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Chapter One




Raph would recognise those blue eyes anywhere. Shimmering like a field of flax on a summer’s day, her gaze held him captive as it scoured the crowded marketplace. Her face might have been partially concealed by the rack of clothes she crouched behind, but he would never forget the colour of those eyes. 

What the hell was she doing here in this small Spanish town? He hadn’t seen her at the villa, so she wasn’t one of Etienne’s guests. Unless he’d kept her hidden in his room. The thought riled him, even after all this time.

He ran a finger round the inside of his collar, easing his shirt away from his neck. It was only half past ten, but already the stifling temperature made him long to be gone from here and travelling down the coast road back into France. A sea breeze was just what he needed to clear his mind.

But first he had a question to be answered.

Pushing through the throng of people bustling down the main aisle of the market, he walked over to the makeshift clothes stall. She was so preoccupied watching the crowds as they milled about that she didn’t notice him as he stood opposite her on the other side of the metal garment rail.

“Bonjour, Evie.”

Her eyes widened in surprise, and a small gasp fell from her lips as she turned towards him. She recovered quickly, slipping on the sunglasses that dangled in her hand and schooling her face into a blank expression.

“Pardon Monsieur, vous me prend pour quelqu’un d’autre.”

He smiled to himself. Her French hadn’t improved much over the years, but her light, lyrical voice was still the same.

“Chérie—” He held his fist over his chest, feigning distress, and switched to English. “Don’t break my heart all over again by saying you’ve forgotten me?”

She didn’t acknowledge his words but turned her gaze back to the busy market square with the customary haughtiness he’d once seen as a challenge to break through and make her smile.

A trader called out from a nearby stand and drew his thoughts momentarily away from her. With hands heavily tanned from years in the sun, the vendor offered passers-by a taste of his melons, picked that morning. Their pink flesh looked cool and tempting on the tray.

Thirsty, he swallowed hard and stared back at Evie. In profile, she was more beautiful than ever. He used to spend hours tracing the outline of her face with his fingers. Over her brow, down her slim, straight nose, into her cupid’s bow and across those soft sensuous lips.

His voice was husky when he spoke again. “Surely you haven’t forgotten us.” That got her attention.

She pushed her sunglasses back on top of her head. Ice cold eyes met his. It should have been enough to chill him, even in this heat, but he’d hardened his heart against Evie a long time ago.

“Sorry, my mind’s a complete blank.” A polished smile accompanied her words.

“Would you like me to refresh it?” He kept his tone low, seductive, although it irked him that maybe he wasn’t as memorable as he thought. Had she really forgotten him?

“Go away,” she said in a loud whisper. A faint blush spread across her cheeks, and she lowered her head, causing the sunglasses to drop over her eyes. She started to flick furiously through the clothes in front of her.

He reached over and placed his hand on hers, stilling the sound of hangers scraping along the metal rail. “That’s no way to greet an old friend.” 

She snatched her hand back. “We’re not friends!”

“Oui, you’re right. Lovers, then. Do you spurn all those you cast aside?” 

At Evie’s sharp intake of breath, his heart-rate sped up as he recognised the desire that his words had sparked inside of her.

“Raph, I don’t have time for this.”

His ego was appeased. “So you do remember my name?”

She sighed. The sound escaping her lips triggered images he’d long since pushed to the back of his mind. He could almost smell the cut grass they’d lain on when they’d first made love. 

He shut the memory down. She wasn’t the person she had pretended to be. Not the sweet siren who’d lured him in with a dark promise in her eyes, but a manipulative socialite ready to swap men as easily as she changed dresses.

“What are you doing here?” It was the last place he would ever have expected to see her. This Spanish town was a million miles from her parent’s country estate in Oxfordshire, itself just an hour from the party life she frequented in London.

“Minding my own business.”

Raph smiled. He’d always admired her dry wit. “Since when?”

“Ha ha, very funny.” She looked away, disinterested, and continued scanning the market. “I seem to recall it was you who constantly interfered in other people’s lives.”

He might have only known Evie for a few short weeks, but he could see she was dodging the question. What was it she didn't want him to know? Despite Evie’s independent streak, there was one person she rarely refused. “Let me take a wild stab in the dark—Tristan has you running errands for him again?”

Her gaze flew up to meet his over the top of her sunglasses. Et voilà. Some things never change.

She sighed again. “Just go away, Raph. It’s complicated and I don’t need the distraction.” 

