fetch her car. She didn’t want to be alone with him, ever, and especially not in the close confines of her MG sports car.

What had prompted him to suggest it when she’d been so painstakingly polite all evening? She hadn’t flirted, or given him any reason to think she coveted his attention.

Dammit, just get in the car, drop him off at the hotel, then that’ll be the end of it. Ten, fifteen minutes was all it would take.

There wasn’t a lot of leg-room, and it gave her a degree of satisfaction as he folded his lengthy frame into the front passenger seat.

Rebekah didn’t waste a second, and she gained the street, then headed towards Double Bay. Idle conversation, simply for the sake of it, wasn’t on her agenda, and she didn’t offer a word as she took liberties with the speed limit.

Ten minutes and counting.

It was a beautiful late-spring evening, the dark sky a clear indigo sprinkled with stars. Cool, sharp temperatures promised another fine day, and she directed her mind to the shop’s orders and the stock she’d need to purchase from the markets.


It didn’t work, for she was supremely conscious of the man seated beside her. In the close confines of the car she was aware of the subtle tones of his cologne, the clean smell of his clothes…and the faint male muskiness that was his alone.

Rebekah felt the tell-tale prickle of her skin as her body began an unbidden response. There was warmth, and heat pooled deep inside, intensifying with damning speed as her pulse accelerated to a crazy beat.

His hand rested on one knee, which was close, much too close to the gear-shift, making it impossible not to touch him whenever she changed gears. Avoiding contact without appearing to do so required care, and she wondered if he sensed her disquiet.

What if he did, and he was silently amused? Oh, dammit, just drive. In another five minutes she’d be free of his disturbing presence.

One more set of traffic lights and she’d enter the outer fringes of suburban Double Bay. A sense of intense relief began to descend as she turned into the street housing the main entrance to his hotel, and she drew to a halt in the impressive forecourt.

A uniformed bellboy moved towards the car, and Rebekah turned towards Jace. ‘Goodnight.’

In one fluid movement he captured her face with his hands, then lowered his mouth to hers in an evocative kiss that invaded and seduced. All too brief, it held the promise of more.

Shocked surprise encompassed her features as he lifted his head, and her mouth parted, only to close again as he offered a huskily voiced au revoir before sliding out from the low-slung seat.

She caught the faint gleam in those dark eyes before he turned and walked towards the main entrance.

Damn him. What did he think he was playing at?

She moved the gear-stick with unnecessary force, then sent the car into the street. Her apartment was situated two blocks distant, and she reached it in record time, easing the MG down into the underground car park.

In the lift she castigated herself for not predicting Jace’s move. He’d bargained on the element of surprise, and had won.

So what did it matter? She was unlikely to see him again. But it irked unbearably he’d caught her unawares, and provided a not so subtle reminder that he was aware of her vulnerability, and, even more galling, susceptible to him.

She should have slapped his face. Would have, if his action hadn’t rendered her momentarily speechless.

Ten o’clock wasn’t late, and with only six hours’ sleep ahead of her she should go straight to bed. Instead, she slid off her stilettos and roamed the apartment, too emotionally wound up to settle to an easy sleep.

Nothing on television held her interest for long, and after utilising the remote to flick through every channel she simply switched off the set, collected a magazine and flipped through the pages with equal uninterest before discarding it in disgust.


A derisive sound emerged from her throat as she doused the lights and made for her bedroom.

She could still feel Jace Dimitriades’ touch when she began removing her clothes. As she cleansed her face of make-up she was positive she could still taste him, and she took up her toothbrush and cleaned her teeth, twice.

So vivid was his powerful image, she was prepared to swear he was there with her as she lay in bed staring into the room’s darkness.

Over and over the evening replayed itself, and the memory of his kiss taunted her, awakening her imagination to such a level it became impossible to sleep.

 

Jace Dimitriades drained the last of his coffee, reached for his suit jacket and shrugged it on, collected his wallet and cellphone, then he exited his hotel suite, took the lift down to ground level and walked out into the sunshine.

He had an hour before he was due to join Luc at a business meeting in the city. Time enough to achieve his objective, he determined as he crossed the street and walked the block and a half to his intended destination.

Blooms and Bouquets was ideally sited, the window display colourful with expertly arranged blooms in numerous vases on stands of varying heights. A background wall held a similar display, and the overall look from outside was a mass of floor-to-ceiling flowers.


The result was visually stunning, and a testament to the two sisters who owned the boutique.

He pushed open the door, registered the electronic buzzer, and offered a greeting to Ana, swivelled his head to include Rebekah, who was deftly assembling a bouquet of orchids at the work table.

‘Jace, how wonderful to see you.’ Ana slid off her chair behind the computer and joined him. ‘Is this a social call?’

He leant down and brushed his lips to her temple. ‘How are you?’ His smile held affectionate warmth. ‘In answer to your question…social and business.’

‘Then let’s get business out of the way first.’

The phone rang, providing a convenient interruption. Not that he really needed one, but it helped. ‘Answer that. Rebekah can organise the order.’

Could she, indeed? From the moment he stepped into the boutique all her senses had snapped into full alert. It was crazy the way her body reacted to the sight of him. Amend that to just thinking about him, she admitted wryly. Hadn’t that very thing kept her awake last night?

Any hope of having Ana deal with him was shot, leaving her with little option but to place the bouquet taking shape onto the work table and move forward to assist him.

He looked…incredible, the dark grey business suit fashioned by a master tailor, fine cotton shirt, impeccably knotted silk tie. But it was the man himself who took hold of her composure and tore it to shreds.

She didn’t like the feeling at all. It had taken two years to repair the damage Brad had wrought and restore a measure of confidence. To have it undermined in any way was something she’d defend to the death.

Rebekah slipped into the polite, professional role with practised ease. ‘Do you have anything particular in mind?’

Good, his presence rattled her. He’d caught the faint tremble in those capable hands, sighted a glimpse of her inner struggle as she geared herself to deal with him. Signs she wasn’t anywhere near as calm as she’d have him believe.

‘A journey is but a series of many steps.’ The quote teased his brain, although he couldn’t be sure of its accuracy or its origin, only that the words were pertinent.

Rebekah Stanford intrigued him. He admired the look of her, the strength of character apparent. The exigent sexual chemistry. But it was more than mere physical attraction. There was mystery surrounding her, something he couldn’t quite pin down.

During the past year he hadn’t been able to dismiss her from his mind. Her features teased his subconscious, the scent and feel of her. The way she’d responded to his touch haunted him…and destroyed anything he thought he could feel for another woman. Plural, he amended ruefully, aware of the few women he’d sought to fill a void.

Now he was back, intent on combining business with pleasure…or was it the other way round? Intent on determining if memory of an emotion still existed, and if it did, just what he intended to do about it.


‘Roses.’ Their velvety texture, exotic perfume, the exquisite petals so tightly budded just waiting to unfold.

‘What colour do you have in mind?’

Rebekah moved towards the temperature-controlled cabinet and indicated several vases holding a variety of colours.

There was the perfection of white, glorious pinks and corals in their various shadings, and deep, dark red.

He didn’t hesitate. ‘The red.’

She opened the glass door, removed the vase and carried it to the work table. ‘How many would you like? The cost—’

‘Is immaterial,’ Jace concluded. ‘Three dozen.’

‘Would you like them delivered? An extra charge applies.’

‘I’ll handle delivery.’

A woman undoubtedly. Hostess, friend, or lover?

If it was a lover, he must possess all the right moves. He’d only been in the country two days.

Rebekah gestured towards a stand containing cards for every occasion. ‘Perhaps you’d like to choose a card and write on it while I fix these.’ She was already reaching for Cellophane, and mentally selecting ribbon.

Within minutes the bouquet was ready, and she attached the card, accepted payment, then handed him the roses.

Jace took time to admire their assembled artistry, then he presented her with them. ‘For you.’ He observed a gamut of emotions chase across her expressive features, and saw her struggle with each and every one of them.

‘Excuse me?’

‘The roses are for you. I suggest you read the card.’

Rebekah read the words with a sense of mounting disbelief. ‘Dinner tonight. Seven.’

‘I’ll collect you.’

‘You don’t know where I live.’ What was she saying? She had no intention of sharing dinner with him.

‘Ana will give me the address.’

‘No.’

One eyebrow slanted in mocking humour. ‘No, Ana won’t give me the address?’

‘No, I won’t accept your invitation.’ The thought of spending time with him wasn’t a good idea.

‘I promise not to bite.’

‘Thanks, but no, thanks.’ She held out the magnificent sheaf of roses. ‘Please take these. I can’t accept them.’

‘Can’t, or won’t?’ His New York-accented drawl held humour, and something else she couldn’t define.

Ana? Where was her sister when she needed her?

It took only a glance to determine Ana was still on the phone. ‘I don’t date.’

The stark admission appeared to have no effect at all. ‘Seven, Rebekah.’ He turned and walked from the shop, and her reiterated no fell on deaf ears.

She swore, and followed it with a husky litany that damned the male species in general and one of them in particular.


‘Oh, my,’ Ana declared as she replaced the receiver. ‘What did he do? Issue an indecent proposal?’

‘He asked me out.’ Rebekah’s voice came out as an impassioned hiss.

‘And that’s the extent of his crime?’

Rebekah tossed the bouquet of roses onto the work table. ‘I’m not going.’

‘Of course not.’

‘How dare he come in here and order roses…?’ She could hardly contain her anger. ‘Three dozen of them.’ Her eyes flashed blue fire. ‘Then give them to me?’

Ana clicked her tongue and shook her head. ‘Very bad taste.’

Rebekah’s mouth tightened. ‘I’m not accepting them.’ She pushed the bouquet into her sister’s hands. ‘You take them home.’

‘Why not you?’ Ana queried reasonably.

‘I’ll return them to stock.’ She spared them a glance, and her artist’s eye admired the blooms’ beauty. Just for a moment she felt a twinge of remorse.

No man had gifted her anything in a while. And never flowers.

‘Who does Jace Dimitriades think he is?’ It was a question that required no answer, and she banked down a further tirade as a customer entered the boutique.

Rebekah was glad of the interruption, although she seethed in silence for the rest of the day. A number of scenarios as to how she’d deal with him crossed her mind. Some of which, should she put them into effect, would be sure to get her arrested for causing grievous bodily harm.

‘Do you have a number where I can contact him?’

It was late afternoon, and Ana was about to leave.

‘Jace?’

‘Of course, Jace.’

Ana’s features assumed a thoughtful expression.

‘It’s been two years since your divorce. Don’t you think it’s time you emerged into the real world again?’

‘You’re advocating I have an affair?’

‘Who are you afraid of?’ Ana queried gently. ‘Jace or yourself?’ She walked to the door, paused and turned to give her sister a warm smile. ‘Think about it.’

Rebekah opened her mouth, then closed it again.

As an exit line, it was without equal.








CHAPTER THREE



IT WAS after six when Rebekah eased the MG into the underground car park and rode the lift to the seventh floor.

Indecisiveness was not one of her traits, yet for the past hour she’d changed her mind at least a dozen times.

On entering her apartment she crossed to the phone, looked up the number for Jace’s hotel, punched in the digits, only to replace the receiver minutes later. Jace Dimitriades didn’t appear to be in his room, and a request for his cellphone number was politely declined.

Damn. Failure to contact him meant she had little option but to shower and dress in record time. Or stand him up.

Oh, for heaven’s sake, she chided silently. A few hours, good food, pleasant conversation… What did she have to lose?

Her sanity, she conceded half an hour later as she replaced the in-house phone, gathered up her evening purse, car keys, then rode the lift down to the lobby.

He stood tall, the image of masculine strength, emanating a sense of power only those totally at ease with themselves were able to exude.


Rebekah met his probing gaze, caught his warm smile, and felt her stomach execute a slow somersault.

Any mental assurance she could survive the evening began to dissipate. Was it too late to change her mind? Way too late, an inner voice mocked with derision.

Jace watched the fleeting emotions evident, defined each and every one of them, and felt a sense of male satisfaction in knowing he affected her.

‘Rebekah.’ He moved forward, appreciating the cut and style of her clothes. The slim black skirt and matching jacket highlighted the creamy texture of her skin, and her make-up was minimal. A touch of gold at her ears and her throat added a pleasing addition. Her hair was drawn into a smooth twist, and his fingers itched to remove the pins and let it fall free.

What would she do if he drew her into his arms and covered that pretty mouth with his own? Undoubtedly she’d react like a frightened gazelle, he decided grimly.

What damage had her ex-husband done to kill her natural spontaneity? Something hardened inside him at the array of possibilities, resulting in a surge of anger against a man he’d never met.

‘We’ll take my car.’

‘I’ve hired a vehicle for the duration of my stay,’ Jace said smoothly, and glimpsed her faint disconcerted glance before it was quickly masked.

She wanted to retain control. It made her feel secure, and she suppressed the momentary uneasiness at Jace’s increasing ability to undermine her confidence.

Together they walked through the entrance doors, and Jace led her towards a gleaming Jaguar, unlocked the passenger door and saw her seated, then he crossed in front of the car and slid in behind the wheel.

Rebekah’s awareness of him became more pronounced within the close confines of the car, and she banked down the onset of nervous tension. Difficult, when her pulse had already increased its beat and she could feel the thud of her heart.

This was madness. She should have said an emphatic no, and, failing that, not left it until the last minute to rescind his invitation.

Except on reflection, his inaccessibility hadn’t really given her much choice.

In the restaurant, Jace deferred to her preference in wine, ordered, then requested the menu.

Rebekah wasn’t sure she could eat a thing, for her digestive system seemed to be in a mildly chaotic state. And it wasn’t just her digestive system!

Oh, move along, an inner voice prompted. You’re here with him. At least try to enjoy the evening. Pretend. Surely it can’t be too difficult. You managed OK last night.

Yes, but then Luc and Ana had been present. Now she was on her own, and she’d been out of the social scene for too long. It was two years since she’d exercised her social skills to any great degree. One date soon after her divorce had proven to be disastrous, and at the time she’d vowed not to repeat it.

‘Tell me what made you choose to be a florist.’

She took a sip of superb chardonnay, and replaced the goblet onto the table. Blooms and Bouquets…she could do shop-talk. ‘The perfection of professionally grown blooms, their textures, colours and scents. The skill in assembling them together so the image conveys something special to the person to whom they’re gifted.’

Jace watched her features become animated, her blue eyes deepen and gleam like blue topaz as she elaborated on her craft. Did she know how attractive she was? Or how deeply she appealed to him?

On every level, not just the physical.

‘The pleasure, comfort and solace they provide for every occasion,’ she continued, smiling in reflection of the many memories she’d shared where warmth and the sheer joy of making someone’s day a little brighter became paramount.

‘One imagines there’s a downside?’ he probed, and watched as she wrinkled her nose.

‘Early starts, long days on your feet, dish-pan hands from having them constantly in and out of water.’ She offered him a wry smile. ‘Difficult customers who are impossible to please. The rush to get orders out on time. Incorrect addresses, mistakes made with deliveries by the courier.’ She effected a negligible shrug. ‘Like any business, there are the accompanying problems.’

The waiter delivered their starters, and they each began eating. The prawn cocktail was succulent with a delicate sauce on a bed of shredded lettuce, and Jace forked his with evident enjoyment.

Did he enjoy women as much as he enjoyed food? She almost choked at the thought. Where had that come from?

She lifted her goblet and took a sip of wine. ‘Your turn, I think.’

He set his empty dish aside and regarded her with a thoughtful gaze. ‘New York-born to Greek immigrant parents. Graduated from university with a degree in business management.’

Rebekah held his gaze and attempted to define what lay beneath his composed exterior. ‘The condensed version,’ she acknowledged. ‘Business management covers a broad spectrum.’

‘I specialise in takeovers and buy-outs.’

‘Large companies with their backs against the wall?’

‘Something like that.’

‘It fits,’ she said simply.

‘On what do you base that assumption?’

‘You have a ruthless streak,’ she inclined with thoughtful contemplation, aware it was more than that. Leashed strength meshed with an animalistic sense of power, a combination which boded ill for any adversary.

‘I imagine you wheel and deal with cut-throat determination.’ She paused a beat. ‘Mostly you win.’ She doubted he ever lost…unless it was a deliberate tactical manoeuvre.


‘An interesting character analysis,’ Jace accorded with musing cynicism.

The waiter removed dishes, and the wine steward refilled their goblets.

Soft piano music provided a pleasant background for the muted buzz of conversation.

‘You have family in New York?’

‘Parents, one brother, two sisters, and several nieces and nephews.’

Was he removed from them, too caught up being a high-flying entrepreneur and too involved in his own life?

‘My mother insists we all get together once a fortnight for a family dinner,’ Jace drawled. ‘Madness and mayhem would be an accurate description.’

‘But fun?’ She had a mental image of adults laughing, chiding children, noisy chatter and a table groaning with food and wine.

‘Very much so.’

Did he take his women…it had to be plural, although presumably he was discriminative…to visit?

‘Not often, no.’

Rebekah endeavoured to still her surprise, and failed. ‘You read minds?’

‘It’s an acquired skill.’

‘One in which you excel.’

Jace inclined his head, but there was no arrogance apparent, just the assurance of a man well-versed in the vagaries of human nature and possessed of the ability to deal with them.

It was during dessert that Rebekah happened to glance towards the restaurant entrance. Afterwards she couldn’t say what drew her attention there. Instinct, perhaps? Some deep, inner, protective element alerting her to danger?

For a few heart-stopping seconds she prayed she was mistaken, but she’d have known that profile anywhere, the angle of his head…

‘What is it?’

She registered Jace’s voice, and tried to tamp down the sick feeling that filled her stomach.

‘Rebekah?’

Oh, God. Think, she bade silently. There’s a good chance he won’t see you, and if he does, what can he do?

Plenty.

Jace witnessed her pale features as the colour leeched from her cheeks, and her eyes had dulled an instant before she veiled them with her lashes. What, more relevantly who was responsible for rendering her as still as stone?

‘Do you want to leave?’ His voice was quiet, but serious in its intent.

She wanted to say yes. Now, quickly, quietly.

Except that was a coward’s way out, and she’d vowed the day she legally severed all ties with him she’d never allow Brad Somerville to intimidate her again. Ever.

‘My ex-husband has just walked in the door.’

Was she aware that with so few words she’d conveyed so much? Somehow he doubted it.

‘Is it a problem?’


If she stuck with the truth, how would Jace Dimitriades deal with it? A hollow laugh rose and died in her throat. Why in hell would he want to?

‘No,’ she denied, and knew she lied.

Jace’s eyes narrowed as he observed her monitor her ex-husband’s progress towards a reserved table, and witnessed her fleeting expression the moment the man recognised her presence. It was neither embarrassment nor awkwardness…but fear.

‘Well, hello.’

Rebekah kept her head erect, her eyes wide and steady. The action was a well-practised one, for she could never be sure what Brad’s next move might be.

‘Brad.’ The acknowledgement was stilted, remote.

‘Introduce me to your…companion.’

‘Jace Dimitriades.’ Jace’s voice held a faintly inflected drawl and was dangerously quiet, almost lethal. He made no effort to rise to his feet or take Brad’s extended hand.

Rebekah saw something move in Brad’s gleaming gaze, recognised the early-warning sign of his temper, and felt her apprehension accelerate.

Brad focused his attention on Rebekah. ‘Keeping it all in the family, darling?’

‘The maître d’ is waiting to show you to your table,’ Jace intimated with deceptive mildness. Although anyone with any nous would see it as a dismissal. Those who knew him would have quailed at the leashed savagery lurking just beneath the surface.


Brad inclined his head. ‘Of course.’ His voice softened with silky threat. ‘Take care, Rebekah.’

She hadn’t realised she’d been holding her breath until she released it, and she forced herself to pick up her spoon and scoop a small serving of fruit, then eat it.

Calm? She felt the antithesis of calm. Yet she’d learned her lessons well, and it was far better to attempt normality. In the beginning, after the shock of discovering Brad’s dual personality, she’d gone through an entire gamut of emotions…from heartbreaking tears, to anger, remorse, dislike, only to discover it made things worse.

‘We can go somewhere else for coffee.’

Rebekah picked up her water glass with a steady hand. ‘It’s OK.’

Not, Jace determined as he surveyed her features. She was far too pale, and her actions were too rigidly controlled for his liking.

Almost as if she guessed his intention to summon the waiter and request the bill, she voiced quietly, ‘Please, don’t.’

‘His presence here is making you feel uncomfortable.’

Now, that had to be the understatement of the year.

‘You don’t understand.’

His eyes narrowed, and she sensed a watchful quality evident. ‘You think if we leave, he’ll have won?’

He was too astute for her peace of mind. ‘Yes.’

‘Meanwhile you eat food you no longer taste, sip water or wine while we wait for coffee,’ he pursued in a silky voice. ‘And tie your stomach in knots during the process.’

She knew Brad’s modus operandi only too well. Interpretation of her ex-husband’s wild mood swings, anticipating his reactions had become an integral part of her survival.

‘It’s better this way,’ she said coolly.

‘Not for you,’ Jace declared with certainty, and saw the slight lift of her chin as she met his gaze.

His own didn’t waver from hers as he ordered coffee from a hovering waiter, and he settled the bill, waited patiently for her to finish, then he led her from the restaurant.

‘I’ll take a taxi,’ Rebekah said stiffly, and incurred his swift dark glance.

‘The hell you will.’

She didn’t say a word, couldn’t, for her throat was tight with nerves, and she walked at his side in silence, then slid into the passenger seat the instant he unlocked the car.

It didn’t take long to reach her apartment building, and during the short drive she stared sightlessly out the window, unaware of the familiar scenery, the traffic.

Her mind was filled with the scene in the restaurant, Brad, and the electric presence of the man seated within touching distance.

‘Thanks for dinner.’ Politeness had been ingrained from a young age. She reached for the door-clasp, and froze as his hand captured her wrist.

‘Is your ex-husband likely to confront you?’


She paused a few seconds too long. ‘Why would he do that? He has no control over my life.’

Jace had questions he wanted to ask, but now was not the right time to get answers…even if she’d be willing to give them to him. ‘I’ll be in Melbourne for a few days with Luc. I’ll ring you.’

‘There’s no need.’

He leaned closer and slid a hand to capture her nape, tilting her head so she had to look at him. ‘Yes,’ he said quietly. ‘There is.’

For a heart-stopping second she thought he was going to kiss her, and she unconsciously held her breath, aware that a part of her craved the feel of his mouth on her own.

There was a hunger she couldn’t quite control, and she trembled with it, wanting in that moment to be absorbed by this man. To have him take her to a place where she could temporarily forget the vindictiveness that lived inside Brad Somerville, and begin to repair the damage caused to her emotional heart.

