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Dedication

For Gerry—one day we’ll get back to Greece…
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CHAPTER ONE

In another life, Niko thought as he walked round the edge of the dig site, he would’ve been here. Working with the team of archaeologists who were excavating the Temple of Amphitrite, just outside the capital of Amphithos, looking at the heritage of the island, being part of all the discoveries as they happened. He would’ve loved every second.

But the sailing accident last year that had killed Leo, his elder brother, had changed everything. It meant that Niko was no longer the little brother who spent all his time with his nose in a book—well, he still read, but most of the time nowadays it was state papers rather than anything else. He was no longer the ‘spare’, the backup in case anything happened to Leo: he was the heir to the island kingdom. And everything he’d planned to do with his life had been whisked away, like the grains of sand that tumbled over the top of the beach on a breezy winter morning.

He missed Leo. Missed his brother’s sunny nature, his terrible jokes, his infectious grin. Missed his certainty. Leo had been the perfect Prince Charming, who put people at their ease and would’ve made a brilliant king when their father was ready to step down from the role. And Niko had adored his elder brother. He’d been perfectly happy to live in Leo’s shadow: to be a private support rather than the public face of the monarchy.

Except, now Leo was gone, Niko had to take over and live the life Leo should’ve had. He needed to prepare for becoming the King of Amphithos, learning how to rule the island and balance any diplomatic tensions on the world stage. Instead of being the best man at Leo’s wedding, the nerdy and academic uncle to Leo’s children, the one who kept away from all the razzmatazz… Now, Niko was going to have to marry for duty’s sake, produce the next heir to the kingdom, and lead his country.

He didn’t even have a breathing space to come to terms with his new role properly, because losing Leo had aged both his parents dramatically. His father’s physician had advised that, for the sake of his health, Leonidas III should step down and let his younger son—now his only child—take up the mantle.

Of course Prince Nikolaos would do his duty. Of course he would. Hadn’t he done that from the day he’d identified his brother’s body, stepping down from his role at the university and exchanging his history books for legal briefings and budgets? He’d swapped poetry and art for in-depth reports on wine, olives and tourism. He’d learned to be a statesman and stuffed all his emotions and his dreams into a little box, putting the needs of the island before his own. He was going to marry a princess from a list chosen by the Palace Council and his parents—a dynastic marriage for the sake of Amphithos.

Though Niko was struggling to live up to Leo’s legacy. It made him feel guilty, because he found it all a pressure rather than a pleasure, the way Leo had. He was living the life his brother should have had, but it wasn’t the life he’d wanted for himself. At all.

‘Just snap out of it and stop wallowing, Niko,’ he told himself roughly. ‘There isn’t a choice. You have to step up. Be the king.’

But it wouldn’t hurt just to take a tiny look at the dig that should’ve been his, would it?





It didn’t get better than this, Gemma thought as she walked across the site. She was a week into the job of her dreams, excavating a previously unknown temple to Amphitrite—the goddess of the sea and Poseidon’s wife. Her team would be staying on the island kingdom of Amphithos, just off the western coast of Greece, for the next six weeks. She’d already fallen in love with the island; it was full of lush vegetation, olive groves and bougainvillea. The capital city, Vrachos Delfinion—meaning ‘Dolphin Rock’—was gorgeous, from the Venetian-built ancient palace through to the fishermen’s cottages in the harbour with their white walls and blue painted shutters. The beaches had plenty of soft golden sand, and the turquoise Ionian sea lapped lazily at the shoreline.

Summer in paradise.

How much life could change in a few short months. A year ago, Gemma had been knocked sideways by her fiancé jilting her at the altar. Andy hadn’t turned up to their wedding: not because he’d fallen in love with someone else, but because he’d fallen out of love with her. He hadn’t even had the guts to tell her to her face, or to call the wedding off before the actual day; instead, he’d asked his best man to tell her at the church door, while he left the country to travel to India and ‘find himself’.

At the time, Gemma had been devastated. She’d loved Andy and she’d believed he loved her all the way back. He’d been the one to propose. He’d been the one who wanted the big party to celebrate their nuptials. Gemma would’ve been just as happy with a quiet, simple wedding and a reception in a village hall with a home-made buffet and their friend’s band supplying the music. In her view it was the wedding itself and having the people you loved there that counted, not expensive clothes and gourmet menus and fashionable party favours.

With the help of her parents, her brother and her friends, Gemma had sorted out the mess Andy had left behind him. During the course of the past year, she’d picked herself back up and she’d come to feel grateful that she was single. The wedding-day-that-wasn’t had been a horrible experience, but she realised now that marrying someone who wasn’t truly committed to her would’ve been a huge mistake and taken much more time and pain to unpick.