The sound of footsteps approaching from the alleyway behind made her glance over her shoulder. She pulled the canvas bag she held closer, positioning it between herself and the rack of clothes. Her chest rose and fell rapidly as her breathing increased. The glimpse of fear in Evie’s eyes before she pushed her glasses back up her nose, made his own muscles tense in response. 

As the footsteps drew nearer, Evie stepped further into the market stall. The edge of the tent obscured her from being seen by anyone coming in that direction. When a couple of tourists came around the corner, she let out a sigh of relief. He didn’t know why she was nervous, but he could guarantee who was behind it. 

His anger grew as her body language relaxed. Raph gripped the rail and leant over. “Who forces someone to do something that clearly terrifies them?”

A defiant gaze met his blazing one. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“Try me.” He wasn’t sure he wanted to know what Tristan had her doing this time, but whatever it was, it scared her.

Raph never understood why she was always so eager to appease her brother. The guy deserved to have some sense knocked into him, not to have a hold over people.

“Evie, I’m waiting.”

“I don’t answer to you.”

He leant away. No, she never did. And he told himself that he didn’t care after the last time he’d seen her, wrapped around Etienne. He’d walked out of the party that night and headed straight back to France.

Seemingly recovered from her fright, she picked up a hanger off the rack and held the dress to her, covering the white blouse and black skirt she wore. She whipped off her sunglasses and glanced down briefly at the garment before sweeping her eyes upwards to the market square, surveying the crowds with intent.

He studied her face. Despite the stress lines that marred her forehead, the years had been kind to her. She looked closer to twenty-one than the nearly thirty he knew her to be. But something was different, if only he could lay his finger on it. 

Her hair was scraped back tight into a ponytail, and she’d always worn it loose before, the honeyed strands floating down over her shoulders. The first time they’d met, he’d thought of her as an angel of mercy, standing above him asking if he was okay after she’d knocked him over.

“Do you speak Spanish?”

For a moment he didn’t register her question because he’d been so lost in the past. “A little.”

“Good.” She nodded over at the market stall holder. “Tell her I want to buy the dress.” Lifting the slip of cotton she held in her hands, she continued handing out orders. “And ask if there’s somewhere I can change into it.”

“Oui, madame.” He made a courtly bow. “Anything else?” 

Evie unfastened her bag and pulled out her purse. Her demeanour changed from one of superiority to embarrassed resignation as she searched the numerous pockets within the leather wallet. She paused, as if deliberating with herself, and a faint blush stole over her cheeks.

“I don’t suppose you could pay for the dress, too?”

Raph raised an eyebrow in response and turned towards the vendor. It didn’t even occur to him that she would give him the cash. He’d taken enough women shopping to know that he was expected to provide the funds, which was fine by him, so long as he got a say in the choice of lingerie.  

After some haggling, he handed over a twenty euro note and returned to where Evie stood. The aloofness of earlier was gone, and she seemed more like the Evie he’d first met in Hyde Park all those years ago.

“I’m so sorry. I could have sworn I had more in my purse than a few euros.” An apologetic smile crossed her lips.

He needed to steel himself against getting caught up with her again and remember that the soft, defenceless personality she did so well was all an act. “Ah, chérie, and I thought you got your kicks taking rich guys for a ride.”

She frowned at him. Perhaps the comment was harsh, but meeting Evie unexpectedly had knocked him sideways.

“It was twenty euros, Evie. Forget it.” He peered over the rail between them, taking in the shoddiness of her clothes. “What happened to your usual Chanel outfit?”

She glanced down and pulled a face. When she looked up again, her eyes held an air of indifference. “I’m travelling light.”

A derisive laugh escaped his mouth. He could argue with her, but what was the point? Instead he nodded towards the inside of the stall. “She said if you go to the rear there is a small curtained area. You can change in there.” 

Evie squeezed around the rack of clothes, clutching her bag tight against her body. Just what, or who, was she hiding from? 

“Should I wait for you?” he called after her.

She kept walking, but her words floated back to him. “Suit yourself.”

He watched as she sashayed away from him. It didn’t matter that the skirt she wore was ugly. He was too mesmerised by the gentle sway of her hips to care.

Putain. Unfaithful or not, he still wanted her. Merde, he was in trouble.

    
  Evie tugged the curtain across and quickly undressed. She wrinkled her nose in distaste at the dress she’d just bought. Correction. At the dress Raph had bought.