She heard a faint sound emerge from his throat, and she swallowed painfully as he brushed his thumb over the curve of her lower lip, tracing its fullness.

His eyes were dark, too dark to determine his intent, and she felt the tension in him, the restraint, and knew instinctively the next move was hers.

All she had to do was use the edge of her teeth, the tip of her tongue on the tip of this finger to offer an unspoken invitation.

Dear God, she wanted to, she wanted him. Except she hesitated too long, and she thought she glimpsed the gleam of a faint smile, sensed the slight edge of his regret as she pulled back.

Then he did smile, and the hand holding her nape gentled and soothed the tension there for a few seconds, then he released her and eased back in his seat.

She felt as if her limbs were fused together, restricting mobility, and she was intensely aware of the sensual electricity apparent. Explosive and primitive, it shimmered as an elusive force, poised to shatter the shell she’d painstakingly erected around her fragile heart.

‘Goodnight.’ The word emerged as little more than a strangled sound, and she fumbled for the door-clasp, almost breathless in the need to escape.

Except the constraint of the seat belt stopped her, and she uttered a silent cry as his fingers sought the safety clip and unfastened it.

Within seconds she slid from the car and she almost ran the few steps to the haven offered by the entrance to her apartment building. The keys were plucked free from her purse and she selected the appropriate one as she punched the security code freeing the external door into the lobby.

From there it took only a moment to use her key to gain the area leading to the triple bank of lifts.

She was trembling by the time she reached her apartment, and inside she made for the kitchen, extracted bottled water from the refrigerator and gulped several mouthfuls before seeking a chair.

The evening was over. Although instinct warned whatever she shared with Jace was far from done.


It was as if something deep and primal was being resurrected from her soul, his. The sane, sensible part of her brain questioned any metaphysical connection, but the illogical part queried if they hadn’t been joined together in a previous life, and their souls were forcing recognition.

Then there was Brad. She tamped down the memories and the pain. A few years was but a small window in the picture of her life. Hadn’t that been the professional advice given at the time?

The sudden peal of the phone startled her, and she stood to her feet to take the call, except she was unable to reach the handset and pick up before the answering machine cut in.

Her automated greeting was brief, and she hesitated, wary as to who would be calling at this time of night.

‘Having fun with your new man, sweetheart?’

It was followed by a click as the caller replaced the receiver.

Rebekah felt the blood drain from her face.

Brad. There was no mistaking his voice.

Shock jolted her senses and was quickly replaced by a sickening fear.

Her telephone number was unlisted. What ruse had he used to gain it? Had he also gained access to her cell-net number?

She crossed her arms and hugged them together across her midriff as her mind whirled with facts and possibilities.

The restraining order she’d had to take out against him was still in place. If he chose to violate it he’d face the legal consequences.

Her body began to rock a little until she stilled the movements and crossed to sink down into a chair.

Please, please, she begged silently. Don’t let the nuisance calls begin again.

Once, only once following her divorce had she dated another man. Immediately afterwards Brad had begun a series of phone calls. It had taken complaints to the police, written reports, warnings, and finally the filing of a restraining order to get him to stop.

Now, tonight, a chance meeting had started it all over again.

Thank God she was safe in her apartment. She’d chosen it deliberately for its high-tech security measures, and had installed double locks on her door as well as a safety chain.

She wrapped her arms around her knees and hugged hard. It was coincidence…wasn’t it? Brad couldn’t be having her followed? Even more frightening, monitoring her every move away from Blooms and Bouquets?








CHAPTER FOUR



THE day began much as any other, with the usual pre-dawn visit to the flower market, followed by setting all the blooms into troughs of water at the boutique.

Rebekah booted up the computer, downloaded orders, printed out hard copies, then checked whether she needed to order more stock.

Ana arrived around nine, and together they dealt with orders, customers, and the many phone calls that made up a typical day.

‘Are you going to tell me how dinner with Jace went last night, or must I prise it out of you?’ Ana queried during a momentary lull.

Rebekah added another spray of baby’s breath to the bouquet she was assembling, made a deft adjustment, then gathered in the sheet of Cellophane. ‘It was OK.’

‘Just…OK?’ her sister teased.

‘If you’re asking whether it became deep and meaningful… No.’

Jace was far too astute to move too fast too soon, Ana approved, silently applauding his style as Rebekah anticipated the next query.

‘He said he’ll phone. Am I seeing him again? I don’t think so.’

‘Why not?’


Because it’ll cause problems for which there’s no solution. The very reason she’d scaled her life down to a simplistic level. ‘Why?’ she countered. ‘He’s only here for a brief stay, then he’ll return to New York. What’s the point of starting something that has nowhere to go?’

She desperately wanted to confide about Brad’s appearance in the restaurant, his phone call, and the disturbing fact he’d somehow gained access to her private line.

Except something held her back. There was concern for Ana’s pregnancy, and besides it was too soon to determine whether Brad was bent on a single nuisance call or if he intended to resort to a repeat of his former behaviour.

She could only pray it wasn’t the latter.

At that moment a customer entered the shop, and within minutes everything went to hell in a hand-basket.

Luc’s former mistress, the glamorous, unpredictable Celine, confronted Ana verbally, then launched into a physical attack that happened so quickly Rebekah wasn’t swift enough to prevent it.

It was akin to a horror scene in a movie as Celine swept a glass vase to the floor, where it shattered, and a hard shove sent Ana down among scattered countless shards.

Rebekah gave an involuntary cry and flew to her sister’s side, at the same time castigating Celine with pithy, unladylike language. ‘You bitch,’ just didn’t begin to cut it.


Everything after that became a blur as Rebekah phoned Petros, Luc’s manservant, contacted Luc on his cellphone, then she closed the shop and drove to the hospital, where she paced the visiting-room floor with all the pent-up anger of the demented as she waited for a medical professional to appear and provide a lucid report on Ana’s condition.

‘Your sister is fine. The ultrasound shows no sign of foetal distress. She’s being transferred to a room, and one of the nursing staff will take you to see her soon.’

Rebekah’s relief was a palpable thing, and she uttered a silent prayer in thanks.

It took only seconds to punch in Luc’s number, relay the update and learn he was about to board a flight back to Sydney.

There was time to call the owner of the boutique adjacent Blooms and Bouquets, explain and request she tape a notice detailing a family emergency to the door.

With that taken care of, she began to relax, and she crossed to the coffee machine, inserted coins and sugared the black brew.

Hot and sweet was the best compliment she could offer, but it served to soothe in the aftermath of the past traumatic hour.

With smooth efficiency she made a series of calls, arranged replacement staff during Ana’s enforced absence and notified a few regular customers their orders would be delayed.

Tears filled her eyes the instant she saw her sister sitting upright in bed with bandages covering her hand and forearm.

‘Don’t you dare cry,’ Ana warned, tempering the threat with a warm smile. ‘I’m OK.’

‘You might very well not have been.’ The hug was a very careful one, then she stood back and brought the shaky feeling under control. Just thinking about Celine’s crazy attack made her impossibly angry.

‘The shop—’

‘Is shut, and Jana has taped an explanation to the door.’ She met Ana’s clear gaze. ‘Don’t even think of suggesting I go back and leave you here on your own.’ A determined smile lightened her features. ‘I’m here until they throw me out.’ Or at least until Luc arrives, she added silently.

‘Promise me you won’t work late tonight.’

Rebekah crossed fingers behind her back. ‘You’ve got it.’ Did it matter her interpretation of late wouldn’t match that of her sister? A small transgression from the truth shouldn’t count.

She deliberately made no mention of Celine. If Ana wanted to talk about it, so be it. Otherwise the subject was best left alone…for now. Luc, no doubt, would take appropriate action.

Various members of the nursing staff moved in and out of the suite as they conducted routine checks, and a proffered tray of tea and biscuits proved welcome.

Not long afterwards Ana drifted into a light doze, and Rebekah slipped into the corridor to use her cellphone.

A tall, dark-suited figure strode towards her, and for a split-second her heart stopped. The two Dimitriades men were alike in height and breadth of shoulder, with similar features. Except this was Ana’s husband, not Jace.

‘Rebekah.’ Luc clasped a hand over her shoulder. ‘How is she?’

The words were almost cursory in his urgency to see his wife, and she offered him an understanding smile. ‘OK,’ she assured, and her eyes hardened. ‘You’re going to deal with Celine?’

His expression became harsh, almost lethal. ‘It’s done.’

She didn’t want to contemplate what action he’d taken, and didn’t ask. Whatever it was, she could only be glad she wasn’t the one on the receiving end of Luc’s wrath. He had the look of a predator who’d staked the kill, and by the time he finished with his quarry all that would remain would be skeletal bones.

‘Ana is asleep.’ She touched a light hand to his. ‘I’ll check in later.’

‘Thanks.’ Momentary warmth lightened his eyes, then he turned and entered the suite.

Rebekah drove to Blooms and Bouquets, popped in quickly to thank Jana for her help, then she unlocked the shop and set to work. A few regular customers were understanding of the circumstances and took up her offer for free delivery. The rest would have to wait until morning.

She took time to ring the hospital, spoke to Ana, then Luc, and learnt her sister would be discharged the next morning.


It must have been after seven when she realised she’d hardly eaten all day, and she rummaged in the small refrigerator beneath the counter, discovered a pot of yoghurt and an apple, demolished both, then continued working.

At nine she locked up the shop and began deliveries. Fortunately they were contained within a fifteen-kilometre radius. Consequently it was almost ten-thirty when she entered her apartment, and she fed Millie before heading for the en suite, where she shed her clothes, then she took a leisurely shower and let the heated spray of water ease the kinks from a long, hard day.

Afterwards she donned a silk robe, then padded out to the kitchen. It was way too late to eat a meal, but something light with a cup of tea would take the edge off her hunger.

The message light on her answering machine was blinking, and she filled the electric kettle, popped bread into the toaster, then depressed the message-button in order for it to rewind.

Five, she determined as the first began to play.

A friend, suggesting they go to a foreign art film on Sunday; her doctor’s receptionist with a reminder to make an appointment for her annual check-up; Luc, with an update and quietly chiding her for working late.

The fourth message sent her heart slamming against her ribs. ‘Two nights in a row, darling? Unusual for you, isn’t it?’ A click as the message concluded. Then the fifth call ran… ‘Taken him to bed yet?’

Brad.

She clenched her hands until the knuckles showed white.

Just then the phone rang, and she stood locked into immobility for a few seconds, then, mindful it could be Luc, she snatched up the receiver, muttered a strangled greeting, then sank down onto the floor as Brad’s voice filtered through the receiver.

‘Nice of you to pick up, darling.’

Rebekah replaced the receiver, disconnected the handset, then retrieved her cellphone and rang the telephone company’s twenty-four-hour number, reported the nuisance calls, cited the restraining order, waited while her details underwent a computer check, and carefully wrote down the digits of her newly assigned private number.

Then she made a cup of tea, carried it into the lounge and switched on the television set in the hope of finding something light and humorous to view.

At midnight she crawled into bed and slept until the alarm woke her four hours later.

Habit was responsible for her mechanical movements as she dressed, drank strong, sweet coffee, dished fresh food for Millie, then she rode the lift down to the car park.

Dark streets with minimal traffic ensured a smooth drive to the flower markets, and with the day’s stock stored in the van she did the return journey to Double Bay.


Rebekah worked with efficient speed, paused at seven-thirty to call Luc and give him her newly assigned number.

‘Brad?’ Luc queried sharply, and she cut in before he could continue.

‘I’ve taken care of it. Don’t tell Ana, OK?’

‘Want me to intervene on your behalf?’

He was a force to be reckoned with, but she doubted even he could achieve any more than she already had.

‘Thanks, but it’s done. Give Ana my love. I’ll call in to see her after I close the shop.’

‘I’m taking her straight from the hospital to the beach house for a few days.’

‘Good idea. Tell her I’ll phone later this morning.’

‘Rebekah.’ His voice became clipped, serious. ‘Don’t be a hero. Brad calls you again, I want to know.’

‘You’ve got it.’ She replaced the receiver, dialled the hospital and was put through to her sister, whose reassurance was cheering.

‘I’ll be back at the shop on Monday.’

‘We’ll see.’

‘Oh, lord, don’t you start,’ Ana groaned in response. ‘If Luc had his way, he’d wrap me in cotton wool and confine me to the house.’

She managed a chuckle. ‘That’s not such a bad idea.’

‘Got to go. The medics have arrived to prod, intrude and note down personal questions.’

Rebekah laughed out loud. ‘Sounds like fun.’


‘Oh, yeah? Wait until it’s your turn, sister, dear.’

For a moment she caught a glimpse of the future, a family gathering on the lawn at Luc and Ana’s home, two small children scampering in the sunshine; herself holding a baby…her own, and beside her a man whose face was obscured as he looked down at her.

The image faded, then disappeared, and she shivered.

As if! It was fanciful thinking, stimulated by Ana’s pregnancy. And a desire for a child of her own? a tiny voice taunted.

Fool, she chastised as she turned back to the work table and ran a check of the day’s orders.

Ana’s replacement arrived at eight, a slim, dark-haired girl in her twenties named Suzie, and Rebekah breathed a sigh of relief as the girl proved to be quick and competent.

Together they coped with customers, readied orders for delivery, and Rebekah manned the phone.

When it rang for the umpteenth time she picked up and intoned her customary greeting.

‘Rebekah?’

The New York accent gave him away, and the timbre of his voice sent her pulse racing to a faster beat as she managed a cool acknowledgement. ‘Jace.’

‘I’ll be back in Sydney by late afternoon. Share dinner and a movie with me tonight.’

She tightened her grip on the receiver. ‘I don’t think that’s a good idea.’

‘Dinner, or the movie?’

‘Both. Neither.’ Oh, lord, she was losing it! ‘No.’ She closed her eyes, then opened them again. ‘I have to go,’ she said with a hint of desperation, and hung up.

Ana rang mid-afternoon, her voice light, warm, alive. It was wonderful to hear her sound so happy, and Rebekah said as much.

‘I am,’ her sister assured. ‘How are things at the shop? No problems? Is the temporary girl panning out OK?’

‘So many questions,’ Rebekah teased. ‘Fine, no, very well. Does that cover it?’

‘And you? Are you OK?’

Sisterly intuition? ‘Of course.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘I can take care of myself.’

‘I know. With one hand tied behind your back.’

Rebekah choked back a laugh. ‘Go give your husband the attention he deserves.’

‘I intend to. I’ll call you Sunday.’

The afternoon deliveries went out, they tidied up the shop, and Suzie left at five-thirty with a cheery wave and a promise to report early next morning.

Rebekah began moving in some of the outdoor displays, varied coloured cyclamen in decorative pots, Australian natives, ferns, and placed them inside, watered and tended to them.

It was almost time to lock up and go home, and she admitted to a feeling of relief the day was almost over.

The peal of the phone sounded above the muted background music emitting from the CD player, and she crossed to the counter to pick up.

‘I suppose you think you’re smart, changing your number,’ Brad intoned without preamble.

A sickened feeling invaded her stomach, and she drew a calming breath. Logic, not anger, she’d been advised. State facts clearly, then hang up.

‘What you’re doing is harassment, and there are legal measures in place to prevent you from bothering me. Why buck the law and invite trouble for yourself?’

She returned the receiver to its cradle, then moved towards the door, only to pause as the phone rang again.

At that moment the door swung inwards and she glanced up to see Jace framed in the aperture for an instant before he entered the shop.

No, Rebekah groaned silently, wishing him anywhere else but here, now.

‘Aren’t you going to answer that?’

The sound of his voice raised all her fine body hairs, and she suppressed the shiver of nerves threatening to visibly shake her slim frame.

Brad and Jace? It was too much. Without a word she retraced her steps and snatched up the phone.

‘You sound agitated, darling. Am I finally getting to you?’

‘You’re wasting your time, and mine,’ Rebekah added, and cut the connection.

‘Problems?’

He couldn’t begin to understand the hornets’ nest he’d disturbed, and she took a second to square her shoulders before turning slowly to face him.

Jace didn’t like the tension creasing her forehead, the darkness in her eyes, or the edge of pain evident.

‘What are you doing here?’

‘No hello?’ he drawled, staying exactly where he was. Crowding her right now would be the height of foolishness.

‘I’m about to shut up shop and go home.’

He took a moment to scan the interior before bringing his attention back to her.

‘Is there anything I can do to help?’

‘Go away and leave me alone?’ Rebekah posed, and saw his faint smile.

‘I don’t consider that as an option.’

The phone rang again, and she chose to ignore it.

‘Want me to take it?’ Jace queried smoothly, and saw her face pale. ‘Brad?’ He didn’t need her confirmation, the shadows dulling her eyes were sufficient.

‘It’ll only make things worse if he hears your voice.’

His gaze hardened and his features assumed a grim implacability. ‘How bad is it likely to get?’

You can’t begin to know. Except the words never left her lips.

‘Go collect your purse and we’ll get out of here,’ Jace commanded quietly.

‘You should leave.’ Please, she added silently. Can’t you see I can’t deal with you right now?

‘I will, when you do.’

The insistent ring of the telephone proved the deciding factor, and she retrieved her purse, removed the afternoon’s takings from the cash register, picked up her keys, then followed him out the door.

Locking up took a few seconds, and she turned towards him. ‘Goodnight.’ She stepped around him and began walking to her car, only to have him fall into step beside her.

‘I thought we’d pick up a pizza somewhere.’

‘You do that…solo. I’ve had a long day.’ She unconsciously flexed her shoulders. ‘Yesterday was even longer.’ And tomorrow she had two weddings scheduled.

‘You need to eat.’

‘I plan to.’ She reached her car, slid in the key and unlocked it. ‘Alone.’

‘In that case, perhaps you wouldn’t mind dropping me off at the hotel on your way home. I caught a cab here.’

She retrieved her cellphone and punched in a series of digits, miscalculated one of them, and reached a wrong number.

Jace watched her expressive features, caught the fleeting emotions, and reached forward to open the car door.

‘Who are you afraid of, Rebekah? I can promise not to harm a hair on your head.’

Why did she suddenly feel as if she couldn’t breathe? ‘Maybe it’s not my head I’m worried about.’

A husky chuckle sounded low in his throat, and he spread his hands in silent surrender. ‘Pizza, Rebekah. That’s all. We both need to eat. Why not together?’


She looked at him. ‘That’s it? Pizza?’

‘Pizza,’ he drawled in acquiescence.

She made a split-second decision she had a feeling she might later regret. ‘I know a place. Get in.’

King’s Cross wasn’t too far distant, and at this early hour it would be incredibly ordinary. It wasn’t until post-midnight the Cross began to show its true colours, with the pimps, prostitutes, touts displaying their talents. In the back streets lay the dives and dens where the less salubrious deals were made. A place where a wrong move could mean a knife in the ribs, or worse.

Already the surroundings were beginning to change.

Graceful old residences were left behind, with small brick cottages appearing, terrace houses, and the element of care began to diminish.

‘I get the feeling you’re intent on showing me another side of this beautiful city,’ Jace drawled as they neared the Cross.

‘A landmark,’ Rebekah corrected. ‘Ana and I ate pizza here a few nights ago.’

‘With Luc’s knowledge?’

She began searching for a vacant space to park the car. ‘I imagine she told him.’

Jace checked the flashing neon, the floodlit doorways. ‘Afterwards, rather than before.’

‘You’re a snob.’

‘No.’ New York contained areas where you put your life on the line in daylight. After dark merely trebled the danger. ‘I wouldn’t want any woman of mine wandering around here after dark.’

‘As long as you’re moving,’ Rebekah assured with a wicked grin. ‘Standing still for more than a few minutes isn’t recommended, unless you want someone to approach and ask your going rate for sex.’

She spotted an empty space and swung into it, then cut the engine.

‘Pizza, you said?’

She led the way to a small shop on the opposite side of the street where the owner’s oven-fired pizzas rated as the best she’d ever sampled anywhere. Bright red-and-white-checked tablecloths covered small square tables, empty Chianti bottles held lit candles in various stages of meltdown.

However, the aromas were redolent with spices and garlic, the service warm and friendly, and if you were fortunate enough to gain a window-seat it was a great vantage point to watch the people walk by.

‘Rebekah! Comè sta?’

A tall Italian Adonis moved from behind the counter and enveloped her in an affectionate hug. ‘Bella, twice in one week?’ the man teased. ‘If I didn’t know you visit only for the pizza, I might begin to think you fancy me.’

She laughed, a glorious, husky, free sound that caught Jace unawares. The frown that had been evident from the moment he walked into Blooms and Bouquets disappeared, and gone was the tension from her eyes.


‘Angelo.’ The mild admonishment held affection, and he shook his head with mock-regret.

‘But I see this is not so,’ he said as he moved her to arm’s length. ‘For you have brought someone with you.’ There was a pause as he examined Jace, and something silent passed between them, then it was gone as he returned his attention to her. ‘If you seek my approval, you have it.’

Jace saw the soft pink that coloured her cheeks as she smiled and shook her head in silent remonstrance.

‘Jace Dimitriades, Angelo Benedetti.’

Angelo extended his hand and Jace shook it. ‘Rebekah and I are friends from way back. Friends,’ he emphasised quietly. ‘The window table is yours.’ His smile broadened as he held Rebekah’s gaze. ‘Go take a seat. I have pizza to make.’ He moved ahead of them to the table, removed the reserved sign, pulled out a chair for Rebekah, indicated the one opposite to Jace, then he crossed behind the counter.

‘I gather acquiring the window table is something of an honour?’ Jace inclined.

‘No one sits here without Angelo’s personal invitation to do so.’

He picked up the menu and scanned the varieties listed. ‘What do you recommend?’

‘The works,’ she said without hesitation. ‘It’s something else.’

It was, and when Angelo personally presented the aromatic masterpiece she watched as Jace savoured it with delighted satisfaction.


He fitted right into the atmosphere, spurning cutlery as he demolished the initial piece. ‘Sheer ambrosia.’

‘La dolce vita,’ Rebekah accorded, and went on to reveal, ‘Angelo refuses to get into the pizza-delivery game. If you want to sample his pizza, you have to come here to eat it. You get to drink Chianti or coffee, and watch the world go by.’ She offered a warm smile. ‘The total experience.’

Jace picked up another slice and bit into it. ‘Worth it.’

The smile became a husky chuckle. ‘I’m glad you think so.’

He stilled, and his gaze was dark, serious. ‘Are you?’

The query was quietly voiced, but there was something in his underlying tone that brought all her defences to the fore.

He saw the shutters come down on her expression, and the smile faded from her lips. Such a soft mouth, so many fragile emotions. There was a brief moment when he wanted to smash a fist into her ex-husband’s face for the damage he’d done. The little information he’d managed to prise from Luc had made him incredibly angry.

