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  Prologue


The sun was a deep red orb drowning on the horizon, its lingering warmth seeping into the dark waters of the Mediterranean Sea. Night was coming, and colour was leaching from the land. 
She shivered and squinted at the coastal track ahead. The narrow trail, the jagged cliff edge… everything was blending into a stretch of desolate grey. It would have been all too easy to miss a step, to trip and fall in the gathering dark, and she had to force herself to keep a measured pace despite the hammering of her heart. 
It would be all right. He would be there. 
A gust of wind blew in from the sea, tossing her hair and dragging strands across her face. Her steps faltered as she was blinded for a moment, and she paused to push the hair impatiently out of her eyes. Then she turned swiftly, staring at the empty track behind her. 
Had she heard something? The rattle of loose stones, the crunch of dust underfoot?
She strained her ears, trying to listen above the sound of her own hurried breathing. Nothing. She must have imagined it. 
She turned to press on, but she had barely gone a step when she heard it again: that sharp scrape against rock, the scattershot of gravel falling down the cliffside. She whirled back, peering into the twilight gloom.
A prickling awareness came over her… a sense of eyes watching her in the darkness. She hesitated, torn between wanting to run and not wanting to turn her back on whoever was watching. 
“Who… who’s there?”
Her voice was thin and immediately snatched away by the wind, but something moved in response. She jerked her gaze up. The movement had come from somewhere above. A clatter of stones tumbled down to the track. And then a shape emerged, silhouetted against the indigo sky. 
Curved horns, drooping ears, knobbly legs beneath a shaggy, hairy body… 
“Oh God…!” The breath left her chest in a shaky laugh. 
It was just a goat. A bloody Cretan goat—one of the many feral animals that roamed these mountains. It eyed her with that uncanny goat stare, its jaws moving as it chewed on a piece of scrub. She shook her head, more annoyed with herself than with the creature, and turned back to the track with renewed urgency. Her paranoia had cost her precious minutes—she was already late, and he would be waiting. 
The track snaked around a rocky overhang, then widened as the cliffside jutted out to form a small ledge. She knew this place—it was the famous lookout point. After recent landslides, access to its panoramic views had been blocked by barrier tape attached to makeshift posts. A crooked sign hung on one of the posts with a handwritten message: “DANGER / Προσοχή” scrawled in black. But she barely glanced at it—she had caught sight of the figure standing on the ledge and felt a rush of surprised delight. 
“You’re here! I thought we were meeting in the cove…?”
He turned, and her heart gave a little jump as she took in the handsome features. Strange—and frightening—to think how quickly someone could become so important to you, so integral to your happiness. Then she caught her own thoughts. It isn’t so simple, she reminded herself grimly. There were still questions he hadn’t answered, things he had promised to explain. 
She climbed over the barrier tape and joined him at the end of the ledge, where the land broke off in a sheer drop into the darkness. Below, she could hear the hush and sigh of the sea as water surged against the rocks at the base of the cliffs. 
She thought that he would reach out and take her into his arms, but instead, he began to talk. Words that made her cringe, words that made her stare at him in sick horror. 
“No…” She shook her head vehemently. “No!”
He did reach for her then, but she shrank away, unable to bear the thought of him touching her. Not now. Not when she knew what those hands had done. She stumbled back, slipping on the uneven ground, and felt a yawning emptiness against her back. But that was nothing compared to the yawning abyss of rage, anguish, and despair in front of her. How could he be the one who had betrayed them all along?
He was still talking, his voice loud and urgent, but she couldn’t take the words in, couldn’t even look at him any more. She shoved him away, violent and hysterical, and saw his face darken in anger—
And now she realised that she was too close to the edge. The ground was crumbling beneath her feet. 
She gasped and flailed, her fingers clawing air… her body teetering… 
But he was there, standing behind her. Relief cut through the panic. He would pull her to safety. She twisted, reaching for him at last. His eyes locked with hers. They were desperate, blazing. And then his hands came out towards her. 






  
  Chapter One


The first thing to do when you arrive in Crete, they’d told me, is to buy a charm to ward off the Evil Eye—a mati pendant, with its concentric circles of black, white, and blue, which would absorb malevolence and deflect misfortune. But perhaps I should have bought myself a protective charm before I left home, I thought ruefully as I stood in the empty car park, shielding my eyes against the dazzling morning sunshine. So far, what should have been a short, breezy trip from London had morphed into a grim endurance test. Airport strikes, additional baggage inspections, multiple flight delays… it was as if the ancient Greek gods themselves were conspiring to keep me from the island. 
Still, when I had finally arrived in Chania late last night and staggered into a hotel in the Old Town, I’d thought that the ordeal was over. I had even congratulated myself on finding a room at such short notice, given that it was high season and I’d never planned a stopover in this popular harbour city. My smugness was short-lived, however. And when I’d hurried to the car rental agency this morning to claim the vehicle I should have picked up yesterday, I was met by a moustachioed attendant who informed me lugubriously that my car had been given away. 
He looked up now from the outdoor kiosk where he had been studying a tablet and shook his head. “Ochi. No, I am sorry. There is no other car… Maybe if you stay in Chania, wait one or two days… it’s possible there will be a cancellation.”