The devil had nothing on Raphael Dauphin. She’d fallen hard for those sinful good looks once before and vowed to never again. She may have been a naive nineteen-year-old when they last met, but she wasn’t the same foolish girl dreaming of a knight in shining armour.

She sighed. And yet here she was accepting his help once again. Even if it was only money for a cotton sundress. Her fingers shook as she buttoned up the front. A mixture of adrenaline and shock made it hard to process the last couple of hours.

From the moment she’d stepped out of Etienne’s bedroom, she’d been watching her back, convinced that any second he would corner her to demand what she was up to. But he hadn’t appeared, and making her escape into the town had been easy. If only she’d thought more about how she would get to the mainline train station at Perpignan.

She stepped to one side and studied her appearance in the mirror. The dress was fine, but she needed to do something about her hair. Reaching up, she pulled at the elastic band securing it. The blond mop fell across her face, and she mussed the heavy strands into place with her fingers. 

Evie tilted her head. Did she look different enough? Well, it would have to do. There was no time to lose.

Placing the top and skirt she’d been wearing into the canvas bag, Evie dragged back the curtain and made her way to the front of the stall. Raph still stood there, his back to her. The pale-coloured shirt he wore stretched tightly across his broad shoulders as he crossed his arms in front.

He turned as she approached, and a warmth grew inside of her at his lazy perusal as it travelled slowly up her legs, over the figure hugging dress, until he fixed his gaze on hers. She tried to meet his cool appraisal with one of her own, but the heat suffusing her cheeks ruined the effect. Damn the man.

“You’re still here?”

“It seems I am.”

She wasn’t going to brush him off easily. The Raph of old always did as he pleased. He was unmovable if he’d made up his mind to do something. At nineteen she’d found it manful and enthralling, but at twenty-nine it was insufferable.

“What will it take to get rid of you?”

“For you to tell me why you’re here.”

“I’ve told you it’s none of your business.”

“I’m making it mine.”

She raised her eyes skyward. Arguing with him wouldn’t get her anywhere. “Really?”

He uncrossed his arms and took her hand in his, pulling her to him. She’d forgotten how delicate he made her feel, despite being five foot ten.

“Oui.”

“Why?”

His lips tilted up. A flash of white teeth and the glint in his eyes reminded Evie she was dealing with a man who had no scruples. If she wasn’t going to get caught, she’d better keep her wits about her.

“Let’s just say I’m curious and don’t believe in coincidences.”

He rubbed a thumb across the top of her fingers, and her skin tingled at his touch.

“Coincidences?” The word came out more of a squeak than the casual tone she’d intended to inject.

“We don’t see each other for years, and suddenly you are in the market a short distance from the villa Etienne has rented out for a private party.”

Evie’s heart hammered in her chest. She willed it to slow down before Raph realised the effect his questioning was having on her. He wasn’t the only one who didn’t believe in coincidences.

“But you’re not shopping in the market. You are worried, and scared someone will find you.”

Her gaze flew back to his. She’d been staring out at the market again, checking that no one she recognised was there. His sardonic expression challenged her to deny it. Her heart stopped thumping. It stopped beating altogether as her breath caught in her throat.

“What wicked things have you been up to in that villa, little girl?” His voice was barely a whisper, almost as if it was a question to himself.

Evie willed herself to breathe. No way could he know what she’d done, but the icy fingers of fear were clawing at her heart. She’d waited ten long years for this opportunity. Was it possible that it would slip through her fingers in less than a second?

“Fortunately for you, I’m not inclined to let Etienne have everything his way.”

She released the breath she’d been holding.

“Come.” He pulled her out of the clothes stall. “Let’s find somewhere for a coffee. You and I are going to have a chat.” 

Raph in an unrelenting mood was a dangerous beast. Even in her flat sandals, she found it hard to keep up with his long, determined strides. 

As they neared the end of the market, two men appeared out of an alleyway further down. Evie froze. Their dark suits in the blazing sun gave them away; they were part of Etienne’s security team. Their heads turned as they scoured the stalls, and she knew exactly who they were looking for.

Raph’s hand tugged her forward, but she dug her feet in, refusing to move. He turned towards her, his eyebrows raised in a silent question as to what was going on. He opened his mouth to speak, but then swung his head around to follow the direction of her gaze.