The silence stretched between them, and he ate steadily, aware that she pushed her plate to one side.

He could almost see the conscious effort she summoned to move the conversation on to a safe plane.

‘Your trip to Melbourne proved successful?’

‘Yes. I have meetings here early next week, then it’s Brisbane, Cairns, Port Douglas, Brisbane and the Gold Coast.’

Idle conversation. The need for it beat silence and eased the tension steadily building inside her.

‘Whereupon you return to New York.’

‘Yes.’

Nothing explained the sudden pain that pierced her heart, or the sensation of impending loss. What was the matter with her? Jace Dimitriades had no place in her life, any more than she had a place in his. They resided continents apart. Besides, sexual awareness was no basis on which to build…what? A relationship?

Dear heaven. Even the thought of sharing sensual intimacy with such a man fired the blood in her veins and sent her nervous system into cataclysmic overload.

Imagining that strong, muscled body naked, his arousal large, hard and pulsing with need. The touch of his mouth on hers, his hands shaping her breasts…

Would he hurt her as Brad had? Take his own satisfaction without any thought for hers? Cruelly taunt her to compensate for his inadequacies?

Somehow she doubted Jace was anything but an experienced and skilled lover. He exuded the confident sensual intensity of a man at ease with himself, and possessed of an intuitive awareness of what it took to please a woman.

How could she explain the yearning deep inside to discover if it was true? To give herself unconditionally to his seduction, exult in the pleasure of it as they soared towards the heights of passion together, shared a mutual shattering climax, followed by the infinitely languorous warmth of drifting fingers, the gentle touch of lips to skin…the exquisite liquid feeling that accompanied lovemaking. Very good lovemaking.

‘The pizza is good?’

The sound of Angelo’s voice was a stark intrusion and brought her tumbling back to reality. It took a second to marshal her thoughts together and summon a smile.

‘Superb, as always,’ she reassured, not quite meeting his steady gaze. She needed several more seconds before she could look at Jace.

‘Can I bring you coffee? Tea?’

‘Tea,’ Rebekah ordered. She needed to sleep tonight.

‘Make it two,’ Jace added, reaching for his wallet.

‘Mine,’ she insisted, and extracted a note from her purse to cover the bill. ‘Don’t take his money,’ she insisted to Angelo, who laughed with delight and pushed the note towards her.

‘What if I refuse altogether?’ He inclined his head towards Rebekah. ‘Tonight is on the house, my friend. For old times’ sake.’ He turned to Jace and offered a hard glance. ‘Take care of her.’

‘Count on it.’ Jace’s voice was a silky drawl laced with intent, and drew Angelo’s silent approval.

The tea arrived, a fine Ceylon blend Angelo kept for special customers, and she savoured it with genuine enjoyment.

‘Do you come here often?’

‘Occasionally.’

She liked his hands, the shape and texture of them, their strength. A shiver feathered its way over her skin as she remembered how they felt threading through her hair, capturing her nape the instant before his mouth lowered to hers. Magic. He had the touch, the degree of tendresse to melt a woman’s heart.

But not hers, she determined with quiet resolve.

‘I’ll drop you back to your hotel,’ Rebekah offered as they farewelled Angelo before emerging outdoors onto the street pavement.

It was still light, but the sky had acquired the dull patina of approaching dusk. Soon the streetlights would spring on, and the regular patrons of the Cross would begin to appear.

Together they crossed the street to her van, and she ignited the engine then eased into the steady flow of traffic.

‘How will you manage at the shop until Ana returns?’ Jace queried, watching her competent handling of the vehicle, the traffic.

‘I was able to get another florist to fill in today, and she’s agreeable to work tomorrow.’ She drew to a halt at a set of lights. ‘I’m seriously considering asking if she’ll work part-time. I’ll need to discuss it with Ana.’

‘And Brad?’ He slipped that in, because he felt the need to know.

‘I can handle it,’ Rebekah assured tightly.

‘And if you can’t?’ Jace pursued.


She spared him a hard glance as the lights changed up ahead. ‘The legal authorities will do it for me.’

It didn’t make him breathe any easier. There was something primitively evil beneath the layers of Brad Somerville’s projected sophistication. Obviously well-hidden to have fooled the woman seated beside him.

The cars up front began to move, and she shifted gears, then followed the main arterial road leading to Double Bay.

It was with a sense of relief she pulled into the entrance immediately out front of the Ritz-Carlton, and she looked in silent askance as Jace removed his wallet, extracted a business card, and penned a series of digits before handing it to her.

‘My cellphone number. It’ll reach me any time, anywhere.’ He cast her a look that was serious in the extreme. ‘Call if you need me.’

He reached for the door-clasp, then turned back and fastened his mouth on hers, conducting a slow sweep of the sweet inner moistness with his tongue before deepening the kiss into something frankly sensual.

How long did it last? Scant minutes, but it left him wanting more, much more than the taste of her mouth.

He stifled a sound deep in his throat that was pure regret as he gentled her lips with his own, then he broke the contact and stepped out from the van to stand watching as she sent the vehicle moving out onto the street.

Then he turned and entered the hotel lobby, acknowledged the concierge with a curt nod, and took the lift up to his suite.








CHAPTER FIVE



REBEKAH locked her apartment door and re-set the security alarm before crossing to the kitchen to feed the cat.

A sense of trepidation tied her stomach in knots as she forced herself to check the answering machine, and she expelled some pent-up breath at the sight of its unblinking message light.

Thank God. She closed her eyes, then opened them again in a gesture of innate relief.

Although how long would it take Brad to bypass the telephone company’s security and determine her new unlisted number? Technically, it wasn’t supposed to happen…which didn’t necessarily mean that it couldn’t be done.

She lifted her arms high and stretched her body in an effort to dispel kinks from sore muscles, then she moved through to the en suite adjoining her bedroom and began filling the spa-bath. Half an hour relaxing there with a glossy magazine and a cup of tea was just what she needed to help her unwind from the day.

It worked just fine, and she crawled into bed, snapped off the bedside light…and lay staring into the darkness as Jace’s image filled her mind.

She fell asleep with the vivid memory of how it felt to have his mouth invade hers, and sheer exhaustion was responsible for uninterrupted somnolence until the alarm rang early next morning.

Saturday numbered one of the busiest days of the week, and today didn’t prove any different. Suzie was a jewel, and they worked together getting the orders organised, completed, and boxed the two wedding orders ready for the courier, dealt with customers who came in off the street, and even managed to snatch something to eat at reasonable intervals.

There was no lull, little time to think, just the need for smooth efficiency.

Ana checked in around midday, and Rebekah was delighted to hear the happiness emanate from her voice.

There was the opportunity to mention Suzie’s suitability to assist part-time, and Ana’s ‘hire her’ clinched the decision.

‘Mornings and all day Fridays and Saturdays,’ Rebekah offered, named the rate of pay, and gave a relieved sigh at Suzie’s enthusiastic acceptance.

There was a sense of satisfaction and achievement in that Ana was fine with her life back on track; Blooms and Bouquets would continue to operate efficiently.

Two down and two to go, Rebekah rationalised, hoping, praying that her ex-husband’s nuisance calls would cease and he’d fade back into the woodwork.

That left Jace Dimitriades, and she had no idea how she was going to deal with Jace. If she had any sense and an iota of self-preservation she’d refuse to see him and put him out of her mind.


Fat chance. He was already there, firmly embedded in the recesses of her brain. He made her want something she couldn’t have. His image teased her with endless possibilities of what it would be like to be with him.

Take that step, and she’d be irretrievably lost. Caught up in a sensual madness that could very well lead to her destruction.

But what a way to go.

‘See you Monday.’

Rebekah glanced up from the computer and smiled as Suzie caught up her bag. ‘Goodnight. Enjoy the rest of the weekend.’

‘Shall do. You, too.’

The glass door swung shut, and Rebekah returned her attention to the computer. She’d save the data onto disk and take it home, where she’d load it into the laptop tomorrow and key in the appropriate accounting entries.

Three customers entered the shop to secure last-minute purchases, and she tended to the last one, then just as she was about to secure the lock Jace appeared at the door.

Just the sight of him sent her pulse racing, and set the butterflies fluttering madly in her stomach. Heat suffused her body, and she deliberately regulated her breathing in a bid to control her wayward emotions. ‘I’m just about to close,’ she managed evenly. ‘Is there something you want?’

His answering smile did strange things to her equilibrium. ‘You, to join me for dinner tonight.’


Forget control. His you sent her imagination into a tailspin, and she banked down riotous images of tangled sheets, naked bodies…his, hers, coupled together in the throes of passion.

What was wrong with her? The silent castigation was heartfelt. Had she been locked too long in denial? Was that it? And if so, why this man?

Don’t answer that.

Her only weapon was humour. She lifted a hand to her chin and tilted her head.

‘Ah, you’re all alone in the city with no one to call, and I’ll do?’ What was she doing, for heaven’s sake? One didn’t tease men of Jace Dimitriades’ calibre. ‘What if I’ve made other plans?’

‘Have you?’

Honesty came to the fore. ‘No.’

‘Good.’

‘Don’t count your chickens too soon,’ she warned. ‘I haven’t said yes.’

He lifted a hand and pushed a stray tendril of hair back behind her ear. ‘But you will.’

What did she have to lose? Stupid question. Maybe Ana was right, and it was time to loosen a few strings.

‘Can we negotiate on a movie?’

‘Done.’

‘OK.’

Jace gave a deep, husky chuckle. ‘You want to be chauffeur, or shall I?’

She pretended to consider both options. ‘Oh, let’s go for role reversal. Besides, I have a better knowledge of the city than you do.’ She checked her watch. ‘Pick you up at seven?’

‘I’ll be waiting.’ He glanced around the shop’s interior. ‘Now, let’s get you out of here.’

‘I’ve done it a thousand times on my own.’ More, if anyone was counting.

‘Then indulge me and let’s do it together.’

Five minutes later Rebekah walked to her van as Jace slid behind the wheel of his car.

Neither of them noticed the man seated in a vehicle thirty metres distant. If they had, it would have taken more than a casual glance to determine his identity. A cap worn backwards and wrap-around sunglasses provided a very good disguise.

There were no messages recorded on the answering machine, and Rebekah hit the shower, stepped into clean underwear, tended to her make-up, swept her hair into a smooth knot, then dressed in black evening trousers, a red camisole and matching evening jacket. She added stiletto heels, caught up an evening purse and her keys, then she took the lift down to the underground car park.

The MG was parked in its customary space, and she fired the engine and sent the sleek little sports car onto street level, then drove the few blocks to Jace’s hotel.

He emerged from the lobby as soon as she drew into the entrance bay, and within minutes she rejoined the traffic.

‘Where to?’

‘Darling Harbour.’

‘Yessir.’

Jace wondered if she had any idea how her features lightened? Or how the darkness that was a lurking constant in her eyes disappeared when she smiled?

‘Don’t be sassy.’

She shot him a grin. ‘Just acting out the chauffeur part.’

It was a beautiful evening, cool, but not uncomfortably so, and they ate seafood at an elegant restaurant overlooking the inner harbour, drank a little chilled white wine, then took in a top-rated movie guaranteed to earn the lead actors, the producer and director major award honours.

‘That was great,’ Rebekah accorded as they emerged from the cinema complex and began walking to where she’d parked the MG.

Fine food, beautiful ambience, fantastic movie…great date, great man, she reflected, aware this was her first date in a long while. Too long.

She’d played her private life so carefully since her divorce. Brad’s erratic behaviour had diminished her self-image, damaged her trust in men, and left her with a heightened sense of the need for self-preservation.

Rebekah reached the MG, unlocked both doors, and slid in behind the wheel as Jace folded his lengthy frame into the passenger seat.

It wasn’t a car for a tall, well-built male frame, and it brought him far too close for comfort. She was supremely conscious of his thigh close to the gear-shift, making it difficult for the edges of her fingers not to brush against him each time she changed gears.


There was an acute awareness of his clean male scent combined with the hint of his exclusive brand of cologne. Above all was the intense sensual chemistry apparent…a latent entity that threatened her libido, not to mention her peace of mind.

‘Shall we stop off somewhere for coffee?’

Rebekah brought her jangling thoughts together and focused on his words, faltered for a few telling seconds, and offered hesitantly, ‘It’s late. I—’

‘Just…coffee,’ Jace reiterated quietly, aware of her escalating nervous tension. ‘There are a number of cafés close to the Ritz-Carlton. We’ll choose one, and when we’re done I’ll walk back to the hotel.’

It sounded reasonable, no strings, just the sharing of coffee as a pleasant conclusion to a very enjoyable evening.

Double Bay was known for its trendy cafés, where the day-time clientele lunched and the social élite met and lingered over coffee during the evening. Whatever the time, it was an opportunity to be seen.

Finding a parking space took a while, and they strolled along the street-front, chose a café and selected a table.

Coffee at its finest, Rebekah acknowledged silently as she savoured the sweet, aromatic brew. Discussing the merits of the film they’d just seen seemed a safe topic of conversation, and they engaged in an interesting exchange of views.

‘You have tomorrow off?’


She stilled, and for a second her eyes assumed a wary expression. ‘Yes.’

‘I’ve booked a harbour cruise. It takes approximately six hours and leaves at ten.’

Such cruises were very popular among the tourists, and crew served lunch on board as well as morning and afternoon tea. ‘You’ll enjoy it.’ It was a great way to see the many coves and bays around the inner harbour, view prime real estate, and relax in pleasant surroundings.

Jace held her gaze. ‘Join me.’

She was willing to swear her heart stopped for a few seconds before racing into a thudding beat. ‘There’ll be a running commentary informing passengers of various vantage points throughout the day. You won’t need me along.’

His smile held warmth and something she was reluctant to define. ‘I want you along.’

‘Jace…’ She paused, then stumbled over the words, ‘I can’t keep seeing you.’

‘Can’t, or won’t?’

Oh, lord, this was getting out of hand. ‘Why?’

There was despair in the query, and it angered him to think her ex-husband had done such a number on her.

‘The truth?’ His gaze speared hers. ‘I want to spend time with you.’

To what end? The obvious one wasn’t an option. ‘I won’t have sex with you.’ Stark words that matched his in honesty.


‘If I just wanted sex, there are several numbers I could call.’

So he could. Numbers listed in the trade papers, the telephone yellow pages…and failing that, all he had to do was ask a discreet question of the hotel staff to have the relevant information supplied.

‘So,’ he drawled silkily. ‘Shall we start over?’

She took a deep breath and slowly released it. ‘I usually do domestic chores on a Sunday.’ Go to the gym, meet a friend for coffee, take in a foreign film, read, relax. It was a token excuse, and they both knew it.

Oh, dammit. She spread her hands in a gesture of surrender. ‘All right, OK.’ She was angry, with herself, him, for being manoeuvred into a position where it would seem churlish to refuse. ‘I’ll go.’

Rebekah glimpsed the gleam of humour in that dark gaze, and she could have sworn the edge of his mouth twitched. ‘Such a gracious acceptance.’

She drained the last of her coffee. ‘I think it’s time I went home.’ She stood to her feet. ‘Thanks for an enjoyable evening.’

He duplicated her movements, extracted a note and anchored it on the table. ‘I’ll walk you to your car.’

‘I’ll be fine,’ she stated firmly. ‘Goodnight.’ She turned away from him and quickened her steps, aware that he fell in beside her.

‘Has anyone told you you’re impossible?’ she flung tersely, and missed the fleeting amusement apparent.

‘Rarely to my face.’

‘Obviously it’s high time someone did.’


There were people seated outdoors beneath large shaded umbrellas, and she was conscious of background chatter, music emitting from speakers, and cars cruising the street searching for a parking space.

Within minutes they reached the MG, and she unlocked the door, then slid in behind the wheel, slipping the key into the ignition without pause.

Jace leaned down towards her. ‘Join me for breakfast at the hotel. Eight. Then we’ll head for the pier.’

Rebekah looked at him steadily. ‘I’ll eat at home, and meet you in the hotel lobby after nine.’

She fired the engine as he stood upright and closed the door. With consummate skill she eased the car out from its parking space and resisted the temptation to check the rear-vision mirror as she entered the flow of traffic.

 

Rebekah slept well and woke feeling refreshed and ready to meet the day. Choosing to wear dress-jeans and a T-shirt, she tied a sweater over her shoulders, applied sun-screen beneath her minimum make-up, and swept her hair into a careless knot atop her head.

Shortly after nine she slid her feet into joggers, caught up her shoulder bag, her keys, then took the lift down to the underground car park.

Jace had also chosen casual attire, and her heart jolted at the sight of him in jeans and a polo shirt. He held a jacket hooked over one shoulder, and he was something else.

He walked towards her, and she admired the way the jeans moulded his thighs, hugged his hips, while the polo shirt clung to his hard-muscled torso, emphasising an enviable breadth of shoulder.

‘Hi.’ As a greeting, it fell short by a mile, but it was the best she could do with her breath caught in her throat as he slid into the passenger seat.

‘Morning.’ His appraisal was swift, encompassing. ‘You slept well?’

Oh, my, how did she answer that? Admit his image had filled her imagination and her last waking thought had been of him?

‘Yes, thank you.’ Why was she sounding so excruciatingly polite? ‘And you?’

‘Fine.’

His smile broadened, and her stomach curled as the grooves slashing each cheek became more defined, and tiny lines fanned out from the corners of his eyes.

Rebekah moved the gear-shift and sent the MG out onto the street, driving with practised ease as she headed towards the city pier.

He exuded latent strength…not only of the body, but of the mind. A man who went after what he wanted with steel-willed resolve, she perceived, and wondered at his strategy with regard to her.

A convenient but brief affair while he tended to business? Why go for emotional entanglement when he could pay for sex, then walk away?

It didn’t make sense. None of his actions made sense.

Unless… No, she dismissed instantly. He wasn’t attracted to her. Intrigued, possibly. Was he aware of the sexual chemistry that shimmered between them? Or was it one-sided and all hers?

Oh, for heaven’s sake, get a grip, she mentally chastised. He’s Luc’s cousin, he’s in Sydney on business, you’re the sister of his cousin’s wife. He’s simply being kind.

So why didn’t it feel like kind when he touched her? Kissed her?

So how did it feel? a tiny imp taunted.

Like she’d caught a glimpse of heaven on earth. Something she dared not hope for, in a place she was afraid to occupy.

Fear of rejection? Afraid it wouldn’t, couldn’t last?

She’d experienced one particular taste of hell. She wasn’t keen to sample another.

But what if you’re wrong? What if you’re choosing to deny something incredibly wonderful simply because one man fooled you with a Jekyll-and-Hyde personality?

Just enjoy the day, why don’t you? she admonished silently as they walked out onto the pier and boarded the large cruise boat equipped to carry up to fifty passengers and crew.

The sun shone brightly with the warmth of an early summer, and the sky was a clear azure. A breeze became evident as the boat moved out into the harbour, and Rebekah pointed out prime real estate built on the rocky cliff-face that bordered the many coves and inlets.

There were numerous craft moored, some small, others large and luxurious, and she indicated various landmarks, homes of the rich and famous as the boat cruised the inner harbour.

For a while they moved out on deck, and she was conscious of Jace’s presence, the light touch of his hand on her arm, the way her body reacted to his as he leaned in close to follow her line of vision as she indicated certain focal points of interest.

Way out in the distance a huge tanker was slowly making its way in, and as they returned city-side there were two tugboats steaming out to meet a luxury liner, a solid, oft-used ferry boat chugging towards the North Shore, and a sleek hydrofoil bringing passengers in from Manly.

Where better to view the wide, distinctive arch of the Harbour Bridge, the graceful architectural curves of the Opera House?

Sydney was a beautiful city with one of the finest harbours in the world. Today, looking at it from a visitor’s viewpoint, there was a sense of pride in the familiar, an innate feeling of patriotism.

The sun had moved overhead and was now shifting towards the west, washing the buildings, some old, some new in towers of concrete, steel and glass.

Glorious by day, stunning at night when electric light shaped the many buildings against an indigo sky, and multicoloured flashing neon added colour and interest to an intriguing night-scape.

‘Beautiful.’ Jace’s voice was quiet, almost husky, and Rebekah turned towards him, words of agreement escaping her lips.


Except he wasn’t admiring the view, he was looking at her.

For one brief minute it seemed as if the world shifted slightly, and she barely refrained from reaching out a hand to steady herself.

Crazy. Perhaps she imagined it, and it was the boat?

But no, it was moving steadily, there was no back-wash, and the harbour waters were as smooth as glass.

This was bad. Really bad.

She leaned forward against the railing and concentrated on a small liner as it lay moored, then she shifted her attention to the row of city buildings.

Most all of the passengers had emerged onto the deck, and she gave a surprised start as Jace moved to position himself behind her.

It was, she realised, a polite gesture to allow others room to share the view, and his arms caged her body as he fastened his hands on the railing.

His body wasn’t touching hers, but she was supremely aware just how easy it would be to lean back against him. Have him link his arms at her waist, and rest his chin against her head.

For a moment she felt as if she couldn’t breathe, and panic that he might sense her discomfort forced her to regulate every breath in an effort to slow her rapidly beating pulse.

The cruise boat docked at four, and the passengers lined up ready to disembark. Jace stood behind her, and he put a hand to her waist to steady her as they stepped down the gangplank.


She felt the heat of his touch, and her stomach executed a backward flip.

Nerves, she decided, were hell and damnation. Her body seemed to be in a permanent state of flux whenever Jace Dimitriades was within touching distance.

‘We’re not far from the aquarium,’ Jace declared. ‘I checked out its location this morning. We’ve time for a quick tour before it closes.’

‘We?’ She shot him a startled glance. ‘I don’t think—’

‘You have an aversion to sea creatures?’

‘No.’

‘You visited last week, and can’t bear to do it again so soon?’

Dammit, he was teasing her. Well, two could play at that game. ‘Fish?’ she queried sweetly. ‘You want to go see fish?’

His warm smile tore the breath from her throat. ‘With my favourite tour guide for company.’

Rebekah gave a small mock-bow. ‘Australian residents have a duty to please their overseas visitors.’ She indicated a flight of steps. ‘Shall we proceed?’

The staff member manning the aquarium ticket box shook her head doubtfully and reminded there was less than an hour before closing time.

‘We’ll walk very quickly,’ Rebekah assured as Jace picked up the tickets.

Some exhibits were exotic specimens, others fearsome, especially in the large aquarium housing various predators. The enclosed areas held a damp salty smell, and Rebekah breathed in fresh air as they emerged out into the sunshine and began walking to where she’d parked the car.

‘How dedicated are you to playing tour guide?’ Jace queried as he slid into the passenger seat.