“Two days? I can’t wait two days!” I took a deep breath and looked at him pleadingly. “I’m only a little bit late. It’s not even been twenty-four hours. I know I was supposed to come yesterday afternoon, but my flight was delayed and I didn’t arrive until after your office was closed—”
He shook his head again. “I am sorry, madam. It is the policy. We only hold for three hours after the booking, then we give to another customer. It is June, you see. It is peak season. Many people want cars.”
“Surely you must have something?” I said. “I’m happy to pay more for an upgraded model.”
“It is not the money. We have no car to give you. All the car fleets on the island is fully booked already. People, they reserve their car many months before.” He made a sweeping gesture with one hand across the empty car park. “The one you book is the last one. But when you don’t come, we give to the man on the waiting list.”
I swallowed my frustration, knowing that he only spoke the truth. In fact, I’d been lucky to find a hire car at all when I’d decided on my impulsive trip to Crete last week. I sighed and gazed across the empty car park—then paused as my eyes fell on a nondescript grey sedan in the far corner.
“What about that one?” I asked, pointing. “Isn’t that available?”
Instead of answering, he said: “To where you are driving? You stay in Chania and you make daytrip?”
“No, actually, I’m heading to a village called… um, Agia Eleni…”
“Ah, Agia Eleni,” he said, pronouncing it “Aya Eh-LAY-nee”. He raised his eyebrows and looked at me with new curiosity. “It is small fishing village—very small. On the south coast, on the other side of the mountains. Very difficult to find. Most tourists don’t go there.”
“I’m going to visit my friend,” I explained. “My best friend Roxy has bought the old taverna in the village and is fixing it up. She told me there’s going to be a lot of development there—apparently a new luxury resort opened recently?”
“Ahh, yes, last month. Big hotel. With many swimming pools and restaurants and spa. But that is in Agios Georgios, the next village, not in Agia Eleni. Most people do not know Agia Eleni… except from the news. Because of the woman who died there.”
“What woman?” I looked at him in mild surprise. “I didn’t hear about that.”
The attendant pulled a face. “It’s only two weeks ago. She is a woman from England. She had accident. They found her body.”
“Oh.” I recoiled slightly. “What… what happened?”
 “She is hiking near the village, on the cliffs beside the sea. Is very high up and the way is dangerous sometimes.” He gave a shrug. “But what to do—many of the tourists, they don’t take care. The police say she don’t wear good walking shoes, she don’t have water—even no mobile phone.” He turned earnestly to me. “Many people, they don’t understand Crete, you know? It’s not like Mykonos or Santorini. There, it is easy to walk, to go see the view and take photos, and there is many places to eat and drink and rest. They are gentle islands,” he said with a contemptuous wave of his hand. “But here in Crete, it is different. It is wild. There is still many places that have no human touch. All you see is the mountain and trees and rocks… some of the small villages, still you can only go there by boat or by walking. There is no road.”
I had certainly heard a lot about the rugged, untamed beauty of Crete and the remoteness of the southern coast, but the way he described it felt particularly disquieting. 
“Is the hiking that difficult?” I asked. “I’d been looking forward to trying some of the trails around Agia Eleni. I heard that there are lots of beautiful hikes on the south coast, through the gorges in the mountains.”
“Ah, yes… very beautiful… the most beautiful!” the attendant said, his voice warming with pride. “We have the most beautiful nature in Crete, you know? Every year, there is hundreds and thousands of people come from all over the world. Just for the hiking in Crete. You know the Samaria Gorge? It’s very famous, the longest canyon in Europe. Is eight hours to walk. Also many, many other gorges and tracks through the mountains. But… it’s not easy. It’s not like holiday on the beach. There is big rocks, and you have to climb up and go down… some parts are very sharp—how you say…?” He made a tilting gesture. 
“Very steep?” I said.
“Yes, very steep. It’s easy to fall if not careful. And there is nobody to help you—the mountain is very empty. You cannot use your mobile phone. But it’s okay,” he added hastily, seeing my expression and belatedly remembering that he was supposed to be promoting his country to visitors. “You take water and hat and wear the good walking shoes. You follow the sign of the track. Then is no problem. Just you prepare.”
“Oh, don’t worry—after what you’ve told me, I’m not setting foot in the mountains without a firstaid kit, a head helmet, and a GPS tracker!” I declared, only half joking. 
He grinned suddenly. “That is good. We say in Crete: Kalýtera na déseis ton gáidaro pará na ton gyréveis. It means: ‘Better to tie up your donkey than have to look for it after.’”
I laughed. “We have an English version of that, about stitches and time, but I like the Cretan version better.”
The attendant glanced at the remaining grey sedan again, then eyed me speculatively. “You drive in Crete before? You are good driver?”
“Well, no, this is my first time in Crete—in Greece, actually. But I am a fairly good driver,” I said quickly, not wanting to admit that living in London meant that I hadn’t driven a car regularly in years. “I’m sure I can manage,” I added with a bright smile. 
He didn’t look convinced. “You have to drive up and through the mountains to reach Agia Eleni,” he said gravely. “It is not a long drive. It is three hours, maybe four maximum. But the road is narrow, especially in the mountains, and many parts is not smooth, not cover by cement, you know? And there is many turns, like this—” he made sharp snaking motions with his hands, “—when you cannot see who is coming from the other side. The local people, they drive very fast, you know?” He paused. “Sometimes there is bad accidents.”
Somehow, his stark statement hit harder than a dramatic warning. I could picture the twisting roads with blind corners and a sheer drop down one side. 
I swallowed. “I’m sure if I just familiarise myself with the car’s controls and take it slow…?”