She had no doubt he would know who the men were. She pulled at his hand, trying to release hers so she could run in the opposite direction, but he wouldn’t yield.

“Let me go.” She hissed at the back of his head, not daring to raise her voice for fear of bringing attention to herself. “Raph! Let go of my hand.”

He didn’t let go, but turned and pulled her to him instead. His large frame blocked her from the bodyguards’ view. She stared at the tanned vee of his neck, absorbing the heat that radiated from his body, and swallowed hard.

“Evie?” 

The deep timbre of his voice made the hair at her nape stand to attention. He looked down at her, and she lifted her head slightly to meet his gaze. She reeled at the annoyance she saw there. 

His brow creased at the small gasp that slipped past her lips. Dark eyes that had once warmed her with their desire bored into hers, and her stomach flipped over at the hint of disappointment she glimpsed in them. 

She hated that he looked at her that way. She’d done nothing wrong. Well, nothing really wrong.

He ran his finger across her cheek. “Are you running from Etienne?” 

For a fraction of a moment, she’d felt safe, protected by Raph, but it was all a ruse. He might have come to her rescue here in the market, but only because he had other plans. There wasn’t much of a choice between him or Etienne. She should have followed her first instinct and run.

Her mouth went dry. “Sort of.”

A sinful smile crossed his lips, and a dangerous glint shone in his eyes. “Perfect.”

His voice was calm, but like the sea in these parts, the undercurrent was strong enough to drown a weaker person. A shudder went through her. She opened her mouth to take a deep breath, fully expecting to feel salty sea water rush in and fill her lungs. Instead, firm lips crushed against hers, and she was washed away on a tide of memories.

Her fingers gripped his shirt. The warmth from his skin seeping through the material reminded her of how she loved to trace her nails over the taut muscles of his stomach. Her lips tingled from the unrelenting pressure, and she gave in to his coaxing tongue, opening her mouth to let him deepen the kiss. She ignored the voice of sanity shouting for her to stop and leant in, desperate to absorb the heat of his body next to hers.

His left hand came up and cupped the back of her head, holding her steady as someone pushed past them. She cracked open her eyes a fraction and saw two dark suits heading off behind her. The moan of desire rising up within her turned into a squeak that caught in her throat. If it hadn’t been for Raph deliberately blocking her face, they’d have seen her.

He pulled away a fraction. “I’d like to think it was my kiss made you moan. Too bad it’s the act of the séductrice I know you to be.” 

The husky whisper took the sting out of his words, silencing her. At least he hadn’t realised how much his kiss had affected her.

His hands pulled her close again. “They’re coming back. I think they’ve seen me.”

Fright forced her to pull against him. He held her tight. “I said me, not you.” She tucked her face away from the main thoroughfare and into the crook of his shoulder.

“Señor Dauphin, buscamos a esta mujer. Have you seen her?” The Spaniard switched to English, and Evie pictured the photo he probably held. The rather unflattering one she’d had taken at the photo booth in the hope that no one would recognise her face when her security pass for the villa was processed.

“No sorry, I’ve not seen her.” The vibration of Raph’s voice in his chest tickled against her cheek.

She prayed the guard wouldn’t question Raph’s authoritative tone and ask about the woman shielded in his embrace. It must have occurred to Raph, too, because he continued the charade, deflecting attention back to the photo.

“Has she done something wrong?”

Evie tensed. What would the bodyguard say? Would Raph still protect her once he knew?

“Nothing to worry about, Señor Dauphin. It’s a personal matter with Señor Castel. I am sorry to disturb you.”

A shout from the other side of the market drew the guard away, and Evie exhaled a sigh of relief. Raph pulled her closer for a second. 

Embarrassment overcame anxiety, and she tried to force herself out of his embrace. “Raphael Dauphin, put me down before I…”

“Before you what, chérie?” 

He lifted her chin, and her heart-rate sped up. Her breathing became fast and shallow under the heat of his steady gaze. Damn the man. She hadn’t seen him in almost a decade, and here she was acting like a naive teenager again. She opened her mouth to speak, but he silenced her with a finger to her lips.

“Would you like me to call them back?”

He wouldn’t dare, would he? She couldn’t take the risk. “What do you suggest?”

“My car is around the corner. We can be back in France in less than an hour.”

