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CHAPTER ONE

Lady Philippa Fleming replaced the telephone on its cradle and looked at the big Macedonian. His back was to her, but even in the poor light of the apartment she could make out the scars corduroying the flesh that was the color of tobacco leaf. A purple welt furrowed the line of his spine. It was all she could do to repress an urge to run her fingertips along its length.

“The American journalist,” she said. “Her flight arrives tonight at 10:05.”

He turned from the window to face her. “After curfew, then.”

His voice had a deep, richly resonant tone that made one want to hear it again and again. He took the lit cigarette Lady Philippa held out to him and drew on it, so its flare briefly illuminated his hard, handsome face. The sweetish smell of Turkish tobacco pervaded the small room.

“Will the hour make it difficult?” she said, wondering why she bothered to ask. It seemed to her that he didn’t know the meaning of the word difficult. He expected the impossible to happen, and somehow he always seemed to make it do so. It could be frustrating, especially when he also expected the impossible of others.

“The airport taxi will take the road to Old Town,” he said, exhaling. “That will be as good a place as any to stop it.”

He hadn’t answered her question, but then, she should have known he wouldn’t.

The electronic glass doors in the Olympia Airways futuristic terminal slid open as if at a silent command, and Helena Hamilton hurried through, determined to snare one of the taxis that waited beneath the mercury floodlights fronting Alexander the Great International Airport. She was exhausted from the trans-Atlantic flight. Forget the round of parties that was to open the mad week of Midsummer Midnight in Skopje. She wanted nothing more than to check in at the hotel and collapse, first in a warm bath and then in a comfortable bed.

In the surge of people, mostly wealthy tourists who flocked to the ancient Macedonian capital, inhabited since at least 4,000 years B.C., she collided with a grotesquerie dressed all in black.

With quick, self-conscious glances, the passersby assessed him as the ugliest of humans, cursed with a bulbous, veiny nose, a splotched and warted complexion, and a slack, fleshy mouth encompassed by pendulous jowls. The man truly played beast to the stunning beauty of the woman over whom he hulked.

Readjusting the strap of her equipment bag, she pushed back a curtain of blue-black hair and looked up into features that might have terrified someone else. “Father Murphy!” Her smile radiated the profound pleasure she felt at the encounter.

“Helena!” The priest enveloped the woman in his meaty arms before releasing her so the two could move out of the flow of scurrying pedestrians. “How long has it been? Five years? Six? What sin or indiscretion brings you to hide out in this misbegotten corner of Europe?”

She had last met the priest when she’d traveled to India to meet with Indira Gandhi. He had been there with the World Health Organization to implement aid for one of Mother Teresa’s poverty projects. And before that . . . twenty-five or so years had intervened. She had been but a child at that first meeting that was to change her life. “The same, as always, Father. An interview.”

“Ahh, yes. You’re rumored to be something of an international celebrity yourself, you know—with all of the stigmas appropriately attached to the nefarious craft of journalism.”

She laughed softly up into the features nature had chosen to curse him with. Her natural zest for life always responded to his dry, lively wit. “Well, you know how it is. Reporting gives me the opportunity to dabble vicariously in delicious sin without having to repent.”

“You certainly can’t lack for opportunity, my child— not with your blessed face.”

“More a lack of imagination on my part.”

Within the sunken, rheumy sockets, his intelligent eyes glittered. “It’s Agamemnon, isn’t it? You’re in Skopje to get one of your waspish interviews, and Macedonia’s premier is your target.”

“You’re onto me, Father.” Her thumb and fingers fired an imaginary pistol at him. “Another political leader bites the dust!”

His thick, unruly white brows waggled aloft in mock exasperation. “Still speak in italics and exclamation points, do you?” The distorted features drew together as he frowned. “Not here, Helena. Your wretched psycho-journalism might not escape retribution in Macedonia as easily as you escaped Milosevic. Got out of Serbia by the hair of your chinny-chin-chin, if I correctly recall the columns of the yellow journalists.”

“Don’t worry, Father. My American passport is a talisman against tyrants.”

“Look, my child, I have a cargo of bibles I’ve got to pick up here, but tomorrow—”

“Bibles—bahh!” Her pale blue eyes twinkled like distant stars. “More than likely you’re picking up a cargo of unconsecrated wine you’ve smuggled in.”

The quivering wattles of his jaw stilled momentarily, and she wondered if the priest was becoming touchier with age. One of the characteristics that had always appealed to her was his unparochial approach to his calling. Abruptly the lugubrious mouth broadened into its genial smile. “Tomorrow, Helena, we can meet for lunch at a perfectly salacious taverna I know of. It claims the best dolmades in all of Macedonia and a wicked wine, the recipe for which is zealously guarded by the monks of Daphne.”

“I have an appointment with General Agamemnon at noon, but I’ll meet you afterward. I’m staying at the Acropolis Regency.”

Moments later, more than one head turned to watch the woman in the white linen two-piece suite slide into the rear seat of the taxi. Her incredible beauty was a gift of her Eurasian heritage—an American father of Greek extraction and an Iranian war bride. Their union had created a flawless complexion over scimitar cheekbones, dusky golden skin that appeared to have a perennial tan, dense but vibrant black hair, and thickly lashed almond-shaped eyes. Her long legs gave her a statuesque beauty that guaranteed her attention in any crowd.