Since then, she’d avoided relationships and concentrated her focus on her work; and now she had the reward of working on her dream dig, on what they hoped would be a unique temple in the Mediterranean. Better still, their entire team had been put up in one of the university’s student accommodation blocks rather than having to camp out in tents for the duration of the summer dig. With a beach where she could swim every morning before work, a café nearby which sold excellent coffee and even more excellent pastries, and a taverna across the road from the dig site offering simple, beautifully cooked and locally sourced food for dinner, the location was perfect.

She’d already sent the students off to Theo’s Taverna, and she’d just set the alarm and was about to lock up the little building where the finds were being stored when she noticed a man walking through the site.

‘Excuse me!’ she called.

Either he hadn’t heard her or he was in a world of his own, because he didn’t reply. Well, she couldn’t leave him wandering around out here.

Sighing inwardly, she locked the door, shoved the keys into the pocket of her jeans, and headed over towards him. ‘Kalispéra. Miláte angliká?’ She only knew a smattering of Greek right now; although she was learning a little more each day, with the help of the students on her team, she didn’t know enough yet to have a lengthy conversation with someone. If the answer to her polite question was no, he didn’t speak English, she’d have to resort to her phone to help her translate.

‘Yes, I do,’ he said.

Gemma was surprised to discover that he had barely a trace of an accent, given that he looked like a local.

He was dressed casually in faded jeans, a white T-shirt and canvas shoes. His dark hair was slightly wavy and cut short; his beard was close-cropped; and his eyes were the colour of amber. She judged him to be a couple of years older than she was, maybe on the cusp of thirty, and he was one of the most beautiful men she’d ever seen. Had Gemma’s mother Cassie been here, she would’ve nudged Gemma and murmured that this guy reminded her of a young George Michael, her crush as a teen, and then burst into a chorus of ‘Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go’ and made Gemma sing along with her.

Gemma suppressed both the amusement and the sudden wave of homesickness. She needed to look and sound professional, right now, because this man shouldn’t be here and she needed to ask him to leave. Pushing George Michael to the back of her head, she said, ‘I’m very sorry, but I’m afraid the dig isn’t open to the public.’

‘And you are…?’ he asked, challenging her.

She drew herself up to her full five feet five inches and removed her sunglasses. ‘Dr Gemma Stone, lead archaeologist on this project, from the University of London,’ she said crisply. ‘And you are…?’





She didn’t know who he was.

And it made Niko want to punch the air, because it meant that Dr Gemma Stone would have no preconceptions about him. She wouldn’t curtsey to him, or address him as ‘Your Highness’; she wouldn’t rush to offer her condolences on the loss of his brother. She’d see him as just an ordinary man. And, with her being an archaeologist, she’d be able to talk to him about the things he’d been missing so badly. Win, win, win.

‘Niko,’ he said. ‘Just Niko.’

And then he made the mistake of holding his hand out to shake hers. The second her skin touched his, it felt as if he’d been struck by lightning.

Oh, help. This wasn’t supposed to happen. He wasn’t in the market for a relationship—well, not unless she was secretly the Crown Princess of Somewhere-or-other, someone his mother would be happy to add to the list of suitable potential brides for the king-to-be of Amphithos. And that wasn’t likely.

The problem was, he hadn’t felt that zing of attraction towards anyone for a long time. He knew it wasn’t something he should act on, either. But Gemma Stone was irresistible. Her strawberry-blonde hair was pulled back at the nape of her neck with a scrunchie, protected from the sun by a leather fedora that made him think of both Indiana Jones and an English TV archaeologist he’d had a secret crush on for years. There was the cutest sprinkling of freckles across her nose. Her piercing blue eyes were full of challenge and, he suspected, a sense of humour; and her mouth was as beautiful as that on any statue of Aphrodite he’d ever seen.

‘And you’re here, Niko, because…?’ she asked.

He could hardly tell her that he was about to become the king of Amphithos, her excavation was on land that just so happened to belong to his family, and—until he’d needed to resign from his job at the university to join the family business—he was actually the person who’d originally suggested they should excavate the site. He’d also been the one who suggested her team should come over to help. He’d sat through a few lectures by her professor, eighteen months ago, and he’d liked what he’d heard. ‘I’m just interested in the dig,’ he said.

‘Journalist?’ she asked.

‘Mmm-hmm.’ It was a mumbled noise, not a proper word, so it wasn’t a complete lie, he told himself.