He looked at me doubtfully. “Maybe it’s too difficult…” He didn’t actually say “for a woman” but the words hung in the air between us.
Before I could make an indignant retort, he added: “That car is available—but it is manual.”
“Oh.” Much as I wanted to bristle at any sexist patronising, I had to admit that his scepticism in this case was well-founded. Any driving I’d done in recent years had been on an automatic transmission; I hadn’t touched a manual vehicle in over twenty years. Considering that I would have to drive on the right side of the road—something I’d never done before—as well as negotiate dangerous mountain routes with maniacal local drivers… well, the whole thing was beginning to feel less like feminist bravado and more like plain foolhardiness. 
I heaved a sigh of defeat. “No, I can’t take a manual car.”
“Then maybe it’s better you take taxi,” said the attendant quickly. “I can call one for you. I know very good driver. He has private car for tourists. He is driving across the mountains often.”
I hesitated. A private car would be expensive, but it wasn’t the cost that gave me pause. Instead, it was the recollection of Roxy’s scornful voice the last time we’d had a dinner together back in London:
“You have no idea how the other half lives any more, Daphne. Since you sold your business and got all that dosh, you’ve become so used to your first-class flights and Michelin-star restaurants that you can’t appreciate what it’s like. Most people haven’t got that kind of money to throw around.”
“That’s not true!” I had cried, defensive and hurt. “I do know what it’s like to manage on a tight budget: I’ve shared a grotty bedsit, I’ve lived on nothing but pot noodles and tinned beans, I’ve done night shifts cleaning kitchens… you know I have—you were there!”
“That was years ago when we were students. Come on, when was the last time you didn’t stay in a five-star hotel? Or worried about the price of anything? When was the last time you had to be uncomfortable, just to save money?”
When was the last time you had to be uncomfortable, just to save money?  I winced now at the memory of that conversation. Arriving in Agia Eleni in a private chauffeured car would confirm everything Roxy had said. It was silly, perhaps, but I needed to prove to her—to myself—that it wasn’t true; that I hadn’t lost touch. 
“No,” I said resolutely. “I don’t want a private car. How about public transport? Is there a public bus?”
The attendant looked even more doubtful. “There is no bus which go directly to Agia Eleni. It’s not near the main road. The only way is you go to Plakias first—this is the closest village. There is beach there, some of the tourists go there. From Plakias, you can take local taxi to Agia Eleni. But—” he raised a hand, cutting off my eager rejoinder, “—the public bus to Plakias is from another city, Rethymno, so you have to go there first. That is one and half hour. And then you have to make transfer from the bus station… but there is not many bus going to Plakias often, so maybe you have to wait for long time in the station…” 
He shook his head, frowning and lapsing into a thoughtful silence, before brightening suddenly. “Ahh! Maybe I have answer for you! I speak to my friend. You wait here…”
Slightly bemused, I stood by the kiosk as the attendant wandered a short distance away, talking on his phone. From his impassioned tone and violent gesticulations, it sounded less like he was speaking to a friend and more like to a foe! But when he finally returned, his face was wreathed in smiles. 
“I arrange for you,” he announced proudly. “My friend, he is concierge in the hotel here in Chania. They have private coach, take the guests for tour to south coast. The coach is leaving at 12 p.m. They will pass by Plakias on the way. So I ask him to take you also—you can go with the tour until Plakias and leave the coach there. Then you can take local taxi to Agia Eleni. You pay only half-price for the tour. It’s more expensive than public bus, but not so much like private car. You like this idea?”
“It’s a wonderful idea!” I said, gratefully. “Thank you so much.”
“Okay, this is address of hotel. You go there before 12 p.m…” He scribbled something on a scrap of paper, then glanced at the watch on his wrist. “You have time, more than two hours. You can go for shopping… See there is many nice shops around here. You buy some nice souvenir from Chania, eh?”
As the attendant escorted me out of the car park, I reached into my bag, assuming that he’d expect something for his help. But to my surprise, he backed away from the proffered tip. 
“No, no,” he said, waving the money away with an embarrassed shrug. “It’s not necessary. Here in Crete—o xénos eínai evlogía—it’s blessing to help a stranger.” 
“Thank you.” I dredged up my meagre collection of Greek guidebook words. “Eff-kari-sto… is that how you say it?”
He chuckled and gently corrected my pronunciation. “Yes, efharistó.” He inclined his head graciously. “Parakaló. You are welcome.” He gestured to the street beyond the car park. “There is good café on this street. They have the best dakos. You know this? It’s a special dish from Crete. You must try!”
I’d had a hearty breakfast that morning before checking out of the hotel, but he was so enthusiastic that I didn’t have the heart to demur. In any case, I had time to kill, and it was probably a good idea to grab a snack before the long coach journey. So I dutifully made my way to the recommended café and ordered the Cretan speciality. It certainly lived up to the hype: chunks of crisp barley rusks atop a bed of chopped ripe tomatoes, olives, cucumbers, and a soft white Cretan cheese called myzithra, all drizzled with extra virgin olive oil and generously sprinkled with fresh oregano. It was simple and rustic, yet absolutely delicious. I left the café feeling pleasantly sated and began wandering around the surrounding streets. 