She turned towards him. ‘You don’t want to go back to the hotel?’

‘I’d like to explore the Rocks,’ Jace declared, and saw her eyes widen.

The area was in an old part of the city bordering on the harbour and held a variety of shops, stalls and numerous cafés and restaurants.

‘You’re kidding me, right?’

‘We could grab something to eat there.’

This was going a bit too far. ‘We’ve spent all day together,’ she managed evenly.

‘So, what’s a few more hours?’

Common sense urged her to refuse. ‘I have things to do at home.’ It was a token protest.

‘Want for me to help out?’

There was a part of her that was tempted to call his bluff just to see him undertake domestic chores.

‘Somehow I can’t summon an image of you handling a vacuum cleaner or wielding an iron.’

‘I managed both during my years at university.’

Caution rose to the fore at the thought of him visiting at her apartment. Mutual ground, public ground was infinitely safer.

Rebekah ignited the engine. ‘OK, the Rocks it is.’ Two hours, she qualified.

They stayed twice as long, wandering at ease, pausing here and there, then Jace chose a restaurant where the food was superb, and they lingered over coffee, enjoying the ambience, the background music.

A sense of latent intimacy seemed to manifest itself, something she put down to the glass of wine she consumed during the course of the meal. She was acutely conscious of the man seated opposite, aware to a finite degree of the inherent vitality beneath his sophisticated façade. Primitive sexuality meshed with elemental sensuality…a dangerous combination, and more than most women could handle.

Yet it awakened something deep within her, an entity she was almost afraid to explore for fear of being burnt.

Safe meant not seeing him again. And, dear heaven, she had every reason to covet safety.

‘Shall we leave?’

Jace’s voice intruded, and she pushed her empty cup to one side. ‘Yes. I have an early start tomorrow.’

He took care of the bill, and they exited the restaurant, choosing to walk the esplanade path to where she’d parked the MG.

Rebekah felt the touch of his hand at her waist, and she experienced a feeling of surprise, almost shock when it slid to capture her own.

For a moment she froze, her first instinct being to pull free, except she hesitated too long and his fingers shifted to thread themselves through hers in a loose linking that was warm, intimate.

It made her want to shift closer, feel the strength, the heat, of his body. More than anything, she longed for his arms close around her, to sink in against him, have his mouth capture her own and wreak sensual devastation.

Yet she hesitated, aware any move on her part would invite more than she was prepared to give.

At that moment his thumb slid against the sensitive veins at her wrist, then began an evocative caress as her pulse jumped and skidded to a heavy beat.

Could he tell? How could he not? she groaned inaudibly. She couldn’t disguise the response of her body, and almost as if he knew he lifted her hand to his lips, lightly brushed them to her fingers, then let their joined hands fall.

Oh, my. She felt as if rockets were being launched inside her head, with the aftershocks reverberating through her entire body.

It was a fine kind of madness, fed by desire and fuelled by too vivid an imagination.

Rebekah was grateful when they reached the car, for it enabled her to break contact and slide in behind the wheel.

She wasn’t capable of uttering so much as a word, and she didn’t even try. Instead she focused on negotiating the traffic, and there was a sense of relief as she drew into the hotel entrance.

Short-lived, she discovered as Jace slid the gear-shift into neutral, then he leaned towards her and captured her head, angling it as he fastened his mouth over hers in a kiss that tore her vulnerable emotions to shreds.

Seconds or minutes? She had no idea how long it lasted, only that she felt cast adrift like a rudderless boat in the open sea.

Did she kiss him back? Perhaps she had. All she knew was that when he released her she felt totally lost.

She couldn’t speak, and her eyes felt impossibly large as she simply looked at him, and she gave a start of surprise as he touched a finger to her lips.

His smile held incredible warmth, and she felt herself begin to melt…which was crazy.

‘I’ll phone you tomorrow.’ He reached for the door-clasp and slid out from the car.

For a heart-stopping second she couldn’t move, then she became conscious of the concierge standing at the entrance, valet parking staff, and she shifted gears then put the MG in motion.

Rebekah entered her apartment a short while later and crossed to the kitchen for a cool drink. It was then she saw the message light blinking on her answering machine.

Ana? Unlikely, given her sister preferred direct contact to her cellphone.

She crossed to the machine and depressed the ‘re-play’ button, waiting as the tape automatically rewound.

‘How was your day with lover-boy?’ Brad’s voice was low and ugly. ‘Don’t bother changing your silent number again.’ There was a click as he ended the call.

Rebekah stood still for what seemed an age, then she located the number she’d been advised to call, day or night, and filed a report.


It did little to ease her mind. Nothing to stem the sense of frustrated anger that rose to the fore as she re-set the answering machine.

She took a shower, then slid into bed to lie staring at the darkened ceiling for what seemed hours before she succumbed to sleep, where nightmarish dreams invaded her subconscious, and when she woke to the sound of the alarm it was as if she hadn’t slept at all.








CHAPTER SIX



‘BITCH. You’ll pay for this.’

Rebekah clutched the receiver as the male voice vented in a sibilant tone that held more threat than if Brad had screamed the words in her ear.

The shop held two customers, Suzie was dealing with one, and the other was examining a glorious stand of gladioli.

Rationalising with him was a waste of time, but she tried. ‘You’re in violation—’ a click indicated he’d ended the call ‘—of the restraining order,’ she finished to an empty line.

The electronic door buzzer sounded, and she replaced the receiver, summoned a smile and turned to see Jace standing inside the door.

Her senses stirred at the sight of him. The dark three-piece suit, deep blue shirt and silk tie indicated he’d come straight from a business meeting, and he removed the lightly tinted sunglasses, silently indicated she serve the waiting customer, then browsed the various bouquets on display.

It took a while for the customer to make a choice, and Rebekah completed the purchase, then crossed to Jace’s side.

She looked pale, and her eyes bore the lacklustre appearance of someone battling tiredness and, unless he was mistaken, a headache. He doubted she’d slept any better than he had.

He lifted a hand and tucked back a stray lock of hair that had escaped the knot atop her head. And watched her eyes dilate at his touch.

‘Feel up to sharing one of Angelo’s pizzas?’

All she wanted to do was go home, soak in a hot tub, then grab a salad, veg out in front of the television for an hour, and make up on lost sleep.

‘I’d planned on an early night.’

‘You’ve got it. I’ve at least an hour’s work on the laptop, and I’m due to take the early-morning flight to Cairns.’ He didn’t add that he’d originally intended flying out tonight, but had shifted the booking to tomorrow. ‘I’ll be here when you close.’

His smile made her toes curl. She should refuse, but she didn’t. ‘OK.’

‘Wow,’ Suzie said with genuine awe when Jace had left the shop. ‘Who is that man?’

Rebekah explained the connection, and Suzie rolled her eyes.

‘Is your sister’s husband equally attractive?’

‘Equally,’ she assured solemnly.

‘I don’t suppose there are any more male cousins here or abroad?’

‘A few.’

Suzie gave an impish grin. ‘I know I’m going to enjoy working here.’

Jace reappeared just as Rebekah was about to lock up, and gone was the formal business suit. In its place were jeans and a casual chambray shirt left unbuttoned at the neck. He’d rolled the cuffs back and discarded shoes for joggers.

‘All done?’

Luck saw them park close to Angelo’s pizzeria, and they ordered, choosing take-out rather than electing to eat in, and strolled along the main street while they waited on the pizza.

‘Tough day?’

Jace caught hold of her hand, and she didn’t object. ‘Not really. Ana insisted on putting in a few hours, against Luc’s and my wishes. Fortunately Suzie is good at taking up the slack.’ She spared him a direct glance. ‘Yours?’

‘Bearable.’ He didn’t add he’d spent most of it wanting the day done so he could spend time with her.

A tout called out to them from an open doorway, only to halt his outrageous spiel as Jace directed him a chilling look.

Angelo had the pizza boxed and ready to go when they returned to the shop.

‘Where do you suggest we eat this?’ Rebekah asked as she eased the van into the flow of traffic.

‘Your apartment?’

It was her own private domain, and only family visited her there. When it came to joining friends, she chose a restaurant, café, cinema or shopping complex as a meeting place.

‘I don’t think that’s a good idea.’

‘My hotel?’


A park bench? Drive out to one of the beaches? By then the pizza would be cold.

‘We’ll go to my place.’ She shot him a direct look. ‘Just be warned I intend chucking you out at nine.’

‘So noted.’ His drawl held an element of husky humour.

Minutes later she used her key to unlock the sliding steel grille guarding entrance to the underground car park, eased in beside the MG, then they rode the lift to the seventh floor.

As soon as she opened the apartment door Millie was there, rubbing her head against Rebekah’s leg, only to back up and regard Jace with feline curiosity.

‘The kitchen’s through the lounge to the right.’ She led the way. ‘I’ll show you where the plates are kept, and you can apportion the pizza while I feed Millie.’

The message light on the answering machine was blinking, and her stomach tightened.

‘You want to get that?’ Jace asked, indicating the machine, and she shook her head.

‘It won’t be anything that can’t wait.’ If it was Brad, she’d prefer to run it when she was alone.

They ate pizza seated at the dining-room table, and she unearthed a bottle of red Lambrusco, extracted two wine glasses, filled both, and handed him one.

There was an easy familiarity in the gesture, although nothing discounted the electric tension fizzing along her nerve threads.

‘How long will you be away?’ It was the only thing she could think to offer, and he finished the mouthful he was eating before responding, ‘Four days. I fly direct to Cairns tomorrow, visit Port Douglas Tuesday morning, take the late-afternoon flight Wednesday to Brisbane, visit the Gold Coast Friday morning, and return to Sydney late afternoon.’

‘Real estate?’

‘Shopping complexes, warehouses,’ Jace added as he reached for another slice of pizza.

‘You assess, buy at a low price, move in a team to upgrade, promote, then sell when they’re showing a handsome profit.’ It was just a guess, but she imagined it to be a fairly accurate one.

Rebekah demolished two slices, then slowly sipped her wine.

‘Something like that,’ he declared indolently. He didn’t add that he headed a family consortium with global business interests, and he kept a personal check on all of them. The Sydney arm had initiated some major staff changes at its top level, and he’d chosen to cast a personal eye over the new MD’s purchase proposals. And check out if his attraction for Ana’s sister was as tantalising now as it had been a year ago.

The answer was easy. The solution, however, was anything but.

The women in his life had been eager, willing, and practised in the art of seduction. Relationships clear-cut, boundaries established and recognised, and while affection formed a base, love, the everlasting kind, had never rated a mention.

Until the event of Luc and Ana’s marriage he’d been content with the status quo. There were any number of women he’d be satisfied to have as his wife. But none he’d covet as the mother of his children. Which had to tell him something.

For the past year he’d immersed himself in work, dated few women more than a token once or twice, indulged in selective sex, and become very aware that while it might satisfy his libido, any emotional pleasure was sadly lacking.

‘Would you like some coffee?’

‘Thanks. Black, one sugar.’

Rebekah stood to her feet, gathered up the plates and cutlery and carried them through to the kitchen.

The headache she’d fought against most of the afternoon intensified, and she opened a cupboard, retrieved painkillers, popped two from the pack and swallowed them down with water.

‘Headache?’

She hadn’t heard him leave the dining room, and her hand shook a little. ‘It’s nothing a good night’s sleep won’t fix.’

His mouth curved into a faint smile. ‘Is that a hint I’ve outstayed my welcome?’

‘No,’ she managed quietly. ‘No, of course not.’

The smile reached his eyes. ‘Good.’ He moved round the servery, took the glass from her hand and put it down, then he captured her face in his hands and began gently massaging her temples.

She opened her mouth to protest, only to have him press his thumb against her lips.

‘Shh. Just relax.’


It felt like heaven as his fingers moved to massage her scalp, and she instinctively lowered her lashes so her gaze fastened on the hollow at the base of his throat where a pulse beat so strongly there.

His touch held a mesmeric quality, almost as if a part of him was invading her senses, and she swayed slightly, caught in the sensual magic he was able to evoke.

A slight sound brought her lashes sweeping wide, and she almost died at the magnetising warmth evident in his slumberous gaze.

Her lips parted involuntarily, and she glimpsed the warmth turn to heat, then his mouth slanted over hers, gently at first as his tongue took an exploratory sweep before tangling with her own in an evocative dance that demanded more, much more.

One hand fisted her hair while the other slid down past her waist to hold her fast against him, and she lifted her arms and linked her hands together at his nape as she leaned into him, exulting in the feel, the taste, the sensual heat of him.

It was like nothing else she’d experienced before as he wrapped her close, so close, his hands shaping her waist, her hips, buttocks.

His mouth left hers and nuzzled the sensitive curve at the edge of her neck, then trailed a path to nibble her earlobe before seeking her mouth as he took her deep in a sensual imitation of the sex act itself.

Almost as if he sensed he was going too far too fast he eased up a little, locking her hips close to his own so she couldn’t help but be aware of his arousal.


Its potent force took her breath away, and she wondered what it would feel like to have him inside her, moving in an ever-increasing rhythm until he reached his peak.

There was a part of her that wanted to be swept away by the tide of passion. To have no thought, no scruples, no reservations. Just follow wherever he chose to lead.

Would the reality exceed the limits of her experience, and prove to be as mesmeric as she imagined it could be?

Somehow the answer had to be yes. This man possessed the touch, the sexual expertise to indulge a woman in a feast of the senses. From acutely sensitive to the raw and primitive.

A shiver feathered its way over the surface of her skin, raising all her fine body hairs in anticipation as treacherous desire pulsed from deep within.

She wanted the tactile touch of skin on skin, and the need for it drove her to seek the opening of his shirt. There was a primal urge to fist the material and tug it free from his jeans then drag it off so she could rain his torso with the heated pressure of her mouth. To gently nip the hard muscle tissue close to a male nipple, then caress each one with her tongue, teasing mercilessly until he groaned at her touch.

More than anything, she wanted him to bestow her the same favour, to drive her sensually wild until there could be only one end.

Her audio-visual senses were so caught up in the mindless fantasy she was only dimly aware of a ringing in her ears, and she gave a despairing groan as Jace gently broke contact.

‘Should you get that?’

The phone. Dear heaven, it was the phone.

The answering machine picked up, and she froze. Please, please don’t let it be Brad.

Jace held her loosely, his gaze intent as he witnessed her disquiet.

‘Inviting him into your apartment isn’t a good move, darling.’ Brad’s voice was unmistakable. ‘Has he discovered you’re a frigid little bitch?’ There was a click as he cut the connection, the faint whirr of the answering machine as it rewound the tape.

Rebekah wanted to curl up and die. She closed her eyes in an involuntary gesture of self-defence, then opened them again to focus on the third button of Jace’s shirt.

A hand cupped her chin, tilting it so she had to look at him, and she fought to hold back the moisture shimmering in her eyes.

‘Don’t.’ Jace framed her face between his hands, and smoothed a thumb over lips made slightly swollen from his kiss.

She wasn’t capable of uttering a word, and her eyes ached with unshed tears.

He saw her lashes lower to form a protective veil, and pain stabbed his gut as a single tear escaped and rolled slowly down one cheek.

‘Please,’ she said huskily. ‘Just go.’

She felt his thumb erase the trail of moisture, and his hands were incredibly gentle as he cradled her face.

‘No.’

‘Please,’ she reiterated as he tilted her face.

‘Look at me.’

The command was softly voiced, and she felt his fingers trail the slope of her neck, linger at its edge, then return.

The peal of the phone was an intrusive, strident sound in the stillness of the room, and he felt the tremor that ran through her body.

With one economical movement Jace reached forward, lifted the receiver, listened, then ventured in a deadly soft voice, ‘Don’t ring again if you value your skin.’ He cut the connection and didn’t return the receiver to the handset.

‘I suggest you change your number.’

‘I’ve already done that twice in the past two days.’ He may as well hear the rest of it. ‘The police have been notified, and my lawyer.’

He understood too clearly. ‘Who each advise keeping your answering machine on to record each of his calls.’

‘Yes.’

‘Which have only accelerated since he saw us together at the restaurant last week.’

Rebekah didn’t concur, she had no need to. Brad’s reaction was self-explanatory.

‘Is there a possibility he might attempt to physically hurt you?’

She paused a second too long. ‘I don’t think so.’


‘He doesn’t have a key to your apartment?’

She shook her head. ‘I bought it following the divorce.’ And lived with Ana between leaving Brad and obtaining her legal freedom. It had been a fraught time, laced with various incidents involving her ex-husband’s harassment. She’d neither sighted nor heard from him in ages. Until Wednesday of last week. Now the torment seemed set to begin all over again.

‘Would you like me to stay over tonight?’

Shocked surprise widened her eyes. ‘No, of course not.’

A gleam of humour lit his gaze. ‘I imagine you have a spare bedroom.’

She did, but she didn’t intend for him to occupy it tonight or any other night. ‘I’ll be fine.’

Would she? Somehow he doubted she’d sleep easily.

‘Only a fool blames another for his own inadequacies.’ The words slipped quietly from his lips, and when she didn’t answer, he smoothed his palm along the edge of her cheek. ‘And it would take an incompetent fool to allude to a woman’s frigidity.’ He waited a beat. ‘Especially when the woman is you.’

He wanted to show her how it could be between a man and a woman, watch as she came alive beneath his touch. To kiss and caress every inch of her, awaken each nerve-end, and be aware only of him. Malleable, mindless, his.

Except he wanted her with him, mind, body and soul. Not on edge with nervous tension, or emotionally shaken.

‘I think you should leave.’ She just wanted to be alone, secure within these four walls, where she could sink into the hot tub, then pull on a robe, view television for an hour before slipping into bed.

‘Not yet,’ Jace said quietly. Not until she’d regained some colour and her eyes didn’t resemble huge pools mirroring a mixture of hurt and shame.

‘We were going to have coffee.’ A return to the prosaic was the wisest course, and he moved round her, collected the carafe from the coffee-maker and filled it with water.

Rebekah collected her shattered thoughts together and crossed to extract coffee mugs from a cupboard, coffee beans, a fresh filter, and set it all in place.

The automatic movements helped, and within minutes they faced each other across the table as they sipped aromatic coffee.

‘Tell me what it was like for you as a child.’

She recognised his diversionary tactic, and cast him a level glance. ‘The usual things that shape most children’s lives. Love and laughter, a few tears, happy family, school. My mother died a few years ago. Dad has very recently taken a new job in New York.’

‘You and Ana are very close.’ It was a statement based on his own observation, and her gaze softened.

‘We’re best friends as well as business partners.’

It was difficult to look at him and not be startlingly aware of the way it had felt to be in his arms, his touch, the intensity of his kiss, and the way he’d been able to transport her to a place where sheer sensation ruled.

There was a part of her that wanted to be taken there again. By him, only him. Just thinking of Jace as a lover brought a flood of heat to her body, and yet instinct warned if she allowed him into her life she’d never be the same again.

Was it worth the risk? Not if she wanted to survive emotionally. This man would invade her senses, her heart, and forever leave his mark.

‘You haven’t mentioned your marriage.’

The sound of his accented drawl brought her back to the present with a sudden jolt, and she tightened her grip on the coffee mug.

‘What do you want to hear? That I was courted by a man for several months, engaged to him for a year, and in all that time I had no inkling a few hours after the wedding he’d turn into an abusive monster?’

He was silent for several long seconds as he held her gaze. ‘It must have been hell to deal with.’

And then some. ‘And you, Jace? No skeletons in your cupboard?’

‘A few regrets.’ Everyone had some. ‘None of any consequence.’

He wanted to ease the pain he glimpsed in her eyes, but knew she’d deny him if he did. Instead, he drained his coffee, then stood to his feet.

‘Time for me to call it a night.’ He took his mug into the kitchen and put it in the sink, then he preceded her to the door.


Rebekah caught up her keys and followed him. ‘I’ll drive you back to the hotel.’

‘I’ll call a cab from the downstairs lobby.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

He turned towards her and pressed a finger to her lips, then he lowered his head and brushed his mouth to her temple. ‘I’ll phone tomorrow.’

She opened her mouth to protest, but he was already walking towards the bank of lifts, and she waited there until the lift doors opened. Then she retreated into the apartment, locked up, set the alarm, and headed for the hot tub.








CHAPTER SEVEN



‘HAS Brad been bothering you again?’

Rebekah caught the fierce sisterly concern in Ana’s voice, and tried to diffuse a potentially sensitive subject. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘This is me, remember? And I don’t fool easily. So spill it.’

Suzie was on a lunch break, and they were alone in the shop.

Rebekah refrained from prevaricating, but she kept it simple. ‘You know the score. Every now and again Brad decides to ride the nuisance wagon. So I changed my silent number to minimise the hassle.’

‘Uh-huh. This wouldn’t have anything to do with the fact you’ve been seeing Jace?’

It was a rhetorical question, and they both knew it.

‘I’m not seeing Jace,’ she refuted, paying far more attention than necessary to the bouquet she was assembling.

‘OK, we won’t go there just now.’ Ana’s gaze held a degree of anxiety. ‘Watch your back, Rebekah,’ she warned gently. ‘Brad is a loose cannon just waiting to explode.’

She controlled the shaky sensation that threatened to visibly exert itself, and met her sister’s gaze.

‘I’m doing everything I’ve been legally advised to do,’ she assured quietly. ‘It’s been two years since the divorce. I’m entitled to a life of my own.’

Ana’s expression softened. ‘Brava. You, more than most.’ There were assurances she wanted to reiterate, but she wisely held her counsel. ‘Promise you’ll phone me at the slightest hint of a problem. OK?’

Rebekah offered a wry smile. ‘Want me to write it in blood?’

The phone rang, and Ana picked up, intoned the customary greeting, conversed for a few minutes, then held out the cordless receiver. ‘For you. Jace.’

‘Hi. How are you?’

‘Do you really want to know?’ His voice was low and husky, almost intimate, and she barely controlled the spiralling sensation deep within.

‘How was the flight? Cairns?’

‘Fine. Better if you were with me.’

The breath stopped in her throat. ‘I have to go, we’re really busy.’

She thought she heard his faint chuckle. ‘Take care, Rebekah. I’ll call you on your cellphone tonight.’

Rebekah handed the cordless receiver to Ana with a lift of her eyebrows. ‘Nothing to say?’

‘And risk having you jump down my throat?’ There was humour in her voice, and her eyes danced with silent mischief. ‘No way.’

The afternoon was busy, so much so it was almost seven when Rebekah locked up shop and slid into the van. She planned a shower, then she’d fix a steak salad and eat it with a fresh, crunchy bread roll she’d picked up from the bakery, maybe watch a video she’d rented out.