Talk about caught between the devil and the deep blue sea. She looked up at the hillside that towered over the picturesque port. She could just make out Etienne’s villa that commanded spectacular views of the Mediterranean. Despite the heat of the day, a shiver ran across her shoulders. She was fooling no one, least of all herself, if she thought she had choices.

“Okay. Let’s go.”








  
  
Chapter Two




Normally Raph enjoyed the challenge of driving along the coast road as it twisted and turned around the contours of the cliff edge into France. Hard braking and fast gear changes, followed by the blast up to the next corner, fed an exhilaration he craved and soothed his soul. The thrill of the power of the machine underneath his hands was matched by the pleasure sure to be had later with whichever beautiful companion sat next to him. 

But not today. Today, the tension made his neck ache. He over-steered, missed gears and burnt more rubber off the tyres than a drag racer. Merde, even his grandmother drove better than this.

Annoyed at his lack of concentration, he slowed the car and stretched his neck from side to side, arching his shoulder blades in an effort to release the stiffness between them. 

“Oh, wow!”

He glanced across the car only to see Evie’s curvaceous behind raised towards him. His temporary halt in the car’s blistering pace had given her the opportunity to lean out of the window and look back at the dramatic clifftops they’d driven past.

Stifling a groan, Raph forced his gaze firmly on the road in front. “This isn’t a sight-seeing trip, Evie.”

“I can still enjoy the view.”

His eyes flicked to the right again. She wasn’t the only one. “Just to be clear, I might have helped you escape Etienne’s henchmen because it suited me, but this ride is only going as far as Perpignan. I’ll drop you off at the station, and then you’re on your own.”

She leant back in as his foot hit the accelerator again. 

“So why did you, then?”

“Why did I do what?” 

He heard rather than saw her twist in the seat towards him. 

“Help me. You said it suited you?” Her voice was tinged with more than just idle curiosity.

No way was he about to explain his ongoing battle over Chateau de Madret with Etienne to anyone, least of all to a woman who would probably use the knowledge against him given half a chance. Besides, the argument had been festering for so long he wasn’t even sure the pair of them understood it anymore.

“Why was Etienne looking for you?”

Evie huffed at his refusal to respond to her question and sat back. A wry smile crossed his lips. It felt good to rile her up, to knock back that cool demeanour she wore so well.

She had a point, though. Why had he helped her? It amused him that he had taken Evie from right under Etienne’s nose, but he needed to be in Antibes by this evening. Sorting out whatever trouble Evie had landed herself in wasn’t part of the plan.

He glanced at her. Unless, of course, he made her another offer. Perhaps they could help each other out. She obviously had something to lose, and if he turned up alone tonight, he’d have some explaining to do. Convincing the Cazenaves of his desire to make their mansion his home would be a cinch with a fake fiancée standing beside him. It was a shame that Caroline hadn’t seen it that way when he’d asked her this morning.

He pushed the thought away before it took root. Negotiating the property deal was complicated enough without embroiling Evie in his lies. 

Putain! Not wanting to involve her in his fabrications when she evidently had no problem in deceiving him with hers. He really needed to get a hold of his senses and remember just exactly who he was dealing with before those beguiling blue eyes drew him in too deep again.

Evie reached up a hand to pull away the strands of hair that were blowing across her face, propelled by the breeze from the open car window. “I thought you would have a soft-top.”

“I don’t think you’re in a position to complain about the mode of transport, chérie.” He didn’t need to glance over to know that her eyes had narrowed and that a piercing glare was pinpointed directly at him. He could feel the temperature rising in the car. 

He stretched his shoulders again and loosened his grip on the steering wheel. “A cabriolet is for idiots in this climate. I like the fresh air from the sea, but ten minutes under this sun and you’d be burned to a frazzle. Roof-down looks nice in the brochure, but you can’t beat air conditioning.”

He switched down a gear and braked into another corner. Twisting his head to the right to look further down the cliffside road for oncoming traffic, he caught sight of Evie’s long, tanned legs protruding from underneath her new dress. His heart-rate stepped up a beat. A dress that he’d bought.

A curse slipped out of his mouth as realisation dawned. She’d been dressed like the other housekeeping staff at the villa. That was why she’d needed to change her outfit. 

“Since you’ve left your clothes behind…” 

Her startled gasp confirmed his thoughts.

“…if I drop you at the station, will you be able to get home?”

Her calm reserve disappeared. The agitation bounced across the car’s interior in invisible waves. He didn’t remember it being so cramped inside here before. 