Windows and shopfronts beckoned with bright displays of ceramic pottery, handwoven throws, and carved wooden spoons, but I didn’t stop until I reached the end of the street. There, hemmed in on either side by bigger, brasher stores, stood a tiny cave of a shop. To be honest, I wouldn’t have noticed the shop if it were not for the stuffed toy cat sleeping on the decorative cushion by the entrance. I smiled, marvelling at how lifelike it was, and put out a hand to stroke the ball of fur—then jerked back in surprise as the cat twitched and I found myself gazing into a pair of wide feline eyes. 
“My God… you’re real!” I gasped with a laugh.
The cat yawned in reply and rose to her feet, arching her back luxuriously. Then she looked over my shoulder and chirruped a greeting. I turned to see a young woman emerging from the darkened shop doorway. 
“Kaliméra!”
“Hello… is this your cat?” I asked smiling.
“She is a Chania cat,” said the shop girl with an indulgent look. “She comes and goes as she likes, and all the hotels and tavernas feed her. You will see many cats like this around Crete.” 
I saw her eyeing me surreptitiously, taking in my unbranded but obviously expensive silk-linen top, matching trousers, and the monogrammed wheeled case by my side. She gestured to the open doorway behind her. “Come in… take a look! We have many beautiful things—all handmade, all by local designers. The perfect souvenir for an elegant lady like you.”
I chuckled at the blatant flattery and was about to decline when I realised that it was a jewellery shop. And winking at me from the window display was the very thing I’d been instructed to find: a mati charm to guard against the Evil Eye. 
Obediently, I followed her into the shop. My eyes took a moment to adjust to the darkness inside, then I looked around in surprise, amazed at how much had been crammed into the tiny space. Glass counters and floor-to-ceiling cases surrounded me, all filled with intricate pieces of jewellery showcasing ancient Greek motifs. I spun in a slow circle, admiring the gleaming displays, then started as I bumped against someone. I turned to find myself facing a hunched old woman in a black dress and headscarf. She stared at me, her dark eyes fierce beneath the wrinkled brow, and I took an involuntary step back.
“This is my grandmother,” said the shop girl. 
“Er… hello,” I said, giving the old woman an uncertain smile. She didn’t respond but continued regarding me with that unnerving stare. I turned nervously away to find the shop girl also eyeing me intently.
 “I know you!” she said suddenly, snapping her fingers. “I saw your picture. In the magazine… also on social media… you are that famous jewellery designer, no? I read your story,” she said, her face filling with admiration. “They said you started making jewellery in your home studio, all made by hand… and then you become very famous, and everybody wants to buy your designs… and then you become a big business—a super luxury brand!”
“Er… no, not exactly,” I said, shifting uncomfortably. “I mean, yes, I do specialise in quirky, handmade jewellery, but my business was bought by one of the big luxury brands. I’m not a big company.”
“Oh—so you are not doing the design any more?”
“No, no, I am,” I assured her. “The company kept me on as the Creative Director, so I’m still very involved.”
“Ah.” She beamed and turned to the old woman beside her. “Yiayia, this lady is famous! Like a celebrity! She is very rich, very successful!”
“No, I—” Flushing with embarrassment, I started to protest, but my words were drowned out by a flood of excited Greek as the shop girl continued talking to her grandmother in their own language. 
The old woman’s dark eyes flickered to me again, her gaze assessing. It felt uncomfortably like she was seeing right through me. 
Then she stepped forwards suddenly and cried: “Eísai matiasméni!” She leaned towards me and spat three times with great relish. “Ftou! Ftou! Ftou!”
I reeled back in shock.
“Yiayia!” cried the shop girl reproachfully. She turned to me with an expression of horrified apology. “Please—I am so sorry. My grandmother is not being rude. This is just our culture. She says the Evil Eye is on you, so she spit on you to protect you.”
“Oh… right…” I shifted hastily out of spitting range.
“It’s because you have great success. In Greece, we believe that if you have good fortune—if you are beautiful, or rich, or lucky—then people will look at you with envy. They will put the Evil Eye on you. Then you will become hurt or sick—bad things will happen to you,” the girl said earnestly. 
“But… that’s just a superstition, isn’t it?” I said with a weak smile. 
The shop girl shook her head. “It is true. It happens all the time—I see it. You know, last week, I got a new vase for my house, and then my friend visited and she told me: ‘Your new vase is so beautiful!’ And then after she left, the vase fell to the ground and broke into many pieces.”
“But that could have just been coincidence,” I protested.
The shop girl shrugged. “How do you know? It is better to take care. The Evil Eye can be very powerful—very dangerous.”
“Eínai máti,” said the grandmother, pointing a gnarled finger at me. 
I felt a shiver slide down my spine in spite of myself and pushed the notion away impatiently. It was just a quaint folk belief, nothing more.
“Don’t worry,” the shop girl assured me. “It is easy to protect yourself. You just keep a mati near you. You see? Like these…” She indicated a display case, which was filled with a row of pendants made of concentric rings of black, white, and blue. The dark centre of each mati looked uncannily like a black pupil. 
“We give these as gifts at weddings and baptisms to protect the new couple or the baby from the Evil Eye. And not just for the people; you can also have a mati for your house or your car or even your animals…” She pointed to one of the charms. “You see the blue colour? It is reflecting the bad energy away from you. It will protect you from others who look at you with bad intentions.” She beamed at me. “You like one? I will give you very good price.”