The good priest was also watching as she disappeared into the sultry night. A worried frown settled over his face, though he told himself there was little reason for concern. Helena Hamilton was adept at obtaining sharply honed political interviews with world leaders, interviews that were seldom flattering. The year before she had received the St. Vincent Prize, the Italian equivalent of the Pulitzer Prize, for her incisive and penetrating series on North Korea’s infamous Kim Jong-un.

Knowing Helena and her drive to succeed in order to overcome her rude beginnings, she was after the Pulitzer now. However, she was coming to Skopje at a time when the political atmosphere was highly charged.

Macedonia was about to celebrate the week of Midsummer Midnight in honor of the glorious Twentieth of July, when the Macedonians had revolted against the tyrannical Turkish rule in 1825. Father Murphy was all too aware of the dangerous unrest that roiled beneath Macedonia’s festive atmosphere. He was an integral part of that unrest.

The taxi shot into the swirling blur of Skopje traffic. Helena noticed that one or two armed soldiers were posted at almost every corner, as common as gasoline stations in Los Angeles. Only in terms of population was Skopje a similar metropolis, though. In 1825, three hundred houses had clustered around the sacred hill of the capital’s acropolis, a citadel with fifteen-foot-thick walls. Now the spreading bulk of the city took in one hundred fifty-five square miles filled by nearly a million people.

Sagging with jet lag, Helena rested her head against the back of the seat. Street lights flashing by illuminated the taxi’s bizarre interior in a strobe effect. Some kind of lacy material curtained the back windows, and a vase of flowers was anchored to the dash. Below it, a cassette player blared a folk song.

At a circular intersection the driver all but ignored the policeman in his pulpit, who was directing traffic with the mannered grace of a ballet dancer. When the taxi dodged violently into another lane and shot forward at an even faster pace, Helena’s head jerked upright and her hand grabbed for the armrest.

As the driver adroitly dodged trolley buses, carts and pedestrians, she relaxed a bit—until he roared down the wrong side of the boulevard. She froze when a donkey hauling a wagon plodded leisurely in front of the hurtling cab. A cyclist with a bundle of firewood, followed by a single file of sheep, started into the intersection from the other side. The taxi’s horn shrieked its dismay. The driver swerved off the main thoroughfare that led eventually into Old Town and instead bumped down a narrow dirt road and braked to a whiplash-inducing halt.

“My God!” she cried. “This is worse than Tokyo!”

She couldn’t follow the old man’s rapid burst of Greek, but his frightened gestures were not encouraging, especially when first his door, then the one closest to her, were flung open. A large hand smothered her scream.

“Neither you nor the old man will be hurt,” a low, rich baritone voice reassured her in English. It was a voice one never could forget.

In front of her the old man was pulled from behind the wheel, and another man, only a shadow in the darkness, took his place. Terrified, she lunged for the door opposite her. Her breath was forced from her lungs by her abductor’s solid weight. Pinned flat on the spring- punctured seat, she lay still, feeling his warm breath against her cheek.

“I am with the Pan-Hellenic Free Forces. I want only to talk with you. Will you cooperate?”

Hysterical laughter bubbled in her throat. In the sudden blackness of the isolated lane the man seemed capable of the most extreme mayhem. She managed a nod of her head.

He sat up, releasing her, and she breathed again. She tried to make out the passenger’s features, but the curtained darkness of the lonely, tree-lined street was a little unnerving, and she tasted the metallic beginnings of real fear on her tongue.

Rapidly she tried to remember what she knew about the Pan-Hellenic Free Forces. She recalled vaguely that the Pan-Hellenic movement was some kind of an underground segment of Agamemnon’s legal political opposition, the New Democracy Party. She also remembered reading somewhere that the PFF disclaimed links to the outlawed Macedonian Provisional Army—terrorists— but espoused the MPA’s cause: a democratic constitution and the abolition of the military regime, which had turned Macedonia into a police state.

The engine purred back to life, and the new driver shot the taxi forward down the rutted road.

“In the series of interviews you are doing on Agamemnon,” the man at her side said, “I want you to include the position of the Pan-Hellenic Free Forces.”

“How did you know I was here to—?”

He cut her off. “I have no time for explanations. The world must understand that the Pan-Hellenic Free Forces is not a terrorist organization but rather one of defense and restraint. We disapprove of the terror tactics of the Macedonian Provisional Army. But if the United Nations continues to turn a blind eye while Agamemnon’s military and secret police oppress us, we will not limit ourselves to defense only.”

She was intrigued by his resonant baritone, by both the gentleness and the bitterness inflected in his speech. “Who are you?” she asked, wanting him to continue so she could hear more of his marvelous voice, and unaware that her interest in him was overcoming her initial fear.

“My name is not necessary, Miss Hamilton. What is necessary is that the world must know the truth about the suppression of freedom here in what was once the cradle of democracy. The roots of the entire Western world's system of government and politics and religion were in this corner of the Aegean.”

There was a sense of controlled urgency as he talked, shifting in the seat to address her. His voice was made even more terse by the force of his convictions. She wished she could see his features better. From the give of the taxi’s seat—and the memory of his solid weight—she could tell he was a big man, and she felt a second stab of fear—not of harm, really, but a woman’s innate fear of territorial invasion by any male.

“This military regime,” he continued, “is committed to annihilating any political opposition—but specifically the New Democracy Party—to totally abolishing all civil rights and even outlawing religious practices.”