“I’ve got my passport and credit cards, but I didn’t have time to pack.” Her voice was as stiff as her back.

He sighed. It was all so fucked up. He should never have offered her a lift. Could he really drop her off at the station and forget all about this? In the corner of his mind, the nagging doubt that somehow he’d misjudged the situation wouldn’t go away. Back in the market, she’d looked genuinely afraid. Or was he just a delusional idiot reacting to a kiss that blew away the memories of how she’d betrayed him last time?

Road signs appeared, indicating a scenic viewpoint ahead on the right. He spun the car over to the parking area, and dust swirled up around the vehicle as the tyres crushed over the gravel. Raph killed the engine before the clouds of grey settled again.

“What the hell is going on?” Placing a hand on the steering wheel and one on the back of her seat, he leant over, closing the space between them. “Evie?” 

She stared straight ahead, her hands clenched in her lap. He couldn’t tell if her focus was on the glass of the windscreen or the lighthouse beyond, but the jut of her chin told him she was considering her options.

He lowered his voice. “I can help you, but only if I understand what’s happening.”

Her teeth sank into her bottom lip. He waited until she turned her head towards him. The mistrust and fear in her gaze cut deep. Why was she scared of him? They hadn’t seen each other in years.

“Several years ago, my grandmother’s necklace was stolen from me. It disappeared without a trace.” She broke eye contact and looked down at the gear lever between them.

“The police investigated, but they wrote it off as a robbery. The insurers were a little more persistent, but after a year, even they paid out.” She peered back up at him, her eyes shimmering. 

Tears? And not the crocodile type. Every time he thought he was getting closer to the truth, Evie led him down a different path. 

He held her gaze. Her blue eyes captivated him as they had the first time he’d seen her. Except then they hadn’t held the haunted shadow as they did now.

“But I never gave up hope. The necklace meant so much to my grandmother that I felt as if I had betrayed her somehow by losing it. Silly, I know.” Her slim shoulders raised briefly in a resigned shrug, and she bowed her head. “Particularly since she’s dead and unlikely to be able to reprimand me now.”

He reached across and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. The gesture was meant to comfort. Instead, the frisson of chemistry that had always been between them sparked alight. “Sometimes we place a greater burden on ourselves than others do.”

She glanced sharply at him, her brow frowning in an unspoken question.

“I understand, Evie. That’s all I’m saying.”

She cleared her throat and wiped a finger over each eye. “Last week, Tristan heard a whisper that the necklace was being auctioned at Etienne’s house party.”

“So you rushed to tell the police and the insurers?” 

She fidgeted uncomfortably in her seat. Her illicit activities obviously didn’t sit well with her. For some reason he couldn’t fathom, the knowledge pleased him. At least Tristan hadn’t totally corrupted her.

“There isn’t any need to involve them until we can be certain.”

“So you cosied up to Etienne again and wrangled an invite.” He sank back into his seat, disgusted with himself for rescuing her.

She gave him a strange look. “What do you mean again?”

“Non. I forgot you came as a maid. Why was that?” He must be losing his mind if he was letting petty jealousies get the better of him.

Her tongue slipped out and moistened her lips. An unwanted tug of desire curled deep in his gut as he remembered how they’d tasted earlier. It sat uneasily next to the bitterness inside of him.

“You know as well as I do. No one notices the staff at these things. It makes it easy to slip in and out of rooms, and no one thinks to question what you’re doing there.”

“How did you find a job on the team so quick?”

She gave a small shrug. “We use the same events firm. I promised the boss I’d make sure she got the work for Dad’s summer ball if she did me this favour.”

Raph ran a hand through his hair. He had to hand it to her—she’d orchestrated it brilliantly, or at least she nearly had. “You didn’t think it would be easier to retrieve the necklace legally?”

“There was no time.” Her voice rose up a notch. “I couldn’t risk losing track of it again.”

“Did you get it?”

Beautiful blue eyes took on a spark of defiance. “No.”

He stared at her and waited patiently for her to answer him truthfully. It was a tactic that worked for him in difficult meetings, but he wasn’t convinced Evie would be so pliable. But if she didn’t have something to hide, she wouldn’t have been so nervous in the market.

The silence dragged on. A pulse flickered in her neck. Once upon a time, he would have leant over and pressed his lips to it to calm her.

“I swear.”

His laughter sounded hollow even to him. She was using him again. Well, he could use her, too. A little payback for the way she’d treated him last time.