I smiled noncommittally and couldn’t help wondering if the whole scene with her grandmother had been a clever ploy to persuade impressionable foreigners to buy a charm! Still, this was the ultimate kitschy souvenir for any self-respecting tourist… 
I stepped closer to the row of pendants and was about to select one when I caught sight of a necklace on a stand above them. It was also a mati charm, but this one was rendered luxuriously in semi-precious stones, with concentric circles of gleaming black onyx, milky white opal, and rich blue lapis lazuli mounted on a gold base.
The shop girl followed my gaze. “Ah… you have very good taste! This one is very special; is handmade.” She lifted the necklace out of the case and handed it to me. “Very beautiful, no?”
“Yes, it’s gorgeous,” I agreed, holding it against my throat and admiring it in the mirror. 
“You will not find another one like this—it is a limited edition,” she said with a winning smile. 
I hesitated, glancing at the price tag. It was a hefty sum, as befitted a piece of luxury jewellery. And I was well aware that I was probably falling for a practised sales spiel. Still, she was right about its quality—as someone who crafted handmade jewellery for a living, I knew exquisite workmanship when I saw it. I eyed the pendant again in the mirror, admiring the way light danced along the shimmering surface of the lapis lazuli, catching the flecks of gold within the deep ultramarine blue…
“All right. I’ll take it,” I said. I was about to hand it back to her to wrap when the grandmother stepped forwards and said something in Greek, gesturing urgently to my neck. The shop girl started to argue, but the old woman cut her off harshly. Sighing, the girl turned back to me.
“My grandmother says you should wear it now, the mati. Don’t take it off.”
“Oh…” I started to laugh it off, feeling slightly annoyed at pandering to a silly superstition, but something in the old woman’s piercing gaze stopped me. 
I hesitated, then slowly clasped the charm around my neck. It felt cool and soothing against my skin, and there was something strangely reassuring about the weight of the pendant against my throat.
“It is good,” said the shop girl, eyeing me approvingly. “You wear the mati—you always stay safe. Oh, if you see a crack in the charm, don’t worry. This means that the bad luck coming to you has been absorbed. You have been protected. You just have to buy a new charm.”
Of course you do, I thought cynically. Still, I didn’t regret the purchase. If nothing else, it was a beautiful, unique piece of jewellery. 
As I left the shop, however, I couldn’t help glancing back again at the grandmother sitting in her corner. Her dark gaze met mine. There was a troubled look in her eyes as she watched me—and yet also a strange compassion. 
I turned quickly away and went out into the sunshine, telling myself not to let a superstitious old woman bother me. 
The unease lingered, though, as I made my way to join the tour group at the hotel. And I reached up impulsively to touch the mati charm as the coach pulled away from the alleys of the Old Town and headed south towards the mountains of Crete. 






  
  Chapter Two


The coach left Chania on a highway so wide and smooth that I wondered for a while if the car hire attendant had been exaggerating the dangers of driving in Crete. But when we left the motorway an hour later and began climbing into the mountains, I realised that he had actually been wildly circumspect. Ten minutes of driving on these roads would have been enough to turn my hair grey immediately! 
The route narrowed to barely more than a single lane in places and seemed to consist mostly of swooping climbs and hairpin turns. The coach lurched around the bends, its body swaying precariously and giving us all unwelcome glimpses of the sheer drop into the deep ravines below. And if the periodic bouts of vertigo weren’t enough to get our hearts racing, the cars appearing suddenly around the corners and rushing towards us at high speed, certainly made sure that we got a good cardio workout. 
The views really were stunning, though, and were almost enough to distract me from the nerve-wracking ride. Deep gorges carved their ways through the cliffs, their sides hemmed with clusters of junipers and cypress, their limestone walls reflecting the brilliance of the sun with dazzling intensity. Tucked between them were terraces filled with ancient olive groves and tiny villages, their whitewashed houses and terracotta roofs bright pops of colour in the sea of dusty greens, greys, and browns. 
As we climbed higher, the olive groves gave way to pine forests, cloaking the mountainsides in deep green and giving way, in their turn, to bare stone peaks that soared into the clouds. And then, at last… a triangle of shimmering blue. Our first glimpse of the south coast and the sea on the horizon. 
“Well, would you look at that—a sight for sore eyes, huh?”
I turned at the voice and found myself looking into the smiling face of a plump woman across the aisle. She was wearing the kind of batwing top that had been fashionable in the 1980s, combined with white culottes and a multitude of bags hanging off her person: bumbag, beach bag, tote bag, cross-body bag, and what looked like a mobile phone pouch hanging around her neck. She saw me staring and laughed. 
“Can’t be too prepared, honey—that’s my motto. Gotta bring everything we might need for a daytrip, ’cause Lord knows Mike never remembers a thing.” She gestured to the man sitting next to her, who I guessed was her husband.
I smiled politely, not quite sure how to respond, but the woman chattered on: “And I heard that this place we’re going to—it’s real pretty, but sort of wild, ya know? No showers or changing rooms or tanning beds or umbrellas… folks just drop their towels wherever they can, maybe under a palm tree if you get lucky. And no cafés or snack bars! So I packed sandwiches and snacks, and a ton of water—’cause Mike here, he’s useless with that kind of thing.” 
She rolled her eyes and gave her silent husband another nudge, then continued plaintively: “I told him, why can’t we just go to a beach near Chania? They got the same gorgeous views, and they’re way more comfortable. No hiking down cliffs or wondering—”
“We’re going to Preveli because it’s totally unspoilt,” her husband cut in, finally provoked into speaking. “It’s not just another pretty beach. There’s a natural palm forest and a river which flows right out of the mountains into the sea. Now that’s something special.”