In the confinement of the back seat her exhausted body felt the power of his anger like an invigorating breeze.

“Isn’t the United Nations supposed to be keeping order in Macedonia?”

“General Agamemnon’s bombing of the St. Paul Greek Orthodox Church last week proves their ineffectiveness,” he snapped.

“News Report attributed the bombing to Russian-trained guerrillas,” she said with a dismissive sweep of her hand. “The general was quoted as indicating that certain foreign powers were trying to provoke a confrontation between the church and the state.”

“That is because Agamemnon does not want the UN and the rest of the world to know that it was the work of his secret police,” he said. “Or that the suppressed people of Macedonia are staging a revolution against his dictatorship.”

“Grammarians would hasten to make the point that a revolution is a revolution only if it succeeds,” she said. “Otherwise it is a rebellion.”

His laugh was cynical. “Ahh, yes—I forget I am talking to a specialist in semantics,” he said, and she could detect the taunt in his voice. “Let me quote News Report. ‘Each interview is a portrait of myself. The interviews are a strange mixture of my ideas, my temperament, my patience, all of them driving the questions . . . An interview is a love story for me.’ Or something to that effect, am I not right?”

They were her words all right, yet the way he said them, his intonation and inflection, colored their meaning, as she knew he had meant to do. Unable to help herself, she blushed right down to the neat neckline of her blouse.

“Then you know,” she said, “that the article later quotes me as saying I really get interested in my subjects. I get in fights and discussions, and I yell and scream and—”

“Checkpoint!” the driver cried out.

The taxi slowed as it neared the barricade. The harsh glare from a spotlight alongside the barrier spilled into the interior of the taxi. Its light revealed her companion at last. His lean and lined profile suggested a man of some experience, maybe forty or so. There was something gorgeous about him—and slightly dangerous, too. A flash of violence, controlled but powerful, a quick turn toward her and a look that said, “Just be careful.” Yet, somehow, she knew he meant her no harm.

With what was for her a rare bit of feminine vanity, she wondered what he thought of her. Did he find her beautiful?

“If they ask, we’re newlyweds on our honeymoon,” he ordered. Then he surprised her by taking her hands and drawing them around his massive, barreled rib cage. With a shock she felt the knife sheathed under his left arm. The second shock came when he bent his head and kissed her.

Stunned, she returned the kiss, half out of response to his authoritative control of the situation and half from curiosity—and not a little excitement. She had always asserted that those who became blasé did so because they had no imagination and no sense of risk taking.

Though his fingers gently cupped her face, his mouth and his kiss consumed her. His lips moving over hers were like electrical charges. In her thirty-four years she had been kissed by a score or more of men—of all nationalities and occupations—from an Oriental prime minister to a Brazilian movie star to an out-of-work Brooklyn bricklayer.

About those passing romantic encounters—she had felt what? Blasé, after all? Certainly she considered herself an informed, sophisticated woman who harbored no misconceptions about the mystery of sexual attraction. In truth, she had felt a certain vague dissatisfaction.

Yet now all of her arrogant assurance—the certainty that she was too intelligent to delude herself with an affair merely to escape the boredom of one’s self—was being melted into oblivion by the mastery of this political outlaw’s deep kiss.

At last he released her, raising his head, but still cupping her face with calloused hands, when a voice ordered curtly in English, “All right, out of the car.” She knew then that it was a UN roadblock.

“Slide out on your side,” her newly acquired husband whispered. “And avoid any quick gestures that might be taken as threats.”

She did as he instructed, while he got out on the far side. The driver, a young man with peach fuzz still on his face, was nervously presenting his papers to one of the three soldiers who manned the spot-lit barrier. One wore American army fatigues with a UN armband; the other two were dressed in the olive khaki of the gendarmerie, Macedonia’s paramilitary force. All three cradled automatic weapons in the crooks of their arms.

“Your identification papers,” one of the gendarmes demanded in Macedonia’s dialect of the modern Greek language.

Her own Greek was rusty from years of little use, and when she did not respond immediately the soldier lifted the muzzle of his gun toward her midsection. A false move and she might be cut in half. The whole incident was playing like a bad B movie. Nonetheless, she realized that she was in a country where people were summarily arrested, tortured, even executed, by the VASIK, an acronym of Agamemnon’s Gestapo-like secret police. Mechanically she withdrew her passport from her purse and passed it to the soldier.

With an appreciative glance at her face, he began to flip through the stamped pages.

“What do you think you are doing?” demanded the man who had just kissed her, striding to her side to curl a powerful and possessive arm about her waist.

The gendarme glared menacingly at him, but her companion yanked her passport from the soldier’s hands and waved it before the man’s face.

“Vlacho! Peasant! You have it upside down, you big ape. See! It’s an American passport. American! Look— see this? This is her press card. Do you realize the power of the press against vlachos like you?”

When he shoved the muzzle of the gendarme’s gun aside, the soldier’s finger slid onto the trigger, but the big man at her side continued to rage. “My bride and I are spending tomorrow with General Agamemnon, and I mean for him to know how shoddily you treat visitors. Important official American visitors!”

The invocation of Agamemnon’s name was like an open sesame. The soldiers shot sidelong glances at one another. The American lowered his M-16 and nodded at the gendarmes. “These papers look okay to me. You can pass.”