Summer was definitely on its way, for the days were becoming warmer, she perceived as she swung the van into the driveway leading down to the apartment underground car park.

It took only seconds to insert her key and have the security grille lift to allow her entry, and she eased into her allotted parking bay, cut the engine and gathered her shoulder bag, the leather briefcase with the day’s computer print-outs, then she slid from the van and began walking towards the lift.

‘Think you’re pretty smart, dating another man, don’t you?’

Rebekah froze, caught in the grip of fear as Brad stepped out from behind a concrete pillar. Calm, she had to remain calm. Try logic, a silent voice screamed.

‘How did you get in here?’

‘Use your imagination.’

He was taller, bigger than her, and she recognised the hard glitter in those pale grey eyes, the cruel tilt of his mouth.

Instinct had her gauging the distance to the lift well.

‘Forget it,’ Brad advised harshly. ‘You’ll never make it.’

The van…if only she could lock herself in there, she’d be safe. Except she’d locked the door, and by the time she reached it, inserted the key, he’d have caught her.


OK, if she couldn’t escape, she had two options. Talk first; if that failed, fight.

‘I can’t think of anything we have to discuss.’

‘Wrong, baby.’

She hated his smile, it hid pure venom. ‘If I don’t ring my sister within five minutes, she’ll call the police.’

He recognised her bluff. ‘So—call her.’

Rebekah slid open the zip fastening her bag, felt for and found the small canister, then she palmed it as she withdrew her hand, aimed and pressed the spray button.

The mace hit him in the face, and his howl of pain was animal-like in its rage.

Rebekah didn’t hesitate, she ran to the lift, hit and held down the button…and prayed. If only she could get inside, she’d be safe.

Oh, come on, she begged, agonising if she’d have been wiser to have sought the van and locked herself in. At least she could have used her cellphone to call for help.

There was a faint electronic whine heralding the lift’s descent, and she felt her heart thud in her chest as she counted off the seconds to its arrival.

She could hear Brad swearing, his voice rising to a raging crescendo, and then she didn’t care any more as the lift doors swung open and she raced inside the cubicle, pushed the seventh-floor button, only to see Brad put his arm between the closing doors.

A scream left her throat, and she stabbed the close doors button. To little avail. His strength was accelerated by rage, and she batted his hands with the briefcase, drawing blood.

Fear drove her, and for a few seconds she thought she’d won. Except one herculean burst of strength on Brad’s part pushed the doors open sufficiently for him to squeeze through.

She still had the can of mace in her hand, and she used it mercilessly before he had a chance to bring the lift to a stop mid-floor.

The cubicle wasn’t large, and even blinded by the stinging mace Brad roared with rage as he lurched, arms spread wide, circling as she strove to evade him in the confined space.

Her only hope was to escape as soon as the lift stopped at the seventh floor, and she quickly identified her apartment key on its keyring, and held it poised in readiness.

There was nowhere to hide, and the timing proved lousy as Brad’s hand groped her shoulder, then closed over it with steel-like strength.

A random punch slammed into her ribs, quickly followed by another to her upper arm.

At that moment the lift drew to a halt, and he dragged her out into the foyer.

‘Where’s your damned key?’

She’d die before she willingly gave it to him, and she wrestled with him, taking a cracking slap to the side of her face.

‘Give it to me, bitch!’

Rebekah swung the briefcase at him and he wrenched it from her grasp, then tackled and knocked her to the floor.

In one desperate move she tossed the keys as hard as she could, uncaring where they landed as long as he couldn’t find them.

She heard them hit something with a resounding clunk, felt the bruising grip of Brad’s fingers on her flesh, then a loud voice demanding,

‘What the hell is going on here?’ Followed by, ‘Rebekah? George, get out here!’

There was noise, voices, the sound of scuffling, then mercifully she was free, and hands were soothing her, Maisie, her neighbour, was issuing instructions like a nursing sister-in-charge, her chosen vocation. And her partner, George, an ex-wrestler with a body that was all muscle, held Brad in a bone-crunching grip.

Maisie called the police, helped Rebekah into her apartment, called a doctor, then she collected her camera and took photos for evidence.

Rebekah didn’t argue, although she was sufficiently familiar with police procedure to know they’d do the same.

When they came, she gave a statement, which had to be typed up and signed at the police station within the next twenty-four hours. The doctor arrived and examined her, dressed a few abrasions, suggested ice-packs for the bruising, and gave her a sedative to take to help her sleep.

Maisie fussed over her, plying her with water and painkillers.


‘Is there someone I should call? Your sister, brother-in-law?’

‘I’ll do it later.’

Maisie looked doubtful. ‘You really should have someone stay with you tonight. Or you should go to your sister’s place.’

‘I’ll be fine.’

‘Sure you will. You’re as pale as a ghost, and as cold as charity.’ She gave a derisive snort. ‘If I had anything to do with it, you’d be in hospital overnight.’

Rebekah tried for a smile and didn’t quite make it. ‘I promise I’ll ring Ana the moment you leave.’

‘Hmm. Why don’t you go take a shower, and I’ll rustle up something light for you to eat?’ She held up her hand. ‘I’ll be offended if you refuse.’

It was easier to capitulate. ‘Thanks.’

She stayed beneath the hot spray for a while, then, towelled dry, she donned jeans, added a cotton top, and emerged into the kitchen to discover her neighbour removing a plate of delicious-smelling goulash with rice.

‘Your sister rang while you were in the shower.’

Rebekah knew the answer even before she posed the question. ‘You told her?’

‘She had to know. She’s on her way over.’ Maisie indicated the plate which she set down on the dining-room table. ‘Sit and eat.’

‘Yes, Mother.’

‘I could be, if I’d been a child bride.’ She tried to look fierce. ‘You need someone to look after you.’

‘I have you and George just across the hall.’ She took a mouthful of food and closed her eyes at the taste. ‘I know why George married you.’

‘Don’t change the subject. You need a man in your life.’

‘I had one, and look at the way that turned out.’

‘A real man, one who’ll take care of you.’

‘Perhaps I’m content taking care of myself?’

Maisie gave another snort, and filled the kettle to make tea.

In no time at all the intercom buzzed, and Rebekah threw her neighbour a wry glance. ‘The cavalry have arrived.’

Ana and Luc? There were hugs, expressions of concern, reassurances given, and decisions made.

‘You’re coming back with us,’ Ana said firmly. ‘And if you argue, I’ll hit you.’

‘I rather think she’s had more than her fair share of that, agape mou,’ Luc chided gently, and watched his wife’s face crease with remorse.

‘I didn’t mean— Oh, God, Rebekah,’ Ana groaned out loud.

‘I know, you just love me to death, is all.’

Rebekah’s cellphone pealed, and Luc moved to retrieve it from the coffee-table, where Maisie had placed everything that had spilled from her bag.

‘I’ll take it, shall I?’ He picked up, and moved to one side of the room. His conversation was muted and spanned several minutes, then he retraced his steps and handed her the unit. ‘Jace.’


She closed her eyes, then she opened them again and voiced a restrained greeting into the mouthpiece.

‘Rebekah—’

Even from a distance she could sense the quiet anger beneath the surface of his control. ‘I’m fine.’

‘And daisies grow upside-down in the ground.’ His voice held an edge she couldn’t define. ‘Give me your word you’ll stay with Luc and Ana for a few days.’

She almost said she’d suffered worse than this. ‘Tonight,’ she conceded, and heard him mutter something unintelligible. Suddenly she’d had enough, and there wasn’t another thing she wanted to hear…much less from a man who’d caused her more emotional highs and lows in one short week than anyone she’d ever known. ‘Goodnight.’

Maisie took care of her plate, Ana fed Millie and put down fresh water, while Rebekah gathered up a change of clothes, a few essentials and pushed them into an overnight bag.

Luc crossed to her side as she re-entered the kitchen. ‘Ready?’

She inclined her head, thanked Maisie, gave Millie a gentle pat, then she followed everyone out into the lobby while Luc locked up.

Ana sat in the back seat of the Mercedes and caught hold of Rebekah’s hand as Luc drove to their palatial home in suburban Vaucluse.

‘Do you want to talk about it?’

‘Not particularly.’ There was little point in rehashing it.

Ana’s fingers tightened, and her voice held an uncustomary hardness. ‘This isn’t going to happen again.’


It was nice, Rebekah had to admit, to be taken care of. Luc and Ana’s home was an architectural masterpiece set in beautiful grounds high on a hill with splendid views out over the harbour.

Petros, their politically correct manservant, fussed over her as if she were a precious piece of china. Within minutes of arrival he prepared tea and exquisite bite-size sandwiches.

Luc joined them for a while, then at a telling glance from his wife he excused himself on the pretext of dealing with business email. He brushed a light kiss to Ana’s cheek, then crossed to gift Rebekah a similar salutation and departed the room.

Rebekah allowed Petros to refill her cup, and declined anything further to eat.

Ana waited only long enough for the manservant to wheel the tea-trolley from the room before leaning forward in her chair.

‘Tell me exactly what happened,’ she insisted sternly. ‘And don’t leave anything out.’

Reliving the episode was emotionally draining, although it helped her deal with it.

‘The bastard,’ Ana derided huskily when Rebekah finished. ‘Luc and Jace will ensure he never comes near you again.’

Hang on a minute… ‘Jace? What does Jace have to do with it?’ She drew in a deep breath in the hope of assembling a sense of calm. ‘While I appreciate Luc’s help, I’m quite able to take care of everything myself.’


‘It’s done,’ Ana said simply. ‘And you can stop with the fierce expression.’

‘Ana—’

‘It’s time to bring out the big guns,’ her sister remonstrated gently. ‘Luc and Jace have them…in spades.’

This was getting out of hand. ‘Look—’

‘No,’ Ana declared emphatically. ‘You look. I don’t want to wake up one morning and hear Brad has somehow got to you and you’re just another statistic in the assault and battery records.’ She leaned forward and caught hold of Rebekah’s hands. ‘I was there, remember? When you walked out on him, and afterwards.’ Tears filled her eyes. ‘Jace is the first man you’ve dated in a long time. Only to have Brad emerge out of the woodwork and stalk you.’ A tear escaped and rolled down her cheek. ‘No one, no one is ever going to hurt you again. Ever.’

Rebekah felt her stomach curl into a tight ball at her sister’s distress. ‘Ana, don’t. I’m OK. The police have arrested him.’

‘Sure, you’re OK. Bruised ribs, multiple contusions. Not to mention shock and trauma.’ Her voice rose. ‘I hate to think what would have happened if he’d dragged you inside the apartment. Or if Maisie and George hadn’t been home.’

She caught the fierce determination apparent, and stayed any further protest…for now. She might be the victim, but Ana was hurting too. ‘You haven’t shown me the latest print-out of the babe’s ultrasound. Or the radiographer’s video clip.’


Ana offered a shaky smile. ‘Changing the subject won’t change my mind.’ She stood to her feet and extended her hand. ‘Come on. Let’s go see pictures of your foetal niece or nephew.’

It helped to take both their minds off the earlier part of the evening, and it was there Luc found them rewinding the video tape for the third or fourth time.

‘Time to call it a night for both of you, hmm?’

Rebekah caught the way his features softened as he took Ana’s hands in his and gently pulled her to her feet. He would, she knew, ease his wife’s apprehension and be there for her when she stirred through the night.

An ache began deep inside at the thought of being able to sink into the comfort of a man’s arms, have his lips brush her forehead, trail over her cheek and settle on her mouth.

‘You’re to rest tomorrow,’ Ana insisted as they ascended the stairs. ‘Suzie is competent, and we’ll manage. Coming into the shop is a no-no. OK?’

‘I’ll see how I feel in the morning.’ It was a compromise at best, and Ana shot her a dark glance as if divining her thoughts.

‘I mean it.’

Rebekah caught her sister’s hand and gently squeezed it. ‘I know you do.’

‘Petros has made up the front guest suite for you, and you’re to sleep in. Just come downstairs whenever you feel like breakfast.’ Ana’s features sharpened a little. ‘Are you sure you’re OK?’

‘Yes,’ she reassured. In truth every bone in her body ached. ‘I’m going to have that sedative, hop into bed, and sleep like a baby.’

She did take the sedative, and she did sleep for a few hours, only to wake in the early dawn hours feeling as if her body had been pummelled like a punching bag.

Which it pretty much had, she conceded as she slipped gingerly out of bed and made for the en suite.

She snapped on the light and examined her face in the mirror. A bit of concealer would cover the emerging bruise. As to the rest of her…she lifted the nightshirt and grimaced at the swelling on her ribs, the blueish-purplish colour, and knew she was fortunate none of the ribs was broken. Shallow breathing was the order of the day for a while.

There were scratches on her arm, a large, reddish welt on one forearm.

Not nice, not nice at all. But the swelling would subside, the bruises yellow and disappear. Give it a few weeks and all that would remain was the memory.

Rebekah checked her watch and saw it was much too early to dress and go downstairs. Returning to bed and trying to sleep wasn’t an option, so she switched on the bedside lamp and leafed through a few glossy magazines Petros had thoughtfully provided.

Rebekah waited until Luc left the house at eight, saw Ana follow him minutes later, then she quickly gathered up her bag and moved quickly downstairs.

Petros was in the midst of clearing the dining-room table, and he turned as she entered the room.


‘Good morning,’ he greeted warmly. ‘I trust you slept well? Ana insisted I shouldn’t disturb you.’ His gaze took in the bag. ‘What can I get you for breakfast?’

It would be useless to say she wasn’t hungry. ‘Orange juice, toast and coffee will be great.’

One eyebrow arched. ‘Might I suggest some fruit and cereal? Eggs with a little ham or bacon? A croissant, perhaps?’

‘You’re bent on spoiling me.’ She took a seat and poured herself a glass of juice. There was fruit on the table, and she selected a banana, peeled and ate it.

‘But toast and coffee is fine.’

There was a folded newspaper near by, and she flicked through the pages, read the headlines, her horoscope for the day, and scanned the comic strips. By which time she’d eaten two pieces of toast and had almost finished her second cup of coffee.

Rebekah retrieved her cellphone and punched in the relevant digits to summon a taxi, and she was relaying the address when Petros re-entered the room.

‘You intend going somewhere this morning?’ the manservant asked as he began clearing dishes.

‘I need to go back to my apartment and feed my cat.’

‘Luc would be most upset if I allowed you to take a taxi. I’ll drive you, whenever you’re ready to leave.’

‘Nonsense.’

‘Please, in this instance I must insist. If you’ll tell me which company you called, I’ll ring and cancel.’

It seemed easier to capitulate, and twenty minutes later she slid out of the four-wheel-drive Petros used for transport.

‘I’ll wait until you’re ready to return.’

He wasn’t going to like the next part at all. ‘I intend remaining at the apartment, Petros.’

His lips pursed in visible disapproval. ‘Luc and Ana will be most displeased.’

‘I promise I’ll ring and explain.’ Ana she could handle, and Ana would handle Luc. Fait accompli. Besides, in less than half an hour she’d be at the shop.

‘Ms Rebekah, I don’t think this is a good idea.’

She offered him a sweet smile. ‘Thanks for the lift.’ Then she turned and used her key to enter the main lobby.

Home, she breathed as she entered her apartment. There was no place quite like your own, and Millie bounded towards her, curling back and forth around her ankles, purring in delighted welcome.

The apartment looked achingly familiar, and she moved through it, straightening a vase on the chiffonier as she made her way to the kitchen.

Fifteen minutes later she’d fed Millie, changed into work clothes, and was on her way to the shop.

‘You aren’t supposed to be here,’ Ana remonstrated the instant Rebekah walked through the door.

‘I know everything you’re going to say,’ she responded firmly as she crossed to the work table and stowed her bag. ‘But I’d rather be doing something constructive than swanning on the chaise lounge, idly flipping through the pages of a magazine.’

Take control. Hadn’t that been the essence of any professional advice she’d ever received? ‘OK, where are we at?’ she queried briskly.

‘You’ve got the morning,’ Ana conceded, trying for a fierce look that didn’t quite come off. ‘Then you’re going home.’

‘I’ve got the day,’ Rebekah corrected gently. ‘And I’ll go home when I’m ready.’

‘You’re impossibly stubborn.’

‘And I love you, too.’

Suzie looked from one to the other. ‘Are you two going to fight, then make up? Or is this serious stuff and I should take five to let you sort it out alone?’

‘Stay,’ Rebekah and Ana ordered in unison.

‘If you insist. Shall I mediate, or referee?’

‘Neither.’

The phone rang, and Ana declared sotto voce, ‘Saved by the bell.’

The morning was busier than usual with a number of customers coming in from the street. It was late morning when Rebekah took a quick check of their stock and reached for the phone to place an order, then arrange for the courier for delivery.

The electronic buzzer heralded the arrival of another customer, and she glanced towards the door, then stilled as Jace entered the shop.

Shock, surprise were just two of the emotions she experienced. Not the least was speculation as to why he was here when he was supposed to be in Cairns. Had his meetings concluded earlier than he’d anticipated? Yet if so, why wasn’t he in Brisbane?


For a moment her gaze locked with his as he stood exuding a silent power that was vaguely frightening.

She watched as he moved towards Ana and offered an affectionate greeting, then he turned and moved towards the table where Rebekah was in the midst of gathering sprays of orchids into a large bouquet.

The nerves inside her stomach gave every impression of performing a series of complicated somersaults, and her fingers faltered as he paused within touching distance.

What could she say? Anything would be superfluous, so she didn’t even try as she bore his raking appraisal.

A muscle bunched at the edge of his jaw, and she saw his eyes harden briefly, then he lifted a hand and trailed light fingers over her cheek.

‘Get your bag,’ he commanded gently. ‘I’m taking you home.’ He pressed his thumb over her lips as they parted to voice a refusal. ‘No argument.’ He increased the pressure slightly. ‘I’ll carry you out of here if I have to.’

Rebekah removed his hand, only, she suspected, because he let her. ‘You don’t have the right to give me orders.’

‘It’s a self-appointed role.’ His voice was a silky drawl that feathered sensation down the length of her spine.

Everything faded from her peripheral vision. There were just the two of them, fused by an electric awareness that had everything to do with heightened sensuality. Right now she didn’t need or want it.

‘Go away.’

‘Not a chance.’

‘Jace—’

‘Do you really want to do this the hard way?’

He was capable of implementing his threat despite any resistance on her part, and, given the choice, she’d opt for dignity over embarrassment.

‘How did you—?’

‘Find out where you were?’ he completed. ‘It was a process of elimination. First Luc, then Petros, and Ana.’

Rebekah moved slightly, shot her sister a dark glance and was met with a blithe smile. It was nothing less than a conspiracy, and one where the odds were stacked against her.

‘There’s a lot of work to get through.’

‘Nothing Suzie and I can’t handle,’ Ana assured.

‘There you go,’ Jace drawled with hateful ease. ‘Now collect your bag and we’ll get on our way.’

‘I have the van. And there is no we.’

‘Arguing this back and forth isn’t going to change a thing.’

‘So concede defeat and follow you like a little lamb?’ She refrained from adding to the slaughter… To no one, least of all this Greek-born American, would she admit she ached all over, her head thumped with pain, and she was fast approaching the need for serious time out.

‘I have the car double-parked outside,’ Jace informed as she reached for her bag.

‘I hope the traffic officer has issued you with a ticket.’ She offered Suzie a wry smile, brushed her lips to Ana’s cheek, then preceded Jace from the shop.

‘None of this is your business,’ Rebekah declared as he eased the car out from the busy thoroughfare. She was unsure whether to be relieved or disappointed there hadn’t been a parking-violation ticket attached to his windscreen.

‘Wrong. My involvement with you started all this.’

‘What involvement?’

‘Don’t split hairs, pedhaki mou.’

The affectionate ‘little one’ got to her as she turned towards him. ‘You mean you postponed business meetings and flew back to Sydney because you felt responsible? That’s ridiculous.’

He met her gaze and held it for a few seemingly long seconds. ‘Is it?’ He returned his attention to negotiating traffic. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘I fail to see the reasons for everyone’s concern. I’m OK.’ She was tempted to tell him there had been more damaging attacks in the past, only to refrain from the admission.

‘Sure you are,’ Jace discounted in a dry, mocking tone. ‘You were barely standing up in there, pale as a ghost, your eyes dark with pain.’ There was underlying anger apparent. ‘What were you trying to prove?’

Should she tell him the truth? ‘I didn’t want to sit and brood.’ And I didn’t want to be alone, she added silently.

Jace swept the car into the entrance adjacent her apartment.


‘Here’s fine.’ She already had her hand on the door-clasp.

‘The hell it is.’ He eased the car down the incline leading to the underground car park, and indicated the security lock. ‘Give me your key.’

‘There’s no need for you to personally see me to my apartment door.’

She was a prickly young woman, and one he wanted to kiss senseless one minute and shake sense into the next. ‘Just…do it, Rebekah.’

‘I don’t—’

‘Your ex-husband has been released on bail.’ Rebekah stilled at his words, then drew in a slight breath…anything other than slight hurt like hell. ‘Why am I not surprised?’

Brad’s mother was a rich society matron who engaged high-ranking lawyers to protect her only son. On the past two occasions Wilma Somerville had rushed to his defence, blamed Rebekah for instigating the attacks, and threatened dire consequences if an official complaint was filed.

The next time Ana took matters into her own hands and persuaded Rebekah to press charges, only to have Wilma’s lawyer release him hours later on bail and later persuade judge and jury Brad was a well-educated, caring man who simply needed a course in anger management. A hefty fine, and he was free.

‘You’re determined to personally check out my apartment to see Brad hasn’t slipped past security undetected and may be lurking in wait for me?’

‘Something like that.’

Rebekah handed him her key in silence, then when the security grille lifted he drove into the parking bay alongside her MG.

‘I very much doubt he’d be so foolish,’ she offered as they walked towards the lift.

Jace spared her a direct look. ‘I’m not prepared to let you take the risk,’ he assured with chilling softness.

She’d decorated her apartment in soft green, cream with a touch of apricot in muted tones. Complemented by modern furniture and same-tone drapes. Her own individual touch, rather than the ascetic perfection of an interior decorator. The ambience was calming and peaceful…her personal sanctuary.

Her small, pale grey-tipped cat sat up on the sofa, surveying him with unblinking solemnity.

‘Millie,’ Rebekah indicated. ‘She’s very spoilt, and not used to you yet.’ Whereupon Millie proved her mistress wrong by jumping down onto the carpet, padding over to Jace and began winding herself around his legs.

He bent down and fondled Millie’s ears. An action which sent the cat into feline ecstasy.

‘Must be your natural masculine charm,’ Rebekah accorded with wry humour.

Jace straightened and one eyebrow slanted in mocking cynicism. ‘Why don’t you sit down and relax?’