The wife made a face at me. “Mike’s a real big hiker, and he always wants us to go to these wild places… I mean, I like walking and all, and the countryside’s real nice, but you read all these stories about bad stuff happening when people hike in Greece, you know? Like people getting lost and dying from the heat. You hear about that German man? The one who collapsed and died hiking in a gorge?”
I opened my mouth to reply, but she ploughed on.
“That was here in Crete. And there was that American guy who went hiking on one of the other Greek islands, and he straight-up disappeared. They had search parties and everything, but he’s still missing—”
“Hiking’s completely safe if you know what you’re doing,” her husband scoffed. “Most accidents involve tourists who go off walking in flip-flops, with no hat, no water—just doing dumb stuff like that.”
“That’s not true!” his wife protested. “What about that British guy—the TV doctor—what’s his name? Michael something… I remember ’cause it was nearly the same name as yours, Mike. Anyway, he was supposed to be really fit and had done a ton of hiking, and he started walking from the beach back to his hotel or something, but he never made it!” She turned to me with a stricken expression. “They found his body the next day.”
“He got unlucky,” her husband insisted. “That was a pretty rough trail he was on, and he probably shouldn’t have been hiking in the middle of the day in 100-degree heat. But just because one man made a mistake doesn’t mean that you can’t go hiking at all. You just gotta take extra care.”
The wife sat back, crossing her arms and pursing her lips, obviously fuming at not having her concerns taken seriously. In spite of agreeing with her husband’s more prosaic attitude, I felt a bit sorry for her.
“I think it’s great that you’re so prepared,” I said with a sympathetic smile. “And I don’t think you need to worry too much at the moment. We’re only at the beginning of June, and the weather is still very pleasant. Even the sea hasn’t warmed up yet. Most of those incidents you mentioned happened in the middle of heatwaves.”
The wife’s expression lightened and she looked at me curiously: “So what about you, honey? I didn’t see you on the tour yesterday or at breakfast this morning… are you staying at the hotel?”
“No, actually, you could say that I’m a hitchhiker,” I confessed with a grin. “I need to get to a village called Agia Eleni, and your concierge was kind enough to offer me a ride with the tour as far as Plakias, which is not far from the village.”
“Agia Eleni?” Her eyes were wide. “Isn’t that where another hiker died? I read about this poor woman who was out walking near a village on the south coast of Crete… I’m sure the village was called Agia Eleni.” She shuddered. “They found her body at the bottom of some cliffs by the sea. She was on this coastal trail, and they think she must have slipped and fallen. Although…” she glanced at her husband, then leaned towards me in a conspiratorial manner, “…I saw these posts on Facebook saying that maybe her death wasn’t an accident, after all. ’Cause she wasn’t some dumb tourist, you know; she worked for one of those nonprofit government things—what do they call ’em? NG—something?”
“NGO. Non-government organisation,” her husband said, making a face. “The  ones they’re always reporting on in the news back home: executives pocketing bonuses, kickbacks, misuse of funds, all that nonsense.”
The wife waved a dismissive hand. “Oh, Mike, that’s just in the US—”
“Corruption doesn’t care what country you’re in. I read that even the big-name outfits, like the Red Cross and Doctors Without Borders, blew a ton of donations on office upgrades and first-class travel.”
His wife shrugged with disinterest and turned back to me. “Well, this had nothing to do with the poor woman’s job. It’s not like she was on a mission or anything—she just came here on vacation. And they said she’d been to Crete loads of times before and was a really experienced hiker. She’d even done the Samaria Gorge a bunch of times and hiked, like, all over the island. Plus…” the wife lowered her voice even more melodramatically, “…it happened right around sunset, so it’s not like she was walking in a heatwave, you know? People are saying maybe she didn’t fall… maybe she was pushed—” 
“Oh, for Pete’s sake!” Her husband made an impatient sound. “This is why you gotta stop getting your news from social media! It’s nothing but a bunch of bored housewives gossiping and spreading garbage. If you read the official news, you’ll know that they didn’t find any signs of foul play. The woman was walking on a trail that’s notorious for crumbling rocks and landslides. And yeah, she was walking at dusk, but that’s when visibility is really poor, so it’s not surprising that she tripped and lost her footing and fell off the trail.” He gave a fatalistic shrug. “Accidents happen. There’s no need to blow this up into some kind of conspiracy theory about murder.”
The wife opened her mouth to make an indignant reply but was distracted by the coach slowing down. I looked out of the window in surprise. I had been so engrossed in the conversation that I hadn’t realised we were approaching a seaside town. A sign bearing the words “ΜΥΡΘΙΑΝΟΣ ΠΛΑΚΙΑΣ (Myrthianos Plakias)” flashed past, and then the coach rumbled to a stop in a small parking area beside the waterfront. 
The driver stood up and announced that there would be a twenty-minute break, inviting the guests to use the public toilets and stock up on supplies at the nearby supermarket. 
“So you’re leaving us here, huh?” said the American wife as we rose from our seats. “Why are you going to Agia Eleni again?”