The driver acted as though he couldn’t get back in the car quickly enough. Helena slid into the rear seat next to the outlaw, who took her hand in his big one in what appeared to be a loving gesture. After one of the gendarmes waved them on, she slumped back, her head nestled against the indentation formed by the man’s bicep and the steel plate that was his chest muscle. Her stomach was lurching toward her throat.

“Just take several slow, deep breaths,” he said. “You did well.”

The shaking of her hands infected the rest of her limbs, and she began to shiver uncontrollably. He wrapped his other arm around her and hugged her firmly yet tenderly. “It is over now.”'

“No,” she managed. “It’s never over for me. You see, I’m a coward through and through. I’m a champion when it comes to running for shelter. What you see is sheer bravado.” She sat up, pulling gently away from his embrace. A sensual vise, his grasp shook her more, perhaps, than the close call at the roadblock had.

“Courage does not necessarily imply a lack of fear.”

“I’m all right now. Do you have a cigarette?”

He drew a pack from his shirt pocket and shook one out. “They’re Turkish and rather strong.”

She tilted her head to the lighter he offered, and in the flare of its light saw more clearly the planes of his face. A little wary, a little haunted, his face was a gorgeous battlefield that appeared to be distilled from his very essence. She dragged deeply on the pungent smoke and looked away from the impaling, dark-eyed gaze.

“I’m afraid I can’t use your statement in my article,” she said to stay a feeling of impending peril that had begun to build when she had first gotten into the cab. “I portray people in my interviews, not ideals. Give your statement to UP or API or, for that matter, News Report.”

“Then you write only for sensationalism,” he said, impatience and something else, perhaps disgust, edging his voice.

“Listen, if I’m a painter and I do a portrait, have I or haven’t I the right to paint the subject as I choose?”

He leaned forward and tapped the driver’s shoulder, then turned to her. “Thank you for your valuable time, Miss Hamilton,” he said. The car braked, and he slipped back into the darkness without another word or gesture.

From the balcony of her hotel room high above the city, Helena watched bonfires flare like matches against the black night sky. They would bum until dawn. To the north, near the Acropolis, was Old Town, where motor traffic was banned and where crusading knights had once clanked about in their armor. To the west, near the marketplace, was the famed Melos Temple, with its marble lions and colossal statue of Bacchus. Farther on was the Parthenon-columned Royal Palace, now the offices of the Macedonian premier and his sinister cabinet.

She wrapped the dishabille of ivory silk more tightly about her body, although the night was warm with the summer solstice. She remembered another night very like this one. From a carefree and giddy cocktail party on the roof garden of the Marriott Hotel, she had watched a rocket attack on Islamabad. That had been one of her first assignments. Since then, she had covered the political and social upheavals on five continents.

Before Pakistan, there had been the superficiality of interviews with celebrities—entertainers, novelists, royalty. Their anticipatici, that sullen boredom of the jet set, had almost suffocated her.

Rather than try to explain the bloodthirsty madness of battle, as war correspondents were driven to do—and she had never read any column that offered any satisfactory explanation—she chose instead to write about the leaders who sent young men to war. Early on she had observed that world leaders always kept themselves at a safe distance from actual gunfire, and that was exactly where she herself preferred to be.

She had even come to terms with the terror of her own childhood, but it wasn’t something on which she let herself dwell. Her thoughts skipped to the mysterious man she had met a short time before. The sweet/strong taste of his Turkish cigarette lingered in her mouth. As did the memory of his subjugation of her lips.

What did she know about him? Not even his name. Some reporter she was. She couldn’t decide what was disturbing her, except that his presence had left a strong imprint. She was naturally suspicious of his male beauty. Then, too, she was philosophically unsympathetic to his ideals.

She had sat across the table from many of the world’s leaders, but this political renegade was more impressive than any mogul she had ever met. He possessed a keen vitality that was passionately tangible.

No longer was she ready for bed, rather she felt dis jangled and at odds with herself, filled with a twitching restlessness that inoculated her against the sleep she had so craved earlier.

CHAPTER TWO

––––––––
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The jade sheath of raw silk, playing against the golden expanse of Helena’s skin, created a sensational, dramatic effect, exactly what she sought for the audience with his eminence, General Agamemnon. As she strode into his cavernous office, she noted Agamemnon’s atavistic baring of the teeth in what was supposed to pass for a smile.

Georgios Agamemnon fitted the pattern she had discerned early on in certain kinds of political leaders, usually those who had quickly promoted themselves from foot soldier to army commander to executive leader with absolute power. Though not necessarily intelligent, these people were foxlike in their dealings with the international community. They had an uncanny sense of the theatrical and of timing; they were egotists who frequently bordered on megalomania. And they all had one outstanding characteristic in common: They were usually not physically prepossessing, Napoleon and Hitler being two extreme examples.

General Agamemnon was a third.

Short and slight, with dark, wiry hair and a florid complexion, he faced her across the broad expanse of his cypress desk. A multiplicity of medals spangled his uniform. The “smile” stretched the thin slit of his mouth, but something glacial sieved through.

Behind him, at either side of French doors, stood the blue and white Macedonian flag and the silver flag of the Chief of State, his personal insignia. Outside the doors were two white-kilted, red-capped evzones of the Royal Guard armed with Uzi machine pistols. Beyond the colorful sentries were garden pools and pebbled paths and spectacular grounds belying a deadly menace as palpable as the serpent in Eden.