Relax, with you here? she demanded silently. Fat chance. ‘Thanks for bringing me home.’

‘But please leave?’

‘Yes.’

‘Think again.’

Her eyes flew wide. ‘Excuse me?’

‘Independence is a fine thing,’ he opined quietly. ‘In this instance, there’s no way you’re staying anywhere alone.’

Anger flared, and it showed in her eyes, the tightening of her mouth. ‘Now, look—’

‘We’ve done that,’ Jace said in a deceptively mild voice. ‘We’re not going to do it again.’

‘Just who gave you permission to take charge of my life?’

‘The decision is mine.’

‘Well, you can absolve yourself from any misguided responsibility and go leave me alone.’

‘No.’

She was angry before, now she was steaming. ‘Brad is unlikely to do anything while he’s out on bail. Even his mother’s lawyer would have a hard job extricating him from jail if he did.’

His gaze focused on her features, noting the tilt of her chin and the proud determination in those deep sapphire-blue eyes. ‘I’m not prepared to risk a repeat of last night.’

She wanted to lash out at him, hurt as she’d been hurt. Yet this was the wrong man, and her mind was spiralling in a way that made no sense at all. ‘Next you’ll tell me you intend staying here all day.’

He was silent for a few long seconds, then he ventured silkily, ‘That’s the plan.’


It was then she noticed the laptop in his hand. ‘You’ve brought work with you?’ Her voice seemed to have acquired a higher pitch, and she met his steady gaze with something akin to disbelief.

‘I can work anywhere. Why not here?’

The anger bubbled over. ‘You’ve appointed yourself babysitter? I don’t believe this…any of it!’

His eyes hardened fractionally. ‘Believe it’s not open to negotiation.’








CHAPTER EIGHT



REBEKAH reacted without thought and the palm of her hand connected with his cheekbone in a stinging slap.

An entire gamut of emotions chased fleetingly across her expressive features, and Jace divined each and every one of them.

Dear lord in heaven, she’d actually hit him! In her eyes it made her no better than Brad. ‘I’m sorry.’

The words were huskily voiced so as to be barely audible.

The air seemed filled with electric tension, and she was hardly conscious of breathing.

‘Feel better?’ he drawled with deceptive mildness.

Innate honesty came to the fore. ‘No.’

She missed the faint gleam of humour lurking in the depths of his eyes.

‘I picked up some filled bagels on my way to the shop. Why don’t we have lunch?’ he suggested quietly. ‘Afterwards you can rest while I put in a few hours on the laptop.’

‘I’m not an invalid,’ she protested at once, wanting the afternoon done with so she could be alone. His presence in the apartment unsettled her. He unsettled her.

He shot her a level look, then he moved through to the kitchen, set the bagels on plates and placed them on the dining-room table.

They ate in relative silence, and washed the food down with hot, sweet tea, then Rebekah curled up on the sofa with a magazine while Jace settled himself at the escritoire on the far side of the room.

She must have slipped into a fitful doze, for she woke feeling refreshed, albeit stiff and sore. A quick glance at her watch revealed it was almost five, and she experienced shock to think she’d slept for so long.

Jace glanced up from the computer screen at her first sign of movement, his appraisal swift and encompassing as she straightened and stood to her feet.

He caught the careful way she moved, and contained a renewed surge of anger against the man who’d caused her such pain.

‘Feeling rested?’

She looked better, her pale features had acquired a healthy colour, although her eyes were still too dark.

‘Yes.’

‘Good.’ He turned back to the screen and re-immersed himself in scrolling through data.

Rebekah felt the need to freshen up, and she took her time, declining the use of lipstick as she changed into jeans and a cotton-knit top.

As soon as Jace left she’d fill the hot tub, then after a long, leisurely soak she’d grab a bite to eat and crawl into bed with a book.

Millie followed her out into the lounge, then padded towards the kitchen and waited to be fed. Jace barely glanced up from the screen as she passed through.

A slight frown creased her brow as she crossed into the laundry and extracted clothes from the drier, folded and put them away.

‘I’ve ordered in,’ Jace informed minutes later. ‘I hope you like Chinese.’

She turned towards him slowly. ‘I thought you’d return to the hotel.’

‘You thought wrong.’

A sudden suspicion occurred. ‘I’m fine, if you’d prefer to leave.’

He made two more keystrokes, then closed down the program. ‘No.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘I have no intention of leaving you here alone.’

She felt her stomach execute a few painful somersaults. ‘We already had this argument.’

‘Then we’ll have it again.’

‘I don’t need to go out from the apartment before tomorrow.’ She gestured in the direction of the apartment entrance. ‘There’s no way anyone can get in unless I open that door.’

‘It doesn’t change a thing.’

‘You can’t stay here!’

‘Why not? You have a spare bedroom.’

And she could sleep easily in her bed knowing he occupied the room directly across the hall?

‘Unless, of course, you invite me to share your bed?’


The element of mockery evident brought her to flashpoint. ‘As if that’s going to happen!’

The apartment intercom buzzer was an insistent, intrusive sound, and after a moment’s hesitation she crossed to pick up the receiver, only to have Jace lift it from her hand.

Minutes later he collected their Chinese take-out, paid the delivery boy, then he unpacked the bag onto the table.

Not long after they’d eaten she gathered clean sheets from the linen cupboard and handed them to him.

‘The spare room is down the hallway on the left. Feel free to watch television. I’m going to bed. Goodnight.’

She turned and walked towards her room, closed the door, then she took a shower, slid into bed and snapped off the light.

 

She was running, but she didn’t seem to be gaining distance in her attempt to reach a safe place. And it was dark, very dark, with only brief prisms of light.

Where was she? Nothing was familiar. Only an awareness of being outdoors, damp grass, tall trees, then there was dense undergrowth that caught on her clothes, gnarled tree roots, and the dank smell associated with the cyclic rebirth, growth and decay of plant life.

Thunder rolled across the sky, followed by forked lightning, and behind her she could hear the echo of her own frantic passage towards safety.


Except it was foe, not friend, and a mental image of Brad in the role of her attacker flooded her brain.

She tripped over an exposed tree root, and she cried out as she went down. There was an imperviousness to pain as she scrambled to her feet and staggered into a running gait, fleeing as he gained on her.

Then, miraculously, the undergrowth cleared, the trees disappeared, and there was smooth lawn, a house with all its lights blazing. A beacon offering her sanctuary.

She picked up speed and ran towards it, but no matter how hard she tried she couldn’t close the distance and the house remained out of her reach.

Just as she began to despair she drew close, and she was at the front door, her hand on the knob, praying it would open and not be locked.

Her relief was palpable as it swung open to her touch, and as she turned to close it Brad was there, wrenching the door from her grasp.

She screamed, pushing all her weight against it in an attempt to prevent his entry. Except it was hopeless, her strength no match for his as he forced it open.

Then she turned and ran, blindly seeking the stairs in the hope of reaching a bedroom where she could close and lock herself in.

Only to have him catch her just as she reached the landing, and she cried out as his hands closed over her arms. Screamed as they moved to her shoulders.

She heard him swear, then his voice calling her name…


The scene began to change and fade, and she was no longer on the floor, she was in her bed in the apartment, the voice repeating her name bore an American accent, and the man grasping her shoulders wasn’t Brad.

This man’s features portrayed concern, his facial muscles reassembling over broad-sculptured bone as concern was replaced with relief. Chillingly bleak eyes riveted hers, trapping her in his gaze for seemingly long seconds before the bleakness faded.

‘Jace?’ What was he doing here? It was late, she was in bed, the bedside lamp was switched on…and then she remembered.

He caught each fleeting emotion and gauged every one. ‘You were having a nightmare.’

Rebekah shivered, still partly caught up in it. All she’d need to do was close her eyes and she’d become immersed in the darkness again.

‘Would you like a drink?’

She became aware of the man sitting on the edge of her bed, his jeans, the unbuttoned shirt, the slightly tousled hair.

This close she was suddenly conscious of her own attire, the thin cotton nightshirt, the rumpled bedcovers.

There was a sense of intimacy apparent, something exigent beneath the surface that would ignite and flare at the slightest touch, the faintest move.

Rebekah unconsciously held her breath, unable to tear her eyes away from his. She swallowed the lump that had risen in her throat. ‘Please.’ Anything to have him shift away.

Yet when he did she felt a strange sense of loss, which was crazy. There was a compulsive need to straighten the bedcovers, and she finger-combed her hair, then winced as bruised muscles made themselves felt.

Jace returned with a glass part-filled with chilled water, and she took it from him, had several sips before placing the glass onto the bedside pedestal.

‘Thanks.’ Please, just go, she begged silently. She felt acutely vulnerable, and way too disturbed by his presence.

‘Want to talk about it?’ His dark eyes seared hers, lingered, then trailed to her mouth.

‘Not particularly.’

He lifted a hand and brushed the tips of his fingers to a large bruise on her arm, and she quivered beneath his touch.

‘How often did he do this to you?’

She wanted to protest it was none of his business, except the words never left her lips. An admission would raise the query as to why she’d stayed after the first attack. Brad’s tears, his apparent horror and remorse at his actions, together with his fervent promise it would never happen again had influenced her to forgive him. Until the next time.

‘Does it matter?’

‘Yes.’ There was steel beneath the silkiness, an expression she couldn’t define in those dark eyes.

His hand moved to cup her jaw, and his thumb caressed the tender flesh Brad had slapped with a hard palm, then he threaded his fingers through her hair.

Rebekah felt as if they were enmeshed in some elusive sensual spell. ‘I think you’d better leave,’ she voiced shakily.

Yet the words were at variance with her emotions.

There was a part of her that ached to invite this man’s touch, to reach out and seek the comfort he could provide.

Oh, dear lord, just to be held close and feel the press of his lips against her temple, the beat of his heart against her own. To feel safe and protected.

Except it was more than that, much more.

She wanted, needed the touch of his hands, his lips on her body. She wanted him.

She didn’t want to analyse the why of it. To agonise whether she should or shouldn’t, or what might come after.

There was no room for wisdom, just innate need.

Her eyes ached with it, and tears rose to the surface to shimmer in the lamp-light.

He leant forward and brushed his lips to hers in a kiss that was gently evocative, and her mouth trembled slightly as she sought control over her wayward emotions.

Her lashes fluttered down in a desperate bid to close out the sight of him. It didn’t work, nothing worked, for she still did battle with her sensory perception of him…his clean male scent, the warmth and the passion. Especially the passion, there but held in tight control.


She felt his mouth shift to the bruise on her shoulder, then slip to caress another, and something deep inside slowly unfurled and began to melt.

Were some of the carefully erected barriers coming down? Her skin was silk, and scented with a delicate perfume he failed to recognise. He wanted to obliterate the taint of Brad’s touch, replace it with his own and show her how the loving could be. The intense pleasure, the acute ecstasy experienced by two people in complete accord.

The words could come later. For now there was only the tactile sensation of touch, the silent communication of want and need in the slight tremor of her body, the fast-beating pulse at the edge of her throat, and heat…hers, his, as he trailed his lips up to fasten on her own in a kiss that dispensed with any inhibitions and encouraged her response.

It was everything she craved for, evocative, erotic, with an edge of hunger that tugged at her soul. A sigh rose and died in her throat as she angled her mouth to his and deepened the kiss.

The only part of him touching her was his mouth, and he used it to devastating effect, sweeping her to a place where there was only the moment and the electrifying sensual chemistry they shared.

Rebekah cupped his face and kept his mouth on hers until he gently removed her hands as he trailed kisses down her throat and edged to the soft swell of her breast.

He eased the edges of her nightshirt aside and savoured the rounded contours before laving a tender peak.

Sensation arrowed through her body and she arched against him, only to groan out loud as he shamelessly suckled there.

With care he freed the remaining buttons on her nightshirt and the breath hissed between his teeth as he caught sight of the bruised swelling on her ribcage.

Rebekah closed her eyes against the dark anger evident, only to have them open in stunned surprise as he pressed his lips to each and every bruise in turn.

Jace trailed a hand to the curve of her waist, then rested over her hip before slipping low to tangle in the soft hair at the apex of her thighs.

It was almost too much as his lips traced a similar path, and she cried out loud as he bestowed the most intimate kiss of all.

He sensed her shocked disbelief, the sudden stillness, and felt something twist in his gut at the instinctive knowledge her ex-husband had never gifted her this form of oral pleasure. A man who was selfishly insensitive to consider his own satisfaction without thought for his partner?

Her climax when it came took her unawares, for she hadn’t imagined there could be more, much more than she’d already experienced, and she gasped as he took her high again and again until she reached for him.

His skin was smooth as thick-textured satin, and she exulted in the feel of hard sinew and muscle as she freed him of his shirt.


Dear heaven, he was built with well-developed musculature, a taut waist, and washboard midriff.

It was easy to unsnap his jeans and slide the zip down, then pull them off with his help. His briefs followed, and she had a bad moment wondering if she could accommodate him.

There was an elemental quality apparent, a base, primitive need she was unable to ignore as she became caught up in the sexual thrall of him.

His hands skimmed the surface of her skin, shaping her body as he explored all the pleasure spots with the sureness of a man who knew where and how to touch to drive a woman wild.

He took her to the brink of sexual anticipation, and held her there until she begged for release, then he entered her with exquisite care, moving slowly as she stretched to fit him.

It was like nothing she’d experienced before as she absorbed his length, and she cried out as he began to withdraw, only to ease forward in a slow rhythm as old as time, lengthening each stroke and increasing its pace until she accepted and matched it.

Together they moved in unison towards a climactic explosion that shattered all of her preconceived beliefs.

Her whole body was like a finely tuned instrument beneath a master’s touch, responding as it never had before. As she’d never imagined it could, she decided hazily as every nerve sang with elated pleasure.

This…this was how it was supposed to be. Two people together, sharing a sensual feast that culminated in the ultimate pleasure.

Not the quick slaking of lust that Brad had subjected her to in the name of love before he rolled off her and fell asleep.

Jace was still joined with her, his lips intent on trailing a lingering path to her breasts, where they caressed and teased, then suckled there.

Tiny darts of sensation arrowed through her body, and she traced the length of his spine with her fingertips, exploring each indentation until she reached his buttocks.

She felt them clench beneath her touch, and her lips parted in a secret smile, only to gasp out loud as he began to move, slowly stroking deep within until she caught the rhythm and joined him in the ride.

Afterwards he kissed her, taking her mouth in a gentle imitation of the sexual act itself, then he gathered her in close against him and held her until she slipped into an exhausted sleep.

It was in the early dawn hours that she stirred, and, half-asleep, began to move a little, unconsciously changing position…hazily aware something was preventing her. Someone, she determined seconds later.

Instant recall followed, and with it came the inevitable ohmygod moment. What had she done?

Like a giant jigsaw puzzle the pieces fell into place. The nightmare, crying out, Jace, and sex. Hell, she had a vivid recollection of the sex!

‘Don’t,’ a husky male voice adjured close to her ear.


Rebekah stilled at the sound of that deep, slightly accented drawl, and her breath seemed to lock in her throat as one hand slid to her hip while the other took possession of her breast.

‘Please. Let me go.’

His lips brushed her temple and trailed to settle at the sensitive curve at her neck. ‘Stay, agape mou.’

‘My lover’. This was all wrong. It was he who should go, not her.

‘Last night was—’

‘A mistake?’

Oh, God. She closed her eyes, then opened them again. It had been the most beautiful experience of her life. And she could hardly blame him for the seduction. She’d wanted him as much as he appeared to want her.

‘No.’

She felt his lips move to form a smile. ‘Your honesty is charming.’

‘It—can’t happen again,’ she managed, feeling wretched. She’d never been promiscuous in her life. Brad had been her first and only lover.

‘Why not, pedhaki mou?’

He sounded vaguely amused, and she shifted, then froze as she became aware of his arousal. ‘Because it can’t.’ It didn’t help that his mouth was intent on completing a treacherous path along the slope of her shoulder.

‘Uh-huh. Because, hmm?’

Warmth was stealing through her veins. ‘Stop that.’ It was a weak admonition, and they both knew it.


‘You don’t want me to do this?’ He shifted, drawing her to lay on her back as he leaned over her and let his lips drift over her breast. ‘Or this?’ He caught one tender peak between his teeth and took her to the edge between pleasure and pain.

One hand splayed over her stomach, then moved low to tangle in the soft curls, and pleasure arrowed through her body as he effortlessly located the sensitive clitoris.

It took only seconds for her to scale the heights, and he held her there, enjoying her delectation, then he took possession of her mouth as she began to fall.

It wasn’t enough, Rebekah decided hazily. It would never be enough. And she reached for him, welcoming the sure, hard length of him as he slid inside her.

Afterwards Rebekah lay entwined in post-coital languor, enjoying the gentle drift of fingers in a lazy, exploratory path over his warm skin.

It felt so right, being here like this.

They were both adults, they weren’t in a relationship with someone else… At least, she wasn’t. But what about Jace?

She wasn’t prepared for the way apprehension feathered along the edge of her spine. What if he was just amusing himself—?

‘No.’ Jace slid a hand beneath her chin and tilted it so she had to look at him. ‘No,’ he reiterated quietly, and her eyes widened.

‘No—what?’

‘I number several women among my friends, but none to whom I owe my fidelity.’


‘You read minds?’

‘Yours isn’t difficult to interpret.’ With a slow smile Jace slid to his feet and strolled naked into the en suite.

Rebekah took pleasure in the look of him, the breadth of shoulder, the splendid musculature of his back, the tapered waist and lean, tight butt.

Just thinking about the intimacy they’d shared brought a renewed surge of heat, and a repeated longing to experience once again the incandescent sensation he was able to arouse.

Soon she’d go take a shower, dress, make breakfast, then head into the shop. And Jace? Would he take a flight back to Cairns or Brisbane and complete his reorganised business meetings?

Then what would happen? She’d return to her day-to-day life while he tied up his Australian connection, after which he’d return to New York.

Rebekah was unprepared for the devastation that hit at the thought of him leaving. Even more unconscionable was the possibility of not seeing him again.

Maybe she could have survived with her emotions intact if it hadn’t been for last night. Now she didn’t have a hope in hell.

Fool, she castigated in silence. She should never have allowed him to stay, and should have banished him from her bedroom the moment he entered it.

Except she hadn’t. Now she had to live with it.

Jace re-entered the room and his gaze narrowed as he interpreted her expressive features. Doubts and reflective thought he could deal with. Regret was something else.

He watched her eyes widen as he closed the distance between them, and he resisted the temptation to join her in bed. Instead he tugged the sheet free and scooped her into his arms and returned to the en suite.

‘What are you doing?’

Another woman would have offered a feline purr, wound her arms round his neck and pressed her mouth to his.

Rebekah sounded apprehensive, and totally devoid of any musing coquetry.

A muscle clenched at the edge of his jaw in recognition of what she’d become beneath her ex-husband’s hand.

‘Sharing the hot tub with you.’ His drawl held an element of humour, and he successfully prevented any protest by the simple expediency of closing her mouth with his own.

It was sheer magic. The pulsing water, the touch of his hands as he gently massaged scented bath oil into her skin. She wanted to close her eyes and have him administer to her forever.

How long did she have? Three, four days…a week at the most.

Rebekah knew she should stop it now. Climb out of the hot tub, catch up a towel, advise him to do the same, then say…what? Thanks, that was great. Maybe we can do it again some time?

There could be no doubt this was just a brief interlude. To think it could be anything else was ridiculous.

Besides, her life was all mapped out. Blooms and Bouquets was her focal priority. She had a flourishing business, a nice apartment, a late-model car. What else could she want?

A man she could trust. Someone to be there for her, as she would be for him. To share the love and the laughter, the few tears and sorrow fate might provide in their lifetime. Children. The whole package.

Was it too much to hope for?

Not just any man. This man.

The revelation poleaxed her. For a shock-filled second she thought she might actually have blacked out.

‘Rebekah?’

Oh, God. Get a grip on reality. ‘It must be getting late. I need to get to the flower market, organise the day’s orders.’ She was babbling, her hands already reaching for the marbled surround as she rose to her feet.

A startled yelp emerged from her throat as Jace’s hands closed over her waist, and she struggled as he pulled her down in front of him, then caged her within his arms.

‘I have to go.’

‘No,’ he refuted. ‘You don’t.’

‘Jace…’ She broke off with a groan of despair as his mouth savoured the sensitive curve of her neck.

‘An hour, hmm? Just an hour.’

It was closer to two before she slid behind the wheel, fired the engine and sent the MG up onto street level.

Jace occupied the passenger seat, and minutes later she eased the car to a smooth halt outside his hotel entrance.

‘Have a good day.’ It was an automatic phrase, and when he leaned forward she offered her cheek, only to have him take her face in his hands and bestow an evocatively deep open-mouthed kiss.

When he released her there was delicate pink colouring her cheeks, a soft, tremulous smile parted her lips, and her eyes held slumberous warmth.

It was a look he’d deliberately sought, and one he could easily become accustomed to without any trouble at all.








CHAPTER NINE



THE rising sun coloured the landscape, promising warmth as the day progressed, and Rebekah covered the relatively short distance to the shop in record time.

The Blooms and Bouquets van was already parked out back, which meant Ana had completed an early run to the flower markets. Something she’d intended to take care of, except something…someone, she corrected, had caused a delay.

The scent of flowers filled her nostrils as soon as she opened the shop door, and she breathed it in, loving the delicate fragrances.

‘You shouldn’t be here,’ Ana protested. ‘At least not this early.’ Her gaze sharpened, then narrowed fractionally. ‘There’s something different about you.’

Rebekah crossed to the work table and stowed her bag. ‘I’m fine.’

‘Very much fine. You’re almost glowing.’

Her sister was a kindred soul and far too perceptive for Rebekah’s peace of mind. ‘A good night’s sleep works wonders.’

‘Or not much sleep and a long night’s loving,’ Ana teased. ‘Ah, you’re blushing.’ Her smile held a witching mischievousness. ‘It has to be Jace.’ The man was incredibly resourceful if he’d managed to infiltrate the emotional barriers Rebekah had erected. If he toyed with her and broke her heart, she’d kill him.

‘Are you going to tell me?’

Rebekah shot her sister a steady look. ‘Yes, it’s Jace. And no, I’m not going to tell you.’

‘Spoilsport.’ Her expression sobered. ‘How are the bruises?’

‘It’ll take a few days.’

‘More like a week or two,’ Ana corrected. ‘Luc has employed private security to keep a watchful eye on the premises.’

It was understandable Luc wouldn’t risk anything happening to his wife or unborn child.

‘Shall we get to work?’ Rebekah suggested.