“My best friend bought the old taverna in the village and she’s doing it up,” I explained, thinking back to the phone call from Roxy six months ago and her exuberant announcement:
“I’m moving to Crete! There’s this gorgeous taverna in a little village on the south coast that’s just begging for a bit of TLC! Steve’s finally signed the divorce papers, and the settlement should come through next week. I’ve already contacted a local agent about buying it! Oh Daph, it’ll be amazing,” she’d said enthusiastically. “I’m going to feature works by local artists on the walls, so that customers can support the resident community… and I’ll serve organic juices and dishes made from fresh local ingredients. You know, Crete’s got the most amazing olive oil and honey and yoghurt and cheeses and seafood straight from the harbour… It’s going to be a traditional Greek taverna with a modern twist. The tourists will love it!”
We’d had a rushed dinner the night before she left, and as we’d hugged goodbye at the end of the evening, Roxy had raised an eyebrow at me. 
“So when are you going to come and visit me in Crete?”
“Um… well, you know with work… and my schedule…”
Roxy rolled her eyes and heaved an exaggerated sigh. “Oh, sod your bloody work schedule! For once in your life, Daphne, do something spontaneous! Honestly, no one is going to die if you take a week off—hell, a month off! What’s the point of selling your business for all that dosh if you’re not going to enjoy the spoils, huh?”
“It’s not like that—” I started to protest, but Roxy cut me off.
“Look, you can hop on a plane any time—come and surprise me! Come for a weekend if you can’t make it longer.” She wagged a finger at me. “Just make sure you come. I’ll be expecting you. Otherwise, you might not see me for years because I’m not returning to the UK in a hurry, I can tell you! Now that I’m no longer pandering to Steve and his bloody ego, I’m going to do what I want for a change, put my own dreams first. I’m a totally free woman now. No more dreary grey skies and cold wet days for me. I’m swapping all that for sun and sea and lemon trees!” 
Sun and sea and lemon trees… The seductive words had lingered long after Roxy had left. And every time I logged onto social media, I had seen her posts with the gorgeous photos of her new life in Crete. What would it be like, I’d wondered, gazing at the images, to sit in the dappled shade of an olive tree, sipping a long, cool drink, and reading a book? Then I’d given a humourless laugh. Reading a book… Yeah, right. When was the last time I had sat down and read a book for pleasure? Or enjoyed a drink that wasn’t a hastily grabbed coffee before starting work on a bleary-eyed morning? Or gazed out a window and looked—really looked—at a tree? 
Of course, I had told myself that the sacrifices were worth it. My little hobby had grown into an artisanal designer brand. By refusing to follow market trends and producing only in small batches, I had inadvertently created a waiting-list frenzy that had catapulted my creations onto the “most wanted” list of every self-respecting celebrity, fashionista, and socialite out there. I was winning design awards and fielding takeover bids from luxury global corporations—but my family and friends were strangers, my love life non-existent, and I hadn’t taken a proper weekend off in nearly a decade. I had even forgotten how to get through a day that wasn’t filled with deadlines and Zoom meetings!
At first, it hadn’t seemed to matter, and I’d fobbed off any unease with airy excuses: “I haven’t got time for dates!” or “I’ll just work this weekend so I can get on top of things again.” Even after selling the business and handing the reins to someone else, I had not slowed down. Then, earlier this year, I had looked up one day and been shocked to find that years had passed and my personal life was a wasteland.
When I made a visit to the GP clinic last week, seeking relief once again from crippling migraines, the doctor had firmly suggested that rather than taking more drugs, I should really consider a holiday—a proper break from my punishing work routine. And I had suddenly thought of Roxy. A visit to a Greek taverna by the sea and a catch-up with my best friend… It was the perfect antidote. I hadn’t done anything impulsive in a long time, but that day, I had gone straight home and booked my ticket to Crete…
I came out of my thoughts to realise that the American wife was talking to me. “Sorry, my mind wandered for a minute. Could you repeat—”
“I said, is your friend coming to pick you up?”
“No, actually, she doesn’t even know that I’m coming,” I confessed with a laugh. “I’m planning to just turn up on her doorstep and surprise her.”
Mike raised his eyebrows. “Some people don’t like surprises.”
“Oh no, Roxy loves them,” I assured him. “She once dumped a boyfriend when we were in college because he was too predictable and never surprised her. My biggest challenge every Christmas is coming up with a gift idea she can’t guess because she always wants it to be surprised,” I said, smiling fondly. 
“Yeah, don’t listen to Mike,” the wife piped up. “He’s just a big ol’ wet blanket! I think it’s real sweet that you’re going to turn up out of the blue and surprise her.” She frowned suddenly. “But how are you gonna get there? Do you know her place?”
“I’ll get a local taxi. I’m sure they’ll know the place.”
“Well, I hope you’re right, honey. I don’t like the thought of a girl alone in the countryside like that. Anything could happen to you—”
“I’ll be fine,” I reassured her, stifling a laugh as I saw her husband roll his eyes. “It’s not like I’m leaving civilisation. This side of Crete may be off the beaten track, but it’s still perfectly safe. Besides, I’m hardly a ‘girl’,” I added with a wry smile. “I’ll be forty-three on my next birthday.”
The wife looked me up and down. “You coulda fooled me,” she declared. “You don’t look old enough to have left college. It’s true,” she insisted as I snorted with laughter. “I think it’s ’cause you’re so petite. If I saw you from a distance, I’d think you were a teenager.”
I shook my head, chuckling. “That’s patently not true. But thank you—you’re great for my ego!”