‘I’m afraid we’re not really in a position to report anything to the press at the moment,’ she said. ‘If you’d like to leave me your business card, I can make sure you’re on the list for any press releases as soon as we’re able to talk about our finds.’

Niko felt the colour stain his face. ‘Sorry. No business card,’ he said. Telling her who he was would make it obvious why he didn’t need a business card, but he didn’t want to do that. He wanted to enjoy these few moments of feeling he was still part of the academic world. Admitting that he was the prince would make things way too complicated.

‘How about your email address?’ she asked, taking out her phone and clearly ready to take a note.

Awkward. Then again, he was pretty sure he could talk his way round this one. ‘Niko@palace.amphi.com,’ he said.

Her eyes narrowed. ‘You’re connected to the palace?’

‘I work with the press office,’ he said. Which was true, up to a point. She didn’t need to know that they worked for him, or that he worked with other departments at the palace as well. Plus she’d been the one who’d suggested he was a journalist. He’d simply gone along with it rather than correcting her.

‘I already have a contact at the royal press office,’ she said. ‘Yiannis.’

His private secretary, who also oversaw PR. ‘That’s fine,’ Niko said. ‘He’ll forward any relevant information to me.’ If Gemma Stone assumed that Yiannis was his boss, instead of the other way round…well, he hadn’t actually said that, had he?

Her eyes narrowed. ‘Then, Niko, thank you for your interest in the site, but perhaps you’d be kind enough to let me finish locking up? My students will be wondering where I’ve got to, and it would be a shame if they had to come back from the bar across the street and check up on me.’

Amphithos had a very low crime rate and Gemma was perfectly safe, but even so Niko rather thought at least one of her students should’ve stayed behind to help instead of them all rushing off for a cold beer after a hard day’s work. ‘All right, Dr Stone, I’ll let you get on,’ he said with a smile, stuffing down the disappointment that he hadn’t been able to get even a peek into a trench. ‘Thank you for your time.’

‘You’re very welcome, Niko,’ she said with a polite smile. ‘Sorry I couldn’t be of any more help.’




CHAPTER TWO

The following morning, just after sunrise, Gemma went for her habitual swim before work, enjoying the peace and quiet. How amazing it was to swim in the ocean instead of jostling for space in the university swimming pool, with just the sound of the waves swishing onto the shore and seabirds calling overhead.

Everything was fine until she felt a sudden pain in her right calf.

Cramp.

She knew better than to try to swim through it; she needed to stretch out the muscle. Thankfully she wasn’t too far from the shore; when she tried standing up, she was relieved to discover that the sea came up to her chin. If she’d been just a few more centimetres deeper, out of her depth, she would’ve really been in trouble.

It was a bit of a struggle, but she made it to the shore and finally managed to sit down on the sand. She flexed her right foot, trying to pull her toes in as hard as possible to stretch the muscle, and massaged her sore calf.

She was just at the point of standing up again and trying to work out where she was when she realised two soldiers were walking towards her. As they reached her and she stood up, one of them said something to her in Greek.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, frantically racking her brains for the words she needed. The combination of cramp and shock at seeing the soldiers—men with actual guns, not what she was used to seeing on the streets back home—had flustered her completely. ‘Anglikà,’ she said, hoping it was the right word so they’d realise she needed help and she wasn’t some kind of master criminal with nefarious intentions who should be dragged off to the dungeons at gunpoint.

‘We speak English,’ the first soldier said. ‘What are you doing here, madam?’

‘I was swimming,’ she said, gesturing to her swimming costume and bare feet. ‘I got cramp. That’s why I had to get out of the sea and onto the beach.’

‘This beach is private. It’s out of bounds to the public,’ the second soldier said. ‘We have to ask you to leave.’

Despite the warmth of the morning sun, she shivered. ‘I’m so sorry, but I really don’t want to risk swimming in the sea again, in case the cramp returns.’

‘You need to leave the area,’ the first soldier said. ‘We’ll escort you to the gate.’

‘I apologise for trespassing,’ she said, starting to panic slightly. How could she walk back to the university on the road, when she didn’t have shoes? She gestured to her bare feet. ‘But—look, as I already told you, I was swimming.’ The panic deepened, making her gabble. ‘Please can you help me? I don’t have my phone on me or any money. I can’t call anyone to bring me a towel and some clothes and pick me up, because I can’t remember anyone’s phone number, and anyway I doubt if any taxi would agree to take me anywhere dressed like this, and—’

A third man joined them and spoke in rapid Greek. Then he added in English, for her benefit, ‘Good morning, Dr Stone.’