“Just remember, Evie. It was your photo those men were carrying around, was it not?”

A ringtone came from the canvas bag by her feet. She hesitated for a moment, before she reached down and pulled her mobile out, glancing at the ID before answering.

“Tristan, hi.” She jerked the door catch and stepped out of the car.

Putain. Who was playing who here? Raph hit his fist on the steering wheel. But the pain wasn’t enough to dislodge his annoyance at his own stupidity.

    
  “Where the hell are you?” 

Her brother’s demanding voice was loud and clear despite the thousand miles between them. Evie shut the door behind her and moved away from the car. The gravel crunched underneath her feet as she walked towards the lighthouse. She didn’t want Raph to overhear anything Tristan might say. She’d already said more than enough.

The build up of hope in seeing her necklace for the first time in years, combined with the anxiety of getting caught, had left her on edge. Easy pickings for someone like Raph, who could read her like a book. If he heard a fraction of her side of the conversation with Tristan, he’d discover the truth. Raph was many things, but an idiot wasn’t one of them.

“It’s complicated.” That was an understatement. Meeting Raph was way more than complicated, and if Tristan knew, he would go ballistic. He’d never approved of her relationship with Raph.

“For God’s sake, Evie, don’t go turning a simple job into a fiasco.”

Her heart sank. She didn’t want to let Tristan down. He had no one else to turn to. “It’s just that things haven’t gone quite to plan.”

How was she going to explain that Erroneous Evangelina had struck again? She hated the nickname. Tristan had used it once in front of their father, and it became a family favourite. Although she had to concede nothing she organised ever went as intended, including today. If it hadn’t been for Raph, she’d still be stuck in the market, hiding from Etienne’s men.

“Don’t forget, you need to take it before the auction starts tonight.”

He might have given her the right code for the safe, but he was way off with the rest of his information. The auction had taken place last night. Maybe it would be simpler to stall Tristan for a few hours while she figured everything out. “Won’t it be easier to take it from the buyer after it’s sold?”

An exasperated sigh came down the line. “You don’t want to do that, Evie. Then you’ll have two lots of people after you. Take it from the seller. That way they’ll think one of the potential buyers has tried to cheat them by stealing it.”

She bit her bottom lip. Damn, why hadn’t she thought of that? “The thing is, Tristan, what happens if the seller is the person who stole it from me in the first place?” Ever since she’d arrived at the villa, she’d worried that she’d come face to face with her attacker and never even recognise them.

Her throat tightened with memories of that night. The darkened alley. The way the hairs on the back of her neck had tingled at the sound of footsteps behind her. She still didn’t know if the flashbacks were real or just her imagination filling in the gaps after she’d remained in an induced coma for several days afterwards. Evie pushed the thoughts aside. This was no time to let emotions get the better of her.

“Don’t be ridiculous. He was just some hired thug. I’m counting on you, Evie, so don’t go getting cold feet on me.”

“I’m doing my best, Tristan.” She ran a hand through her hair, pushing the strands away from her face. Her fingers felt different without their long nails. Within two days of working at the villa they’d become split and she’d had to cut them. 

“Yeah, but it’s my neck in the crusher if you fail. I tried asking for more time, but they won’t listen.”

A touch of desperation clouded his voice, and a wave of pity swept over her, followed by a hint of guilt. She was supposed to be helping him, not making the situation worse. 

“Are you at the villa now?”

She stopped in her progress to the tall stone structure at the edge of the cliff. Now was her chance to tell him. The horizon drew her gaze, so far away that the sea seemed tranquil. It calmed her, allowed her to think clearly. Telling Tristan she’d met Raph would only create more of a headache for her. Perhaps it was better if he didn’t find out for the moment. “No, I had to go on an errand.”

“You don’t have time for that!” Rage exploded down the line.

Evie winced and pulled the phone away from her head before he blew her eardrum. 

“For fuck’s sake, Evie! Do you want me to die? Stick to the plan. Get the necklace and get out of there.”

Evie clenched her jaw and held her tongue. She needed to cut her brother some slack. Without him, she would never have known her grandmother’s legacy was in Spain. “I’m trying, Tristan. I just need a little more time.”

“I don’t have that luxury, Evie.”

Ice-cold tentacles of fear slid down her spine. She looked over the edge of the cliff at the sea below. “I thought you said you had until the tenth?”