“Well, I’m just thinking that people might take advantage of you, you know, ’cause you look so young and small—”
Her husband heaved a weary sigh: “Will you give it a rest, Nancy? She already said that she’ll be fine. She doesn’t need you to mother her.”
 “Yes, honestly, please don’t worry—although I really do appreciate it,” I said, reaching out impulsively to give her hand a squeeze. 
A few minutes later, I stood beside the bus, watching them walk away and feeling strangely touched. My reverie was interrupted by the coach driver calling for my attention:
“You are leaving us here, yes? You want I help you find taxi?” he asked as he extricated my case from the hold. 
I accepted his help gratefully and was soon ensconced in a taxi, finally on the last leg of my journey. I should have been tired—it had been a long day already—but I felt keyed up with anticipation. I smiled again, picturing the delight on Roxy’s face when she found me standing on her doorstep. 
Eagerly, I leaned forwards and peered ahead through the windscreen. All around us stretched bare, dry earth punctuated by clumps of sage and thyme. Ancient terraces spread between larger shrubs of wild olive and spiny spurge, and rock roses grew rampant against weathered stone walls. It was far from green and lush—and yet there was a sort of stark beauty to the landscape, a rugged grandeur matched by the dramatic limestone cliffs stretching to the horizon as we began our descent towards the sea.
The road swooped down, giving me my first view of Roxy’s new home. Agia Eleni clung to a promontory that jutted out from the coast. From a distance, it looked like little more than a scattering of low buildings and whitewashed houses, a tiny stone church, and a small strip of beach. Everything seemed to be clustered around a single street, which meandered up the slope of land until it reached the cliffs. Beyond them lay the Mediterranean Sea—better known as the Libyan Sea along this coast—its dazzling blue a vivid contrast to the harsh rocky terrain that surrounded the village. 
As the taxi rolled into Agia Eleni, I spotted a squat building in the distance, perched at the top of the main street, on a knoll overlooking the sea. Its raised position meant that it was easily visible, but what instantly drew the eye was the enormous bougainvillaea vine draped across its roof, the arching stems of magenta blooms in brilliant contrast to the whitewashed walls and freshly painted blue shutters of its windows. It looked like something straight out of a postcard. It also looked uncannily like the images I’d seen recently on social media… 
Is that Roxy’s taverna? I wondered with a spurt of excitement and had to resist the urge to fling open the taxi door and jump out immediately. As if reading my mind, however, the taxi slowed to a stop and the driver let out an exasperated sigh, muttering in Greek. 
Glancing through the windscreen, I saw that a group of children had set up a makeshift fort in the middle of the road, made up of various stools, chairs, and bricks, with buckets of sand, and toys strewn about for good measure. They were running around the fort, yelling and play-fighting and having a great time, and I quickly put out a hand as the driver made to get out and berate them. 
“No, wait—it’s all right,” I said, knowing that there was no way he could drive through without destroying their fort. I gathered my things hurriedly, my eyes darting once again to the taverna in the distance. “I’ll get out here. I can walk the rest of the way.”






  
  Chapter Three


Iwas to regret my generous impulse a few minutes later as the taxi pulled away and I was left alone to wheel my case up the dusty street. The road, which had seemed to slope gently upwards in the car, now seemed to rise much more steeply, and its surface was pitted and cracked. The sun, though lower in the sky now, still beat down with a vengeance, and I was soon panting and sweating as I wrestled my bags over the potholes. 
The children watched with wide curious eyes and a thin ginger cat strolled up to sniff my leg cautiously, but otherwise the village seemed deserted. Terracotta pots boasting red geraniums and bushy clumps of herbs fronted the whitewashed houses lining the street. A motorbike stood parked next to a gnarled olive tree, a string bag of lemons dangling from one of the handlebars, and beyond it, deep in the shade of the tree, stood a strange three-wheeled vehicle. A trikyklo! I thought with delighted recognition. I had read about these vintage vehicles, which were still used in rural areas. The description had sounded completely improbable—like someone had spliced the front of a miniature cab with the back of a tiny pickup truck, all mounted on three wheels—and yet here it was, in all its rusty glory. 
I smiled to myself, then my smile faded and I felt a stab of misgiving as I eyed the uphill path in front of me once again. The building with the bougainvillaea suddenly seemed a lot further away than I’d thought, and it occurred to me that perhaps I should check its credentials before I wore myself out dragging my case all the way up there. 
“The taverna… is that the taverna?” I asked the children, pointing.
They looked at each other and giggled, whispering amongst themselves, but it was obvious that they were either too shy or didn’t know enough English to reply. Then I heard something behind me—the sound of adult voices in the distance—and I turned eagerly towards it. 
There was a low wall just a few paces back along the street, where the road first entered the village and the ground was flatter. I hesitated, then retraced my steps, dragging my case doggedly behind me. 
I rounded the low wall to find that it had concealed a short path leading down to a tiny marina. A few small fishing boats bobbed in the water, their sleek fiberglass bodies and stainless steel fittings gleaming in the sun. But the one that drew my eye was a traditional wooden caique moored right alongside the stone jetty, the paint peeling on its weathered hull to reveal patches of sun-bleached wood underneath. 
Two men stood on the stern, their jeans rolled up from bare feet, their chests and arms bare, as they grappled with what looked like a tangled mess of fishing nets. One was young and blond, with the kind of Hellenic good looks





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
THE

USA Today Bestselling Author