Behind Helena was an enormous gilt-framed, beveled mirror, a gift of the Republic of Kenya. Below it, on a damask chair in the corner, lurked the dome-plated Colonel Anatolia Kopeta, head of the dreaded VASIK security police. He reminded her of a Sumo wrestler or, better, she thought, a malevolent toad. In a way, Colonel Kopeta was more dangerous than Agamemnon. Within VASIK’s covert world, Kopeta moved discreetly and lethally.

He had immigrated to the United State in 1991. His experience as a policeman for the Macedonian prewar royal government been put to quick use by the Ivy League operators of the CIA. The CIA sent Anatolia Kopeta back to Europe to supervise a number of agents in neighboring Yugoslavia. After the Serbian war, he went underground and branched out on his own. Why was he present at the interview?

For the moment she tucked the question away. She had looked forward to this series of meetings with Agamemnon, knowing that it could mean the Pulitzer Prize she coveted. She was ready to begin.

Depending on the preference of her subject, she conducted her interviews in Italian, Greek, Farsi, Spanish, or English. Agamemnon preferred English. Though she alternately cajoled, badgered and charmed her subjects, for those like Agamemnon she invariably began each session with a provocative question.

She had been shown to a short-legged chair in front of the desk; now she perched on the edge of its seat and, leaning forward, said with a disarming smile, “You’re not a pacifist, are you? To what extent does power fascinate you? Try to be sincere.”

His smile frozen, Agamemnon settled against the throne-sized leather swivel chair with a quick glance at Kopeta. “Only to the extent it helps my country and my people.”

A thought flashed into her mind of the man she had met the night before, a leader of the resistance, and his similar claim for concern for his country and his people, so typical of all “leaders.”

Certain elements within your own country would disagree,” she replied. “They would say that you are a bloodthirsty dictator.”

The general hunched forward, his jaw jutting. “I take offense at such a statement. You must remember that the coup that sent King Philip into exile and thrust me into power was relatively bloodless.”

“True, for a few weeks. But since then, General, it has been charged that your regime has been marked by blood and violence.”

In the background Colonel Kopeta remained ominously quiet. Agamemnon shrugged rounded shoulders capped by ornate epaulets. “Political scientists classify these killings as the usual purge that occurs after a change in power. It happened with your American Revolution. American and British specialists in Euro-Mideast affairs believe things will settle down as soon as our government is stabilized.”

“I would think eleven years of rule should have stabilized the government by now.”

“But it has. I have launched the biggest construction project in Macedonia’s history with the establishment of our space agency.” His obsidian eyes glittered with his eagerness to inform the world press of his accomplishments. “As a goodwill gesture in celebration of Midsummer Midnight Week, I released two detained Britons only a few hours ago. For the first time in Macedonia, medicine and education are free.”

“It would seem you’ve transformed Macedonia into a socialist state.”

Keeping her subject off-balance was a tactic she had often successfully employed. Abruptly she switched the interview to another direction. “Your centuries-old mansion in the Thessalonian foothills is considered one of the supreme works of Macedonian architecture and is elegantly furnished, I understand.”

Agamemnon’s face brightened. “You must see it to appreciate its full beauty. I will arrange for—”

“Rather ostentatious for someone who espouses the Spartan life, isn’t it, General?”

Before he could manage a reply, she rose and snapped off her tape recorder. She would let him stew about that for a while. “I’ll continue with the interview later. Perhaps next week, if I may. And I’m sure I’ll see you at the Midsummer Midnight gala tonight. Here at the Royal Palace, isn’t it?”

The venerable taverna in Old Town indulged the Macedonian taste for dining alfresco. With siesta over, the brightly painted chairs in the sidewalk cafe were filled with chattering customers.

Helena found Father Murphy at a table next to a pitted pastel wall. A fragrant, white-blossomed locust tree shaded the table from the hot afternoon sun and cast the priest’s companion in shadows. Even when the man rose from the shadows to pull out a chair for her, she didn’t immediately recognize him—until he said, “Good afternoon, Miss Hamilton,” in the marvelously textured voice from the night before.

Sliding into the chair, she steeled herself to reply calmly. “Good afternoon.” She directed an accusing glance at the hulking old priest. “I take it you’re part of this conspiracy?”

Father Murphy folded his gnarled hands, looked skyward as if for a spiritual intervention and, when none appeared forthcoming, sighed. “As of this morning, I’m afraid so. When I learned that Damon here had approached you last night, I agreed to introduce you more formally.”

So Damon was his name. Damon, Greek for the Constant One. She sensed that in whatever he did he would be constant, committed, thorough. Damon—what?

“I confess to being guilty as charged,” Father Murphy continued. “Aiding and abetting, the Vatican would call it. Accomplice before the fact. My calling will be in ruins. My reputation will be . . . well, my calling anyway will be damaged by the discovery that I have compromised my moral rectitude by arranging a tryst.”

“Whatever this holy man confesses, Miss Hamilton, it is I and I alone who am responsible.”

At last Helena let herself meet Damon’s gaze. She could not deny the chemistry she felt in his presence. He measured her while she inspected him. The neck, as thickly muscled as a linebacker’s, was tieless, but a tweed jacket somewhat civilized the man. Did he wear it to cover the knife sheathed beneath his armpit?