The day proved to be busier than usual, and the phone calls many. Mostly business-oriented, but Rebekah took a call from the police relating to a required clarification in her statement, and her lawyer.

Jace rang mid-morning, and again mid-afternoon.

Just the sound of his voice was enough to send her pulse racing to a faster beat.

All day she’d been caught up with the memory of what they’d shared through the night and early this morning. After almost three years of celibacy she was conscious of highly sensitised tissues and nerve-endings as a result of his possession. Each shattering climax had been more intense than the last, and even now just the thought brought heat pooling deep inside.

There was no contact from Brad, but then she hadn’t expected there to be. His mother, his lawyer, the police…each would have warned him of the consequences involved if he dared risk another personal confrontation.

Looking back, she damned herself for not realising Brad had an obsessive-possessive personality. He’d been a consummate actor, fooling everyone. Except his mother and the medical and legal advisors hired to protect him.

Jace walked into the shop just as she was about to close up for the evening, and she felt the familiar jolt of her heart at his presence as he stood waiting while she shut down the computer, checked the locks, then set the alarm prior to vacating the premises.

He brushed his lips to her temple. ‘Busy day?’

‘Yes.’ Her stomach turned a somersault or two, then settled down. ‘We filled more than the usual orders.’

Jace pressed a finger to the generous curve of her mouth. ‘How are you?’

So intensely aware of you, I feel as if every nerve-end is fizzing with active life. ‘Fine.’

His slow smile held a degree of sensual warmth. ‘Feel like driving to Watson’s Bay and eating seafood while the sun goes down over the ocean?’

‘You don’t need to do this,’ Rebekah said quietly as they walked to her car.

‘Take you out to dinner?’ he queried as he slid into the passenger seat beside her.

‘Act the part of bodyguard,’ she qualified, and sensed a sudden stillness apparent.

‘You want to run that by me again?’


There was silk in that accented drawl, and it raised all her fine body hairs in self-protective defence.

‘I don’t want you to feel obligated in any way just because—’

‘We had sex?’

It hadn’t been just sex. She’d had sex with Brad for the few brief months she’d lived with him as his wife. Last night she’d been made love to for the first time in her life. There was, she had to admit, a world of difference between sex and lovemaking.

‘Want to start over?’ Jace offered with dangerous softness.

She waited a beat as she released her breath. ‘I think so.’

Jace caught the slight quiver at the edge of her mouth, and wasn’t sure at that precise moment whether he wanted to shake her or kiss her senseless.

‘Good.’ He indicated the key she held poised in her hand ready to insert into the ignition. ‘Suppose you drive, and we’ll discuss this further over dinner.’

The restaurant Jace suggested was a converted bath-house erected in the days long gone by to service the day trippers who visited the bay to swim and picnic.

Now it was a fashionably trendy place to eat, with an excellent menu and superb food.

It was a pretty beach, and the ocean waters were dappled with reflected sunlight. Soon the natural light would fade, and the moon would rise to provide a silver pathway from the horizon.

Jace managed to secure a table by the window, and he ordered wine while Rebekah checked out the menu.

A prawn risotto and side salad appealed, and Jace selected something more substantial containing a variety of seafood.

‘Let’s dispense with the obligation issue,’ he began as soon as the waiter retreated in the direction of the kitchen. He leaned back in his chair and subjected her to a thoughtful appraisal. ‘My interest in you is entirely personal. Not a misguided sense of responsibility or duty due to an extended family loyalty. Or merely a means of protecting you from your ex-husband,’ he revealed with dispassionate imperturbability, then added with deadly softness,

‘What we shared last night. What was that? Just great sex, no emotional involvement?’

There was knowledge apparent in his dark gaze she couldn’t deny. ‘No.’

The waiter brought their starters and presented them with practised flair, while the drinks steward topped their glasses.

‘I want to be with you. My hotel suite,’ Jace elaborated. ‘Your apartment. It hardly matters which, as long as we’re together.’

She swallowed the lump that had suddenly risen in her throat. ‘You’re taking a lot for granted.’

His gaze seared hers. ‘You think I’m playing a game? Using you for sex? Amusing myself with you?’

Oh, my, he didn’t hesitate to spell it out. In a board-room he’d be a ruthless aggressor, a feared adversary.


‘Which one, Rebekah?’ he pursued relentlessly. ‘Or do you imagine it’s all three?’

Dear heaven. ‘I don’t know.’ She could be equally fearless. ‘Only that whatever it is, it has a very limited time-span.’

‘Does it?’

She was breaking up inside. ‘Your life is in New York. Mine is here.’

His gaze narrowed, and when he spoke his voice was a silk drawl. ‘With no possibility of a compromise?’

She met his gaze and held it. ‘Your definition of compromise is what? You fly into Sydney when you can spare the time between cementing corporate deals? I take a week’s break here and there throughout the year and visit New York?’ She was on a roll, and couldn’t stop. ‘We meet halfway? Enjoy full-on sex for as long as it takes, then bid each other a fond farewell at the airport, smile and say that was great, we’ll consult our schedules and work out another date, then take separate flights to different destinations on opposite sides of the world?’

He was silent for so long she became increasingly nervous. ‘Are you done?’ he queried with deceptive mildness.

‘Yes.’

Rebekah picked up her cutlery and began eating, although her tastebuds appeared to have gone on strike, and she had to consciously control her hands to prevent them from shaking.

She had only to look at Jace to vividly recall his kiss, the touch of his hands, his mouth on her body. It was almost indecent to feel the heat sing through her veins, tripping her pulse and causing her heart to thud in her chest.

The degree of intimacy they’d shared brought a tinge of soft pink to her cheeks.

After last night her life would never be the same. And that was an admission she had no intention of verbalising.

Rebekah finished her starter, picked at her main, declined dessert, and ordered coffee.

‘I didn’t thank you,’ she ventured quietly as she spooned sugar into the dark brew.

‘For what, specifically?’

Coming to my rescue? Dropping everything and flying to Sydney? Putting me first above important business meetings? ‘Ensuring my safety.’ It didn’t seem adequate. ‘It was kind of you.’

He considered the word, reflected on it a little. ‘I think we’ve gone way past kind.’

‘I hope it hasn’t interrupted your business meetings.’

‘So polite,’ Jace gently mocked. ‘I have an early-morning flight to Brisbane, followed by an afternoon meeting on the Gold Coast. I’ll be back early evening.’

She needed to ask. ‘When do you return to New York?’

‘Sunday.’

That left only a few days. She felt as if her whole world had suddenly shifted on its axis. Soon he’d be gone, and the thought of him not being a constant in her life affected her more than she was prepared to admit.

How could she be so contrary? Fighting against allowing him into her life for days, and now she didn’t want him to leave. It hardly made any sense.

A hollow feeling settled in her stomach, and she pushed her coffee to one side, unable to swallow another mouthful.

Jace watched the fleeting emotions chase each other across her expressive features. She was a piece of work, so incredibly beautiful with a sweetness that went right to the depths of her soul. Was she aware how easily he could read her? It was the one thing that had kept him sane during the past ten days.

‘Finished?’ He didn’t wait for her answer as he signalled the maître d’ for the bill, paid it on presentation, then he caught hold of her hand and led her out to the car.

‘I’ll drop you at the hotel,’ Rebekah indicated as they entered the outskirts of Double Bay.

‘A token resistance?’

Her stomach executed a backwards flip at his drawled query. ‘I have to be at the flower markets before five in the morning, and I need some sleep.’

‘So, we sleep,’ Jace said imperturbably.

‘I really think—’

‘We’ve done this already.’

‘You might have. The jury’s still out with me.’

She was aware he shifted slightly in his seat. ‘All you have to say is you don’t want to share the same bed with me.’

Rebekah opened her mouth to say the words, then bit them off before the first one could escape her lips. She couldn’t do it, for to deny him was to deny herself.

Millie greeted them as soon as they entered the apartment, miaowing in protest because she hadn’t been fed. Something Rebekah attended to at once, and was rewarded with a brief purr and a swishing tail as the cat tucked into her food.

The message-light on the answering machine was blinking, and showed three recorded messages. The first was her father in New York, then Ana with a reminder for the morning. Brad followed with sibilant invective damning Luc and Jace Dimitriades, and promising Rebekah would pay, big-time.

‘Don’t erase it,’ Jace commanded quietly. ‘Let it run in case he rings again.’

‘He will.’ She was certain of it.

‘Each call will become another strike against him in court.’

Not too much of a strike, she accorded silently. His mother and her lawyers were a formidable team.

‘I’m going to hit the shower.’ Rebekah turned and moved down the hall to her bedroom.

Minutes later she stood beneath the warm spray of water, soap in hand as she lathered her skin. The subtle rose-scent misted with the steam, and she gave a startled yelp as the door slid open and Jace stepped behind her.


She didn’t have a chance to say a word as he turned her round to face him, then his mouth captured hers in a gentle, evocative kiss that tugged at her heart-strings.

‘You shouldn’t be here,’ Rebekah managed the instant he lifted his head a little, and she glimpsed his musing smile as he shaped her face with his hands.

‘Uh-huh.’

He angled his mouth over hers, and this time he went deep, sweeping her emotions to unbelievable heights where there was no sense of time or place, just the heat of intense eroticism.

How long had they remained like this? she wondered with bemused bewilderment when he slowly broke the kiss. Long seconds, or several minutes?

He had the most beautiful face, she decided, taking her fill of him. Dark eyes merging from the deepest grey to black, a facial bone structure to die for, and a mouth that was heaven on earth.

She possessed the strongest inclination to lean in against him, press her head to the curve of his shoulder, and just rest there. To have him close his arms around her, and know nothing, no one, could touch her.

Jace put his hands on her shoulders and turned her away from him, then he began massaging her nape, the tense muscles at the edge of her neck, her shoulders.

There were kinks, and he eased them out, working at each one until she sighed in gratitude.

It felt so darned good, she simply closed her eyes and went with it, exulting in his touch, the magic he seemed able to generate without any effort at all.

‘Better?’

Rebekah lifted her head and breathed an almost inaudible, ‘Yes,’ as he gently turned her round to face him. ‘Thanks.’

He caught up the soap and placed it in her hand.

‘Return the favour, pedhaki mou.’

Her eyes widened as she registered a delightful mix of surprise and reservation.

‘Too big an ask?’

To soap that masculine frame…all over? Maybe she could skip certain parts of his anatomy… Although it seemed ludicrous to feel reticent after last night.

She didn’t trust herself to speak, and began lathering his chest, completing the upper part of his body, his arms, shoulders, then she stepped behind him and rubbed the soap over the muscular curve of his back, his buttocks, the backs of his thighs. Then she moved in front of him and handed him the soap.

‘You can do the rest.’

His arousal was a potent force, and a soft pink coloured her cheeks.

‘Too shy?’

The pink deepened, and she reached for the shower door, only to have him halt her escape.

‘Stay, agape mou.’ The husky plea undid her, and she looked at him blindly as he drew her round to face him. ‘I want to pleasure you a little, then I’ll take you to bed…to sleep, I promise.’


She stood mesmerised as his hands shaped her breasts, and brushed the tender peaks with the pad of his thumbs.

Liquid fire coursed through her veins, and a husky groan sighed from her throat as his lips sought the vulnerable hollow at the base of her neck, savoured there, then gently bit the soft flesh, soothed it, then trailed to the slope of her breast, where he suckled until she dragged his head away and pulled his mouth down to hers.

Her mouth was firm, her tongue an exploratory tease, and he let her run free with it, enjoying her touch as his hand trailed low over her hip, then slipped low to caress the sensitive moist folds, felt the clitoris swell and harden…and absorbed her cries as she went up and over. Again, and again.

She ached to feel him deep inside her, and in one fluid movement she linked her hands together at his nape, then lifted herself to straddle his hips, where she created a sensual friction that had him groaning out loud.

‘Witch,’ he accorded in a husky voice an instant before she sank down onto him, absorbing his length to the hilt in one slow slide. His hands cupped her buttocks as they began to rock, long, leisurely movements that increased in pace as they scaled the heights, poised at the brink, then tumbled together into a glorious free fall.

Afterwards they stepped from the shower stall, and Jace caught up a towel, fastened it at his hips, then he caught up another and dried the moisture from her body.

The bruises had become more colourful, and looked vivid against the paleness of her skin.

Jace swore low in his throat and would have said more in castigation, except Rebekah pressed a finger to his lips.

‘Don’t. It’s done.’

He swept an arm beneath her knees and carried her into the bedroom, then he pulled back the covers, settled her down onto the mattress and slid in to curl her close in against him.

Exhaustion brought an easy sleep, and contentment kept her there until the alarm buzzed loud in the early pre-dawn hours.

‘Stay there,’ Rebekah bade as Jace slid from the bed and pulled on his trousers.

‘I’ll make coffee while you dress.’ He snapped the waist fastening closed, and she gathered up fresh underwear and headed towards the en suite.

There was coffee perking in the coffee-maker when she entered the kitchen, and she tried not to be caught up by the look of him as she collected a cup and filled it with the aromatic brew.

Lean-hipped, bare-chested, olive-textured skin covering splendid musculature, his hair tousled, and a night’s beard shadowing his features, he was something else.

‘Problem?’

He was the problem. A very big problem. And it was getting worse with every day, and night, that passed.


Sunday. The word seemed to reverberate inside her head. On Sunday he leaves. Two nights he’d stayed over, and already she couldn’t bear the thought of him not being here.

How could she become so attached to someone so soon? It didn’t make sense. None of it made any sense.

Rebekah finished her coffee, then she crossed to the sink, rinsed the cup, then caught up her shoulder bag.

‘I have to go.’

‘You didn’t answer the question.’

How could she say she’d miss him dreadfully? Or that her heart would break a little when he left?

His gaze was steady, his eyes dark with an expression she couldn’t define as she stumbled to find the words.

‘I appreciate you being here.’ It was as close as she could get, and his mouth curved at the edges.

‘I’ll come down to see you safely into your car.’

He glimpsed her slight confusion. ‘Have you got a spare key I can use to get back in here?’

She did, and she fetched it, gave it to him, then walked to the door.

The basement car park was well-lit, and as silent as a concrete tomb. This morning it seemed eerie, and she suppressed a faint shiver as she slid in behind the wheel.

Jace shut the door, and watched as she reversed out, then drove towards the ramp leading up to street level.








CHAPTER TEN



FRIDAY was always a busy day at the shop, with numerous orders to fill, deliveries to be ready on time for the courier, and they had two weddings booked for Saturday.

‘We’d like to have you and Jace join us for dinner tonight,’

Ana issued soon after she arrived. ‘Luc spoke to Jace before I left and he’s deferred the decision to you.’

It sounded a lovely idea. ‘Thanks, that’ll be great. What time?’

‘Seven?’ Ana’s eyes sparkled with humour. ‘Petros said to tell you he’ll make moussaka.’

‘And dolmades?’ Rebekah said hopefully.

‘I’ll ring and tell him.’

With Ana manning the telephone and the computer, Rebekah and Suzie worked with efficient speed, taking minimum breaks for lunch. By day’s end everything was done, preparations were in place for Saturday, the market requirements tabled.

‘All done,’ Suzie said with satisfaction. ‘Will you be OK if I leave now?’

‘Sure. See you tomorrow.’

Jace was waiting as Rebekah locked up, and she handed him the keys to the MG while she slid into the van.

Ten minutes later they rode the lift up to her apartment, and after a quick shower she selected a simple bias-cut dress in topaz-blue, added stiletto-heeled pumps, applied minimum make-up, then she caught up an evening purse and emerged into the lounge.

Jace was intent on televised news coverage, and he turned towards her as she entered the room. His smile was warm and her pulse tripped then raced to a faster beat.

‘Ready?’

It was a few minutes before seven as Jace brought the MG to a smooth halt immediately adjacent the main entrance to Luc and Ana’s home.

Petros opened the front door before they had a chance to ring the bell, then Ana was there with Luc to greet and usher them indoors.

‘We’ll have time for a drink before Petros serves dinner,’ Ana informed as she moved into the lounge.

True to Ana’s promise, Petros served dolmades as a starter, followed it with moussaka and delicate slices of lamb, and presented a magnificent fruit flan for dessert.

Rebekah chose to join her sister and accepted mineral water, leaving the men to drink superb red wine with their meal.

Petros was in the midst of clearing the table prior to serving coffee when the house cellphone rang, and he moved to one side, extracted the unit, spoke briefly, then handed it to Luc.


The conversation was brief, and Luc’s tone sufficiently serious to warrant concern as he ended the call.

‘That was the police reporting a break-in at Blooms and Bouquets. Someone was seen hurling a brick through the front window.’ Luc spared Rebekah a level look. ‘The culprit’s been caught and identified.’

‘Brad.’ It was more of a statement than a question, and Luc inclined his head in acquiescence.

‘We need to organise for someone to board up the window,’ Ana said at once. ‘Is there any other damage?’

‘I’ll go down with Rebekah,’ Jace indicated as Luc put through a call to an emergency repair service.

Please God, don’t let it be too bad, Rebekah pleaded silently as Jace drove down to the shop. It wasn’t any great distance, and he pulled the car to a halt on the opposite side of the road.

A police car was parked adjacent the shop doorway, and Rebekah presented documentation as proof of ownership, then she unlocked the front door and entered the shop.

It was a mess. Vases were overturned, flowers strewn on the floor, and there was water pooling everywhere.

She felt sick, sickened at the degree of vengeance that had caused Brad to go to this extreme. The risk of being seen and caught was high, for the area bordered on the trendy café district, and was consequently well-lit and frequented by several passers-by.

Had he wanted to hurt her so much he was prepared to go to jail? She doubted even his mother and her high-flying lawyer would be able to save Brad this time.

Maybe it would turn out to be a good thing, and he’d finally get the help he needed. But at what price?

Police procedure took a while, an emergency contractor arrived to board up the window, then Rebekah received clearance to clean up.

There was a sense of unreality, that the whole episode was merely a bad dream from which she’d awaken.

With methodical efficiency she began noting down ruined blooms, and made a list of what she’d need to re-order. Now it was a matter of physical work, clearing broken glass and floral debris.

‘Where do you want me to start?’ Jace asked as he discarded his jacket and began rolling up his shirt-sleeves.

She fetched a broom and handed it to him. ‘You sweep, I’ll dispose of the glass.’

They worked together, and it didn’t take as long to clean up as she’d first thought. When it was done, she rang Ana and gave her sister a personal report, then she checked the locks and preceded Jace to the car.

‘Thanks for your help,’ she said quietly as she slid into the passenger seat.

‘You imagine I’d have let you come down here and tackle this alone?’

His voice held a quality she didn’t want to examine right now, and she retained silence for the short ride back to her apartment.


Inside, she moved straight through to the bedroom, stepped out of her stilettos, slipped off her clothes, and donned a silk robe.

Bed had never looked so good, and there was the temptation to slip between the sheets, snap off the light and drift into a dreamless sleep.

‘I’ve made coffee.’

Rebekah turned at the sound of Jace’s deep drawl, and tried for a faint smile, only to fail miserably.

He closed the distance between them and gathered her in against him. He’d expected reaction to set in, but hadn’t bargained on it leaving her dark-eyed and white-faced.

‘That bad, huh?’ He felt a tremor rake her slim body and rested his cheek against the top of her head.

Just hold me, she begged silently. She needed to borrow some of his strength for a while. Even a few minutes would do while she replenished her own. Then she’d sip coffee, maybe put on a video in the hope of losing herself in a light, frivolous movie.

At that moment the phone rang, and she stiffened, wondering who could be calling at this hour. Then common sense prevailed as Jace released her.

‘Want me to take that?’ He didn’t wait for her to answer as he crossed to pick up the bedroom extension.

His end of the conversation was incredibly brief, just a word here and there in confirmation, and she stood quietly as he replaced the handset.

There was a part of her that noticed the broad set of his shoulders, his stance, the way he exuded an animalistic sense of power. Inherent vitality meshed with blatant sensuality to compile a forceful image any sane person would prefer as friend rather than foe.

‘Luc,’ he revealed. ‘Brad has been denied bail.’

The relief was palpable. This time he’d gone too far, and he hadn’t been able to slip free of the legal net.

‘It’s over,’ Jace assured quietly. ‘Your statement and the evidence is sufficient to ensure he’ll go to jail.’

‘His mother—’

‘Even her lawyer won’t be able to swing anything. That’s a given.’

‘You can’t be sure of that.’

‘Yes,’ he said with grim inflexibility. ‘I can.’ Brad Somerville would never have the chance to hurt her again. If he so much as tried, the law would come down on him so hard life as he knew it would never be the same again.

‘Now,’ Jace inclined as he pulled her close. ‘Where were we?’

‘I think we should go to bed.’

A husky chuckle sounded low in his throat. ‘My thoughts, exactly.’

She shook her head. ‘To sleep.’

‘OK.’ He swept an arm beneath her knees and carried her through to the bedroom, switching off lights as he went.

‘I can walk,’ Rebekah protested.

‘Indulge me.’


Yet it was he who indulged her, and for a while she forgot the ugliness of the earlier hours, then he held her as she slept.

 

Saturday proved to be exceptionally hectic, and a few of the regular clientele called in to commiserate over the broken shop window, the break-in. Rebekah and Ana were circumspect in their explanation, even to Suzie, and it was business as usual as the orders were met, deliveries made.

It was late when Rebekah finished for the day, and she walked out of the shop into Jace’s arms, laughing a little as he drew her close, bestowed a lingering kiss, then caught hold of her hand as he led her to the car.

Did he have something planned for his last night in Sydney?

She hoped so. She felt like dressing up, going somewhere special in order to hold the memory of the night forever in her mind.

He didn’t disappoint. An hour later she sat sipping champagne in one of the finest restaurants the city had to offer.

The food was exceptional, the ambience fantastic, and the man seated opposite was the embodiment of everything she could ever hope for.

Yet there was a sad poignancy to the night. This was their last meal together, the last time they’d share the same bed.

Unless… No, she wouldn’t even go there. Their lives, where they resided, they were too far apart for it to be possible to sustain a successful relationship.


Sure, they’d call each other. Email, fax, phone. For a while. Then the contact would dwindle down to practically nothing, and eventually cease.

But it had been great while it lasted. Better than great, she admitted. So much so, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to exist without him.

They lingered, and returned late to her apartment.

The loving was the sweetest, the most sensual experience of her life. He made it so good, it was all she could do not to weep from the joy of it.

They slept for a while, then woke to pleasure each other again before hitting the shower.

‘I’ll make breakfast,’ Rebekah declared, and he pressed a finger to her lips.

‘We’ll do it together.’

Bacon, eggs, hash browns, juice and strong black coffee. Except she could hardly eat a thing as she conducted a mental countdown to the time they’d need to leave for the airport.