“They’re stepping up the pressure. Without the necklace, I’m fucked. Don’t let me down, Evie.”

A shudder went through her at the sight of white spray crashing over the rocks, and she pictured Tristan lying there. His body limp against a boulder, the true horror of his death revealed as the waves retreated back into the depths of the sea. Tearing her gaze away from the rocks, Evie turned her back on the lighthouse and looked across to the winding road she and Raph had driven down. She needed to rein in her wayward thoughts. No one was going to kill her brother over a bit of money. Whichever loan shark he owed, he’d be worth more to them alive than dead.

“It’s okay, Tristan, I understand. Believe me when I say I’m doing my best. I’ll call you tomorrow with some news, I promise.” She hoped he couldn’t hear the tremor in her voice.

“Evie?”

“Yeah?” 

“You know you’re the best sister I’ll ever have.”

Her lips tilted upwards as she remembered how he’d looked when they were young. His sandy hair, always wayward and in disarray, pink chubby cheeks, and bright blue eyes. She could never say no to him. This spot, with the small seaside town visible further down the coast, reminded her of their holidays in Devon. Of the fishing in rock pools, the forbidden ice creams using the pocket money she’d saved, and getting up extra early to build a fortress for the sandcastle competition.

Well, she’d gotten up early. Tristan slept in. But he always made it there in time to help with the finishing touches that ensured first prize. That was what big brothers were for, he’d say.

She sighed into the phone. Those were simpler times then. “That would be nice, Tristan, if I wasn’t your only sister.”

“And I wouldn’t swap you for the world.”

Before she could reply, he’d hung up. 

Evie let her hand fall to her side. A strong breeze whipped across her face, and she raised her head, relishing the way the wind lifted her hair and cooled her neck. She closed her eyes to the sun, letting its fortifying hot rays wash over her. A sense of peace rested on her shoulders, and she relaxed for the first time that day.

The thud of a door being slammed banished the moment. She spun around. Raph stood next to the car with his arms folded across his broad chest and a scowl creasing his face. How did the man manage to look so sexy and yet so foreboding all at the same time?

In London he’d been far more lighthearted and conciliatory towards her. She needed to keep her guard up around this new version of Raph. The glint in his eyes was enough to make her falter in her tracks, and that was before she even acknowledged how alive she’d felt with his lips on hers once more.

“On y va, Evie! Let’s go. I’ve not got all day.”

Not that she would get the chance to find out. He was too keen on offloading her at the nearest railway station. Apparently, he hadn’t changed a bit. Ten years ago he’d ditched her without a second thought. In fact, he hadn't even had the grace to break up with her. He’d just never contacted her again.

Holding a hand up to shield her eyes from the sun, she gave the stone structure and its solar-powered beacon a final glance. If only she had its strength to weather storms and stand stoic in the face of adversity. But that was the Evie of old, she’d died the night the necklace was taken. 

And yet here she was with a strange sense of déjà vu, as if all the players from before had come together again. The hair on the back of her neck stood up, and the warmth of the day was overshadowed by a clawing fear in her stomach. Straightening her shoulders, she headed to the parking area before the demons of her past took hold and overwhelmed her.

By the time she returned to the car, Raph was behind the steering wheel. She still didn’t understand why he was helping her today. Evie opened the passenger door and sank down into the seat. The chilled interior of the vehicle was a relief from the intense sun. She reached for the seat-belt behind her and clicked the buckle in place as Raph gunned the engine and sped off down the road. 

“Ca va?”

The softness of his tone sent a frisson of awareness through her. She might have put him out of her mind for the last few years, but her body hadn’t forgotten the eight glorious weeks they’d shared that summer.

She leant forward and slid her mobile back into her bag. Her fingers brushed against the smooth velvet material at the bottom of the tote, reminding her of the beauty held within the soft folds of the fabric. Her heart soared. Not long now and she would be able to feel the coolness of the jewels against her skin for the first time in a decade.

“Perfect, thank you.”

Or, at least, it almost was. Could she really give the necklace up again, even if only for a short while until the money from her trust came through? If only she’d been the one to discover its whereabouts instead of Tristan. He’d convinced her that the ultimate retribution would be to steal it back and finally lay to rest the horrors of that night. But nowhere in their plans did it anticipate the resurgence of Raph. Now peace seemed a long way off. 

She settled back in her seat and closed her eyes.