With wildly curling blond hair and blue eyes that were almost black in the hard, handsome face, this tawny Adonis across from her doubtlessly resembled, she surmised, the historic Macedonian leader, Alexander the Great. “You’re taking a chance, aren’t you—appearing in public in broad daylight?”

A white-aproned waiter approached to take their order for Turkish coffee; then Damon fastened his attention on her, though she sensed that he had not completely released her from his regard even during that brief interruption. “I do not always skulk around by the dark of the moon.”

So, he could smile, even if his eyes above those high Slavic cheekbones didn’t. The eyes were like dark, sapphire marbles: opaque. Determining what was going on behind them was impossible.

“Besides,” he said, “I have found that acting in a natural manner, doing exactly what the opposition would least expect, is the best protection.”

He offered her a cigarette, but she smiled easily and shook her head. “I just bought a pack at a kiosk down the street.” She broadened her smile. “An American brand.”

After inhaling, he said. “Tell me, Miss Hamilton, why are you not writing articles about women for one of the fashionable magazines?” Rather than holding the cigarette between his fingers, he held it with his thumb and forefinger, so his palm shielded its burning end. “After all, women are a much more timely subject, no?”

The question was bland enough, yet she found herself replying defensively, perhaps because she wasn’t certain she even liked him.

“I try to avoid writing about women or about problems concerning women. Women are not a special breed, and I don’t see why we should be treated as a separate subject, like sports or the weather.”

“But you treat women in marriage as a special subject. ‘Marriage is not a word, it is a sentence.’”

She took several pistachios from the earthen bowl in the center of the table and said evenly, “You have a remarkable, amazing memory, Mr.—?”

“Demetrios. A rather feminist view on marriage, isn’t it?”

After the waiter had brought their coffee, thick and sweetly pungent in small thin cups, Father Murphy sought to ease the strained conversation. “Truth is, Damon, once Helena beheld my virile features, unimpaired by conventional regularity, she found she could give her heart in marriage to no other man.”

Helena laughed lightly. “That’s why you became a priest, isn’t it, Father? To escape my clutches.”

“Father Murphy has told me only that you have been friends for some years,” Damon said. “How did you meet?”

“Shall I reveal all the lascivious details, my child, or shall we let you remain a lady of mystery?”

She shrugged and sipped the coffee. It tasted like bitter molasses and was almost as thick. “You might say that this disreputable man here—actually he was a man of God, even then—took me off the streets of Tehran. He arranged for me to be adopted by an American couple, the Hamiltons. That was—what, Father? Nearly thirty years ago?”

The priest pumped his grizzled brows up and down. “Please, Helena, alluding to so many years is demeaning to a virile man of my age.”

A mustachioed old man playing an accordion strolled near their table. Abruptly, Damon ground out his cigarette and leaned forward. “Miss Hamilton, I want you to reconsider my proposal. In fact, more than including just a statement in your article, I want you to do an entire series on the atrocities being committed in the name of government in Macedonia. Father Murphy will answer whatever questions you might have.”

With that, Damon rose and vanished in the bustle of afternoon strollers. Helena picked up her coffee cup. “A congenial fellow.”

“You might say circumstances forced his sudden departure.” He popped a pistachio into his cavernous, yellow-toothed mouth. “Damon’s strong feelings for the PFF tend to make him a trifle uncivilized at times.”

“Surely you exaggerate,” she said dryly. “Tell me about this man of inimitable charm.”

“I thought you wanted to know about the PFF.”

“Did I say that?”

The priest’s shoulders bumped up expressively. “Alas, I am losing my appeal. I knew it would happen sooner or later, but . . .but how sad that it is Damon Demetrios you want to know about and not me.

“Well, what can I tell you? I could tell you about his parents—that they are farmers—and that he has a younger sister, but I have a suspicion that you are really more interested in him than his family.”

“You’re baiting me, Father Murphy.”

The slack mouth quivered with good humor, then sobered into a straight line. “I will tell you that Demetrios disdains politicians. He is really an apolitical animal. To him, politics is nothing but a big, losing game, where the citizen is ripped off.”

“I would like to hear more of the personal aspects of Damon Demetrios.”

“I was afraid of that.” He sighed. “All right. Damon hates silly questions. He is standoffish, aloof, reflective, unyielding and distant.”

“So far you haven’t told me anything I hadn’t already perceived,” she chided.

“I understand that besides Greek and English, he has mastered German, Russian and French.”

“Go on.”

“I take it you want me to be more specific. Then I shall. He cannot stand for people to try to get too close to him. That comes, perhaps, from having survived two years in solitary confinement in Toridallos Military Prison, which is where I met him when I was ministering to the political prisoners.”

Toridallos Prison. She had heard of the place; it had the reputation as one of the worst anywhere in the world.

“I will tell you that Damon’s elusiveness is the key to his sexual charisma. And that he was married. Anything else of a personal nature, Helena, you should ask him.” He paused. “Except—don’t get emotionally involved with him, my child.” He put his hand over hers. “This is really unlike you, you know. You were never one for romantic flings.”

With a smile she drew her hand away and, retrieving her purse, stood up. “You truly are maligning me, Father. My journalist’s curiosity was merely asserting itself. Give me a call tomorrow. If you can arrange time out from your illegal activities, maybe you can show me some of Macedonia’s reputed grandeur.”

Diamonds were as common as worry beads at the Royal Palace that night. Several string quartets in tuxedos moved about the enormous marbled rooms playing classical music and folk tunes of Macedonia, like the quick, staccato tsamiko.