Then she really looked at the stranger who’d just joined them—a man in a very expensive-looking suit. Someone she’d met before. A man who could vouch for her. She could’ve wept with relief.

‘Good morning, Niko,’ she said. ‘I’m so sorry. I was swimming and I got cramp. These gentlemen tell me I’m trespassing.’

‘Strictly speaking, you are. This beach is private and belongs to the royal estate,’ he said. He turned to the two soldiers and spoke again in Greek.

They inclined their heads.

Niko looked at Gemma. ‘I just told Géorgios and Petros it’s fine; I know who you are and you’re working on the dig with the university. I told them I’ll take it from here,’ he explained.

‘Thank you. I appreciate your help. But won’t you get into trouble with Yiannis?’ she asked.

‘I very much doubt it.’ He smiled. ‘We’ll find some dry clothes and footwear for you at the palace, and I’ll take you back to your team.’

Considering she’d more or less marched him off the dig yesterday, he was being kinder than she deserved, right now. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I really—’

‘—shouldn’t swim on your own,’ he cut in dryly. ‘Not that you’re likely to be accosted or hurt by anyone, because the island’s pretty safe, but the sea can be very unpredictable. Does anyone know where you are?’

‘No,’ she admitted. ‘I mean, I’ve talked about how much I enjoy swimming before breakfast, so one of the students would probably have guessed I’d done exactly that and gone looking for me. They would’ve seen my towel and shoes on the beach and raised the alarm when they couldn’t see me anywhere.’

‘Had you got into difficulties,’ he said, ‘then they might’ve been too late when you were found. Plus, with no phone and no means of identification on you, how would the emergency services know who to contact? Or, if you were still alive but unconscious, how would they know if you had any severe allergies or medical conditions they’d need to be aware of when treating you?’

Right at that moment, Gemma felt like a stupid child. And she couldn’t argue with Niko, because she knew he was absolutely right. She’d been thoughtless. Reckless, even. All she had on her was the door key she’d pinned to the strap of her swimming costume. She’d been so carried away with the idea of being able to swim in the sea before breakfast that it hadn’t even occurred to her to carry some form of identification. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said again.

‘Never, ever take risks with the sea,’ he said softly. ‘Come on. I’ll take you to the palace.’ He shrugged off his jacket and made as if to place it round her shoulders.

‘No,’ she said swiftly. ‘You’ll ruin your jacket. I’m covered in sand and seawater.’ Though she was awkwardly aware that she was very underdressed, in bare feet and a red swimsuit that she’d fallen in love with but had to admit clashed a bit with her hair. She could hardly go walking into the palace dressed like this.

‘Then give me a moment, please, Dr Stone. What size shoes do you take?’

Clearly he was going to borrow something for her, she thought with relief. ‘An English five,’ she said.

‘OK.’ He took a phone from his pocket and made a swift call. A couple of minutes later, a young woman in a smart uniform arrived carrying a hooded towelling robe and a pair of beach shoes. Both looked brand new.

‘Efcharistó,’ she said gratefully to the young woman, donning the robe and putting on the shoes as the woman melted away into the background.

‘You said earlier that you had cramp. Can you walk?’ Niko asked.

‘Yes.’

‘Good. Come with me,’ he said. ‘I’ll get you a cup of coffee to warm you up before I take you back.’

‘I don’t want to be any trouble,’ she said. ‘Really. If I could just borrow your phone to call a cab, I’ll sort out the fare when I’m back at my accommodation.’

‘There’s no need. I’ll arrange transport,’ he said.

‘Thank you for rescuing me,’ she said. ‘I appreciate it. Especially as I was a bit—well, I was rude to you, yesterday, and I apologise for that.’

He smiled. ‘I didn’t have an appointment with you and I was a complete stranger. You did absolutely the right thing, asking me to leave the site.’

When they reached the palace, he took her through to a back entrance and unlocked the door with a security fob. Then he shepherded her into a small but comfortable sitting room that she assumed was part of the press office, and gestured to her to sit on a rich upholstered sofa.

‘Coffee?’ he said. ‘And I assume you didn’t eat before your swim.’

‘I didn’t,’ she admitted, ‘but there’s really no need to put anyone to any trouble. I’ll eat something when I’m back at my accommodation.’

‘I’m having breakfast. You might as well join me,’ he said. ‘It’s not putting anyone to any trouble. Any allergies or dietary restrictions?’

‘None,’ she said. ‘Thank you. I’d really love some coffee.’

Before she knew it, there was a plate of delicious-looking Greek pastries on the coffee table, along with a jug of coffee.

‘Milk? Sugar?’ he asked.

‘Just a splash of milk, please.’

He
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