They talked, although afterwards she couldn’t recall a word she’d said, and she cleared the table, stacked the dishes, blindly forcing herself to focus on the mundane as he collected his wet-pack from the en suite.

She heard him re-enter the kitchen, followed by the soft sound of his overnight bag hitting the floor, then his hands curved over her shoulders as he turned her round to face him.

His hands slid up to cup her nape, then he covered her mouth with his own in a kiss that seared her soul.

When he lifted his head she could only look at him in silence, too afraid to say the words bubbling up in her throat.

‘Marry me.’

Rebekah’s jaw dropped, and she struggled to find her voice. An impossibility with a host of random thoughts chasing each other inside her head.

‘What did you say?’ she managed at last.

‘Marry me,’ Jace reiterated quietly, and witnessed the gamut of her emotions. Shock, confusion, fear. He could accept the first two, but he wanted to wipe out the third.

‘You can’t be serious.’

‘I am. Very serious.’

She was lost for words. There was one part of her that wanted to shout an unconditional ‘yes’. Except sanity demanded a different answer.

He didn’t give her the chance to utter it. ‘You stole my heart when I partnered you at Luc and Ana’s wedding. If I could have, I’d have swept you off to live with me in New York then. But it wasn’t the right time…for you.’

‘And you imagine it is now?’ she queried sadly.

‘I want to make it the right time. The question is…do you?’

‘Jace—’

‘I love you,’ he vowed gently. ‘The everlasting, “till death do us part” kind.’ He made no attempt to touch her. He could, he knew, use unfair persuasion. But he wanted nothing she’d regret on reflection. ‘I want to be in your life, and have you in mine.’

Was she brave enough to reach out with both hands and accept what he offered? She wanted to, desperately.

The thought of never seeing him again was earth-shattering. Yet…marriage?

Rebekah met and held his gaze, aware of the strength, the perceptive quality apparent and the integrity. This man wasn’t of Brad’s ilk, and never would be.

Dared she take that step forward? She didn’t think she could…at least, not right now. Maybe in a few months’ time, when she’d become used to the idea.

‘No conditions, Rebekah.’

He was adept at reading her mind, and to offer him anything less than total honesty wasn’t an option.

‘I can’t do that.’ She was breaking up inside. ‘I love you.’ She felt her mouth tremble, glimpsed sight of the sudden darkness in his eyes, and recognised the effort it cost him to retain control. ‘The past week with you…’ She faltered, unable to find the words. ‘I couldn’t bear to lose what we share.’ She was dying, slowly, as surely as if the lifeblood was flowing from her body.

‘But?’

Rebekah wasn’t capable of saying a word.

A muscle tightened at the edge of his jaw. ‘You must know I find “no” unacceptable.’

‘Jace…’ His name emerged from her lips as a husky entreaty.

He caught up his bag and slid the strap over one shoulder. ‘I have to collect my stuff from the hotel, check out, then get to the airport.’

‘I’ll take you.’

‘No.’ He leaned forward and kissed her, hard, briefly, then he straightened and walked to the door. He turned and cast her a long, steady look. ‘If you want to make it “yes”…call me.’ He opened the door, and closed it quietly behind him without so much as a backward glance.

Rebekah stood there in stunned silence, battling with herself to go running after him. Except she hesitated too long.

It seemed an age before she gathered sufficient energy to re-enter the lounge, and she curled up in a chair, buried her head in her arms and cried…for everything she’d just lost.

At least half a dozen times during the next hour she picked up the phone to call him, only to cut the connection before she’d keyed in the requisite digits.

Then it was too late, he’d already have boarded, and his cellphone would be switched off.

Millie jumped up into her lap, padded until she found a comfortable position, then settled and began to purr.

Rebekah abstractedly fondled the cat’s ears, and didn’t even try to stem the silent tears.

She had little idea of the passage of time. Eventually she stirred and began taking care of household chores, then, not content, she embarked on a thorough spring-clean of the apartment.

Food was something she couldn’t face, and at seven she curled up in a chair and switched television channels until she found something that held her interest.

She must have slept, for she woke to the distant sound of the alarm ringing in the bedroom and she scrambled to her feet to go switch it off.








CHAPTER ELEVEN



ANOTHER day. Her first without Jace. Where was he now? On a stop-over at Los Angeles?

Oh, dear God, what had she done?

It was a first to display uninterest at the flower markets; at the shop she assembled blooms and bouquets automatically, devoid of her usual enthusiasm. At night she ate little, showered, then climbed into bed in the spare room after lying awake in her own for hours agonising that Jace wasn’t there to share it with her.

Two, three days, four. Each one becoming more unbearable. She couldn’t sleep, she didn’t eat.

On the fifth day Ana took her by the shoulders, shook her a little, then demanded,

‘OK, what gives?’ She took a deep breath. ‘And don’t feed me any garbage about missing Jace. It’s more than that.’

Sisterhood was a wonderful thing. Rebekah didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. She did neither, and went straight to the truth.

‘Jace asked me to marry him, and I said no,’ she said starkly.

‘You what?’ Ana demanded in disbelief.

‘I said no,’ Rebekah reiterated, adding, ‘For now.’


‘Jace asked you to marry him, and you refused? Are you mad?’

‘Wary. Scared,’ she qualified wretchedly.

‘Of loving him, and being loved in return?’

‘All of that.’ And more. ‘His base is New York. It’s a long way from home.’

‘If you love him,’ Ana began, then clicked her tongue in silent remonstrance. ‘You do love him?’

Did she breathe? ‘Yes.’

‘Then what in hell are you doing here? Book the next flight out and go tell him.’

In her mind she was already winging her way there. ‘The shop—’

‘Suzie and I can manage.’

‘Luc—’

‘Leave Luc to me. Maybe we need to consider our options,’ Ana suggested. ‘Whether we want to sell, or have someone manage the place on our behalf.’

‘But Blooms and Bouquets is—’

‘Ours? It can still be ours, if that’s what we both want. Just not run exclusively by us.’

‘We’ve put so much into this place.’

‘Maybe it’s time to move on. I have a husband and soon there’ll be a child. Both of whom are my life.’ Ana drew in a deep breath, keyed in a few strokes, and brought up an internet site.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Booking you on a flight to New York.’

‘I can’t—’

‘Yes, you can.’ Her fingers flew over the keyboard, poised, then she added keystrokes, muttered to herself, added a keystroke or two more, then waited for confirmation. ‘Done,’ she said with satisfaction a short while later. ‘You fly out tomorrow morning.’ She named the airline, the flight number and departure time. ‘Your electronic ticket will be despatched by courier within the hour.’

It was all going too fast, and she opened her mouth to say so, except Ana got in first.

‘Don’t,’ she cautioned. ‘For once in your life take hold of the day and go with it. What do you have to lose?’

What, indeed? she queried as she checked her bag, showed her passport, and moved through Customs into the departure lounge early next morning.

Her initial protest that Jace might be in another city…hell, another country, were dispensed with at once by Ana, who’d assured she’d already checked such details with Luc.

‘Surprise him,’ Ana had insisted. ‘You have his office address, and that of his apartment. If by chance he’s not at either place, you have his cellphone number. You can call him.’

So here she was, in a state of high anxiety, about to board a flight to the other side of the world.

Was she doing the right thing? Worse, would he still want her? They were questions she’d asked herself constantly during the past fifteen hours. Twice, she’d almost cancelled out.

The agony and the ecstasy, she accorded wryly as the plane soared into the air. Knowing that it was mostly of her own making didn’t help at all.


If she’d listened to her heart instead of her head, she’d have shouted a joyous yes when Jace asked her to be his wife. Instead, she’d applied numerous reasons why she shouldn’t be with him, rather than all the reasons she should.

Dammit, she was a fool.

Words that sprang to mind repeatedly during the long flight, the disembarkation process, and the cab ride to her hotel.

If you want to make it ‘yes’, call me. Except she hadn’t called, nor had he called her.

What if he’d decided she was too much work, and had taken up with another woman?

If he could do that in so short a time, he wasn’t worth having, she decided as she slid from the cab and followed the concierge’s direction to Reception.
 
Her suite was on a high floor overlooking Central Park, but she barely glanced at the view before she unpacked a few essentials, then took a shower.

Ring him, a silent voice urged when she emerged dressed and feeling marginally refreshed.

It was crazy to be so nervous, she decided as she checked his cellphone number, then keyed in the digits.
 
Her hand shook a little as she waited for him to pick up.

‘Dimitriades.’

Hell, he sounded different. Hard, inflexible.

Rebekah swallowed, then found her voice. ‘Jace?’


There was a second’s silence. ‘Where are you?’

Oh lord. ‘In a hotel.’

‘Where, Rebekah?’

For a moment she couldn’t think. ‘It’s opposite Central Park.’ Memory kicked in, and she named it, then added her room number.

‘Don’t move. I’m on my way.’

He ended the call, and she replaced the handset, aware she had no idea where his office was situated in relation to the hotel. Or even if he was in his office.

It could take him up to an hour or longer to get here.

Time she could use to call her father, and catch up. On the other hand she could leave it until tomorrow to ring him. A call to Ana held more importance, and she checked the time difference, calculated it was the middle of the night in Sydney, then opted to send a text message instead.

As the minutes ticked by she was conscious of the onset of nervous tension. Her stomach felt as if it was tying itself in knots, and she couldn’t keep her hands still for longer than a few seconds.

Rebekah examined the contents of the bar-fridge, checked out the cupboards and drawers, leafed through the complimentary magazines, and scanned the hotel directory folder, the breakfast menu.

Perhaps if she made herself a cup of coffee—

The doorbell rang, and she almost dropped the cup.

Then she was at the door, unfastening the lock with fingers that shook a little.

Jace seemed to fill the doorway, and her gaze became trapped in his. Held there by some mesmeric force.


For a moment neither of them moved, and everything faded from her peripheral vision. There was only the man, nothing else.

‘Are you going to ask me in?’

His slightly accented drawl broke the spell, and she stood aside.

‘Of course.’

He closed the door carefully behind him, then turned to face her, seeing her uncertainty, the nervousness, knew he could dispense with it, and would any time soon.

‘Would you like coffee?’ Rebekah asked in a strained voice.

Whisky would be more appropriate. Had she any idea what he’d gone through in the past week? The hour it had taken for him to get here?

‘Coffee isn’t a priority right now.’

Oh, to hell with it. She hadn’t come all this way to play verbal games. If he was waiting for her to make the first move then, dammit, she would!

Without thought she reached out a hand, fisted it in his shirt and pulled him close. Then she drew his head down and sought his mouth. Her heart and soul went into the kiss, slaking a need that had been denied too long.

It took only seconds for his hands to settle over her shoulders, then ease down her back to cup her buttocks as he held her against him, and it was he who took control in a devastating oral supplication that tore the breath from her body.

Her lips were soft and slightly swollen when he lifted his head, and he traced the lower curve with a gentle finger.

‘What took you so long?’

‘Stupidity,’ Rebekah said with innate honesty, and Jace smiled as he pressed a light kiss to the tip of her nose.

She locked her arms around his waist and pressed her hips in against his, felt the power of his arousal, and exulted in his need.

‘Are you going to say the words,’ he drawled gently, ‘or do I have to drag them out of you?’

‘Yes. The answer’s yes.’

His mouth found hers, and this time there was such an element of tendresse, her heart softened and began to melt.

‘Good.’ His hands shaped her body, lingered, then moved up to capture her face. ‘When?’

‘When…what?’ she queried, definitely distracted by the way his lips were caressing her closed eyelids, a temple, before trailing down to the edge of her mouth.

‘Will you make an honest man of me?’

His fingers were toying with the buttons on her blouse in seemingly slow motion. There was all the time in the world, and he was in no hurry.

‘Early next year?’ she posed, not really focusing on planning a wedding date right now.

‘Uh-huh.’ He tugged the blouse free from the waistband of her skirt, then gently pulled it free.

‘The end of the week.’ He began working the zip on her skirt. ‘A traditional ceremony in Sydney.’ The skirt slid down to the carpet. ‘I initiated the requisite paperwork while I was there.’

‘You’re crazy,’ Rebekah said huskily as he undid her bra fastening.

His mouth closed over hers fleetingly. ‘Crazy in love with you.’

She was willing to swear her heart stopped for a few seconds before kicking into a faster beat. ‘Thank you.’

Jace lifted his head. ‘For what?’

‘For having enough faith in what we share to walk away and let me realise for myself that what I feel for you is love.’

He brushed his lips to her cheek. ‘I don’t think you have any conception just how hard it was for me to do that.’

She thought of the long, lonely nights when she woke and realised he wasn’t there. How she jumped at every ring of the phone. The meals she wasn’t able to eat because of an aching heart. And the knowledge that life without Jace in it would be no life at all.

‘Yes, I do.’ She eased his jacket off, then began unbuttoning his shirt. ‘You’re wearing too many clothes.’

‘Want some help?’ he asked quizzically, and she shook her head.

‘Believe me, the pleasure is all mine.’

And it was. She took it slow, savouring the removal of each item until he stood naked before her. Then she pushed him down onto the bed and straddled him, watching in delight as his eyes dilated and became heavy with passion.

Instinct ruled as she tasted him, and she savoured each moment the breath hissed between his teeth, the faint groan, the slight tremor as she embarked on a sensual feast where boundaries and inhibitions didn’t exist.

Then it was Jace’s turn, and he showed no mercy in his pursuit of gifting her the ultimate in primitive pleasure. It was she who cried out, she who reached for him and begged his possession.

When they came together it was with raw, primeval desire. Brazen, tumultuous. Magic.

The long aftermath held a dreamy quality, a gentle, tactile exploration with drifting finger-pads, soft kisses, and such an acute sensitivity it made her want to cry.

‘Hungry?’ Jace murmured as he nuzzled the soft hollow at the edge of her neck.

‘For you, or food?’

She felt his mouth curve against her throat.

‘When did you last eat, agape mou?

‘On the plane.’ How many hours ago? Eight, ten?

‘I’ll order Room Service.’ He bestowed a brief hard kiss. ‘Then we’ll shower, and you get to grab some sleep.’

He chose a light meal, and he extracted a half-magnum of champagne from the bar-fridge, opened it and poured the contents into two flutes.

‘To us.’

He touched the rim of his flute to hers, and her bones melted at the wealth of passion evident in his dark gaze.

‘I love you.’ She wanted, needed to say the words, and Jace took hold of her hand and brought it to his lips.

‘You’re everything to me,’ he vowed quietly. ‘More than I ever dreamed it was possible to have.’ He turned her hand over and buried his lips in her palm. ‘My life.’

She wanted to cry, and the tears welled up and shimmered there, threatening to spill.

He lifted his head, saw them, and pressed his lips to each eyelid in turn. ‘Don’t.’

The long flight, the nervous excitement, the lovemaking had taken its toll, and she was helpless to stem the flow as they spilled over and trickled down each cheek in twin rivulets.

He smoothed them with his thumb, then fastened his mouth on hers in a gentle, evocative kiss.

Their meal was delivered a short while later, and they fed each other morsels of the light, fluffy mushroom omelette, the salad, and Rebekah alternated the champagne with bottled water.

She was almost asleep on the chair, and it was all she could do to remain awake as they showered together, then, dry, she let Jace carry her to bed, where she curled up against him and was asleep within seconds of her head touching the pillow.

It was a while before Jace gently freed himself from her embrace and slid from the bed. He extracted his cellphone and made a series of calls. Then he rejoined her in bed and gathered her close.

 

There was, Rebekah accepted, nothing quite like the power and prestige of serious money.

Jace used it mercilessly to ensure everything went according to plan, and she experienced a sense of stunned disbelief as he organised return flights to Sydney the next day for them both, accepted Luc and Ana’s offer to have the wedding at their home, gave them carte blanche to have Petros arrange caterers and liaised with the guest list.

The phone calls were lengthy and many, with Ana relaying she’d seen a wedding gown to die for, and everything down to the finest detail would be successfully organised in time for the day.

The fact that it was seemed nothing short of a miracle.

Even the weather was perfect, with brilliant blue skies, sunshine, and the merest hint of a breeze to temper the day’s warmth.

‘Ready?’

The gown, as Ana had promised, was something else.

Ivory silk with an ivory lace overlay that had a scalloped hemline resting just below the knee. Elbow-length sleeves in ivory lace, and a high neckline. The headpiece was a pearl band with a short fingertip veil bunched at the back of her head, and she carried a single long-stemmed white rose. Her only jewellery was a diamond pendant and matching earrings.


‘Yes.’ Rebekah turned to her sister and gathered her close in an affectionate hug. ‘Thanks for everything.’

‘You’re welcome,’ Ana responded gently. ‘OK, let’s get this show on the road.’

Luc was waiting downstairs to lead her out into the grounds, where the guests were assembled on chairs either side of a red carpet facing a delicate wrought-iron gazebo.

‘Beautiful,’ Luc complimented quietly as he took her arm. His gaze slid to his wife, and the warmth of his smile brought a lump to Rebekah’s throat.

Together they walked out onto the terrace, traversed the short flight of steps, and made their way towards the gazebo. The guests stood and those lining the red carpet threw rose petals in Rebekah’s path.

She saw Jace standing at the assembled altar, and she caught his gaze and held it as she made her way towards him.

A light, husky laugh escaped her lips as he drew her close and kissed her, thoroughly.

The celebrant cleared his throat, and they broke apart.

It was a simple ceremony, the words deeply moving, and Rebekah fought back the faint shimmer of tears as Jace slid a wide diamond-encrusted ring onto her finger.

There was the flash of cameras, voiced congratulations, and a shower of rose petals as they trod the red carpet as man and wife.

Champagne and food were served in a marquee erected close by, guests greeted and thanked, then all too soon it was time to change and leave for the airport.

Ana helped her remove the headpiece and veil, then assisted with the zip fastening of the gown.

Rebekah freshened up, then slipped into an elegant trouser suit, added comfortable heeled shoes, then turned towards her sister.

‘I’m going to miss you dreadfully.’

‘We’ll email each other every day, and talk on the phone. Jace has promised me you’ll both visit at least twice a year.’

Rebekah’s expression sobered a little. ‘A month ago—’

‘Don’t look back,’ Ana cautioned gently. ‘You have today, and all the tomorrows.’ She brushed her lips to Rebekah’s cheek. ‘Embrace them and be happy.’

‘How did you get to be so wise?’ Rebekah asked shakily.

‘If you cry, I’ll hit you.’

‘Sisterly love,’ Luc drawled from the doorway, whilst Jace offered,

‘Shall we divide and conquer?’

‘I think so,’ Luc said with musing indolence as he crossed to his wife’s side and drew her close.

Jace extended his hand, and Rebekah’s toes curled at the way he looked at her. ‘Ready, agape mou?’

‘Yes.’ And she was. Ready to go anywhere he chose to lead.


Together they made their way downstairs, and as they reached the car Rebekah turned to her sister.

‘OK, this is it. The last goodbye.’ She gave Ana a quick hug. ‘I’ll ring you from Paris.’ Then it was Luc’s turn. ‘Look after her,’ she said fiercely.

‘Every minute of every day,’ he promised solemnly.

‘Go,’ Ana pleaded, on the verge of tears.

Two sisters, two destinies, Rebekah mused as Jace took the main road leading towards the airport.

‘We’ll visit soon. And you have my word we’ll return for the birth of Ana’s child.’

Rebekah felt something begin to soar deep within, and she turned to look at him. ‘Have I told you how much I love you?’

She had, several times through the night. They were words he’d never tire of hearing. Words he’d say to her, over and again for the rest of his life.

‘If you do, I’ll pull the car to the side of the road and kiss you.’

Her eyes assumed a wicked sparkle. ‘An act that would probably cause a public spectacle.’

‘Count on it.’

‘Then I guess we need to wait for a more appropriate moment?’ She began counting off each finger. ‘Let’s see, there’s the long flight, with a brief stop-over in Los Angeles. Thirty-six hours in total before we reach Paris.’

‘Forty-eight,’ Jace corrected with a musing smile. ‘We have a not-so-brief stop-over in Los Angeles.’


Rebekah gave a laugh that was part delight, all mischief. ‘Can’t keep your hands off me, huh?’

He shot her a gleaming glance. ‘Want me to try?’

Her expression sobered. ‘No,’ she assured quietly. ‘Not in this lifetime.’

He waited until he passed the hire car in at the airport before he gathered her close and kissed her, thoroughly. So thoroughly she temporarily lost any sense of time or place.

Then he unloaded their bags from the boot, hefted the strap of one bag over his shoulder and gathered up the other, and caught her hand in his.

Together, as they would always be, for the rest of their lives.








EPILOGUE



SYDNEY in the spring reminded Rebekah of new beginnings as seasonal plants came into bud with the promise of life and colour. The trees began to blossom as nature prepared for yet another rebirth.

The gardens in the grounds of Luc and Ana’s beautiful home were carefully tended, the lawns fresh and green and clipped with manicured precision.

It was a glorious day, the sun shone and there was only the merest drift of cloud in a stunning blue sky.

A baby’s wail pierced the air, loud and protesting, as the celebrant performed the naming ceremony of Luc and Ana’s young son. Marcus Lucien Dimitriades possessed a strong pair of lungs, and at three months of age he was his parents’ pride and joy.

‘Beautiful,’ Jace accorded softly as he curved an arm along the back of her waist, and she turned to him with a smile, about to concur, when she saw he was looking at her, not the babe Ana held in her arms.

It was almost a year since their marriage, and there were times when she felt the need to pinch herself to see if she was living in a dream or the real world.

‘Definitely real,’ Jace assured quietly as he brushed his lips to her temple, and she lifted her face to slant her mouth into his, briefly savoured their warmth and reluctantly broke the contact.


‘I love you.’

She felt his arm muscles tighten at the back of her waist. ‘You certainly pick your moments, agape mou.’

‘Bothers you, huh?’ she teased, and almost drowned in the passion evident in his dark gaze. ‘You can exact your revenge later.’

‘Count on it.’

Later that night she lay in his arms, replete in the aftermath of lovemaking.

‘Have you told Ana our news?’

Rebekah pressed her lips to his shoulder, nibbled a little, then soothed the love-nip with a soft kiss.

‘Today was special, and very much her day. I’ll tell her over lunch tomorrow.’

Jace’s hand shifted to her waist and settled there, and she covered it with her own.

A child, theirs. A unique gift they would nurture and watch grow. Share the joys, the fun, the laughter, and hopefully few tears. And love unconditionally for the rest of their lives.

‘No regrets?’

‘None,’ she vowed gently. ‘You’re the love of my life. My present, my future. Everything.’

Brad, her brief marriage, and its repercussions no longer existed.

‘As you are mine,’ Jace reciprocated gently.
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