In the main salon, embellished with huge baroque crystal chandeliers, heavy silk drapes and thickly tufted satin couches, servants in red and gold livery served Dom Perignon in delicate flutes and mounds of Caspian caviar, or hovered expectantly but discreetly.

Luminaries of the political world, along with international tycoons and royalty from other nations, soaked up the glitter of the evening. Also circulating through the hubbub were the wealthy of Macedonia, who had continued to consolidate and exploit their positions during Agamemnon’s reign.

Photographers fluttered about feverishly, imploring the beautiful people to clear a path for their shots, and swirls of strobe flashes collided in the opulent hall.

Celebrity coverage was definitely not one of Helena’s interests. She knew a handful of the hundred or so guests by sight, from charity balls in Monte Carlo, art openings in London, or from one of the avant-garde tanning grounds like St. Tropez or the Cote d’Azur. If she wanted, she could mingle among the guests effortlessly; her adoptive American parents, successful entrepreneurs in the finest tradition, had seen to it that she received the best education, including a two-year stint at a prestigious boarding school outside Lausanne and three summers at the Sorbonne in Paris.

Though no one would ever have guessed, she was basically shy. All the patina so carefully applied by her adoptive parents could not erase those first seven years of blight. Hobnobbing with the elite was something she would leave to the status seekers and the nouveau riche.

As usual, she could have passed for royalty that evening. Her thick hair was sleeked back into an intricate French knot. A rope of cultivated pearls served as the line of demarcation between the flawless beauty of her skin and the floor-length black Halston whose bias-cut chiffon clung to her gently curved hips and wafted magnetically behind her.

With an elbow-length white glove dangling from one hand and a crystal goblet of rare Tuscany wine grasped lightly in the other, she moved like a spirit among the other guests, her sharp mind snapping mental pictures to be played back in her hotel room later that night.

A balding attaché attached himself to her. Laving her with a fine spray of spittle, he extemporized on olives. “Excuse me,” she said abruptly, and strode away without a word of explanation.

The Macedonian Salon was a dining room of immense proportions with a tapestried backdrop for crimson-clothed tables set with English bone china and gold-rimmed crystal. She estimated that the general must have laid out at least fifteen thousand dollars for the evening.

Her name card placed her at a table with Alexos Oristos, a shipping magnate who controlled most of the world’s privately owned oil tankers. A short, stocky man with iron gray hair, he fancied himself a Lothario, having been married both to an Italian opera coloratura and the widow of a ranking American politician.

She suffered through his flirtations and picked at her meal. Fortunately, a verbose blue-haired matron claimed his attention through the rest of dinner. The liver-spotted ancient on Helena’s other side made an attempt at conversation, but when she replied that she was a writer and offered no credentials, he looked at her sympathetically and lost interest.

At his table General Agamemnon conversed with the Duchess of Lombardy, his hands waving expansively as he lectured. When he spotted Helena, he flashed her a patronizing smile, which she pretended not to notice. With a start, she realized she was bored.

Unwilling to let boredom dictate her life, even for the sake of an interview, she would normally have called it an evening early, but after dinner her escape was cut short when Oristos cornered her and maneuvered her into the ballroom for a dance. She was on the verge of being rude, but stifled her impatience. After all, he was a source of information; she could use what he told her in her series on Agamemnon.

As they waltzed—and for all his girth Oristos was an expert dancer—she smiled politely and said in Italian, “You Hellenics have been seafarers since almost the beginning of civilization, I understand.”

“We are descendants of roaming voyagers,” he replied in the same language, as his hand did its own roaming along her spine. “The Odyssey, the Iliad, Jason and the Argonauts,” he continued, his breath hot and garlicky on her face, “they all point up our seafaring heritage.”

“Your shipping ventures have flourished quite profitably under Agamemnon’s regime, haven’t they?” Abruptly Oristos’s hand ceased its wandering. “No more than they did under King Philip,” he replied, this time in Greek.

He seemed almost relieved when someone cut in on them, and he relinquished her with elaborate gallantry. Looking up with a start, she recognized her new partner: Damon Demetrios again. He was very handsome in the formal attire. Very civilized looking, though she suspected that in reality he was anything but. His eyes warned her that the underground world he inhabited was full of danger and terror.

Wordlessly, she slipped into his arms. Where was her whipcord tongue now, the stiletto repartee she had developed to conceal her shyness?

His touch, firm at the small of her back, burned through the chiffon. After a moment she allowed herself to look up into his handsome face. A tabula rasa. “I understand this affair was by invitation only,” she murmured. “A highly restricted guest list.”

His glance barely flicked over her face. As they turned to the music his eyes scanned the ballroom in a steady, continuous arc. What was going on behind those eyes? Was he an intelligent, concerned human being, or merely an obedient automaton in that anti-dictatorship organization?

“I presented my invitation to the doorman.” His gaze drifted momentarily to hers. “Unfortunately, there is a couple somewhere in Skopje tonight who are frantically searching for their misplaced envelope.”

Beneath the sweep of her high Persian cheekbones, dimples formed in a spontaneous smile. “I admire your daring and courage.”

His eyes were coldly speculative. “Enough to spend a couple of days with me?”

His question silenced her, and he continued. “Father Murphy told me that you were uninterested in the dry facts concerning the Pan-Hellenic Free Forces.”

Had Father Murphy told him in just what subject she was interested? “Did he?” she asked, insouciance overlaying her carefully selected reply.

“Since you mentioned to him this afternoon that you would like to see some of the Macedonian countryside, I thought I would act as your guide.”

“You want to convince me of the necessity of your covert organization?” she asked flatly.

“Ultimately, yes.”

She should have guessed that was what he wanted from her. She felt young, and very foolish, hot and cold at once. He was offering himself as an interview subject in place of the PFF, as a sacrifice. It galled her.

“Did you risk your life to come here only for that reason?”

“Hardly. My life is too important to the PFF for such an irresponsible, negligent act.” His voice, that low, rich rumble, contained nothing of flamboyance or bravado. Only a statement. “If I wanted to convince you, I would choose a less risky way.”

“Such as?”

“Such as waiting for you in your hotel room tonight. But the gala offered additional possibilities—scouting the number and positions of the royal guards, looking for the most approachable of Agamemnon’s aristocratic lackeys, the identification of any recent additions to his secret police.”

Indignation stirred in her. “You seem to have read enough about me to—”

“I have a full dossier.”

The knowledge shook her for a moment. “—to know that there are many people who have attempted to utilize through me the power of the press. They’ve resorted to everything from flattery to bribery, and none has succeeded. I choose whom I want for my subjects.”

“Your unvarnished opinion is highly regarded.”

She stiffened in his embrace. “I wasn’t angling for a compliment. I know my own worth without having to ask others to confirm it.”

“For such a radical, Miss Hamilton, you live rather extravagantly—a twenty-three-room mansion in Carmel, California, and a modest million-dollar brownstone in Washington.”

She shrugged, though inside she didn’t feel so indifferent. “I’ve earned everything I own. Journalism is a terrible privilege. I don’t exaggerate when I say that in every interview I leave some of my soul.”

“And integrity? Are you willing to see both sides of an issue?”

“I’ve never been accused of being narrow-minded, Mr.'—”

His sudden dark warning glance cut her short. “Then meet me tomorrow morning out on the old Istanbul road. A taxi will be waiting for you outside your hotel at ten.”

“I don’t know—”

The waltz ended, and he released her. Lifting the tips of her fingers to his lips in the timeless gesture of Old World etiquette, he deserted her and disappeared in the mass of guests.

In the darkness, Helena sat in her hotel room’s overstuffed chair and with a half glass of Perrier, while deciding that she would reason out the issue logically.

Honesty made her admit that she wanted to see the big Macedonian again because—if for no other reason—she would be disturbed until she did. However, the instinctive self-preservation that had guided her as a child through the madness of Iran’s 1979 Revolution alerted her to the danger she was courting.

She asked herself again what she knew about him. Certainly she had never met another man exactly like him. There was a menacing potential in his dark quietness and his tremendous power. She crossed to the balcony doors and tossed her half glass of Perrier over the white wrought-iron railing. Their encounter that night was still so recent, so strong, so disturbing, that she could not put him from her mind.

Damon Demetrios was a man who made you come to him. He held his ground, and either you entered his turf or you didn’t get him, period. He would not court a woman.

He had been married, Father Murphy had said. Had Damon courted his wife? Had he loved her?

She returned to the chair, folding one leg beneath her. What was it that Father Murphy had said about Damon—that his elusiveness was the key to his sexual charisma?

He was extraordinary, this freedom fighter. But she didn’t enjoy the prospect of being drawn against her will into his eerie and perilous world.

She recalled the sensation she had felt in his arms as they danced. Again she saw those penetrating eyes that read her mind so mockingly.

Suddenly she stood and began to pace the room. She felt as if she had St. Vitus’s dance. Sitting, rising, siting, standing, walking, rubbing her folded arms.

She was certain now that behind those unfathomable eyes was layer upon layer of complex emotional matter. What plots, what tricks, ran through his brain? Was he ever frightened? Could he even experience fear?

Grabbing her laptop, she sat curled up in the chair again and began typing notes from her recollection of the evening.  The professional action reassured her.  She was not mystically drawn to this man. She had merely been jolted by infatuation, but it was an infatuation stronger than any she had ever known.

CHAPTER THREE

A red Fiat was parked under the wind-twisted branches of a dusty olive tree. Helena felt the quickening of her pulse at the sight of the little car.

The taxi driver, the same young man who had evicted her driver from the airport, glanced nervously in his rearview mirror at the serpentine road dwindling behind them, then pulled the taxi alongside the Fiat. The man in the driver’s seat wore mirrored sunglasses, but she could easily recognize him.

She left the taxi and, stashing her small carry-on behind the Fiat’s passenger’s seat, slid in next to him. The car was compact and their thighs almost touched. Damon was so big that he nearly filled the whole front seat—yet there wasn’t an ounce of excess flesh on him. He was all hard muscle and bone and corpuscles that were surely composed of liquid steel.

“You knew I’d come?” she asked.

He smiled, and she thought how very pleasant his smile could be, and how white was the flash of his strong teeth. His jaw was like smooth brick. “I am pleased that you did, Miss Hamilton.”

This man had kissed her as no other man had, yet he still addressed her formally. “You didn’t answer my question. You knew I’d come, didn’t you?”

He wheeled the car back onto the road. “You would not be the excellent journalist you are if you had not.” As the taxi driver had, he glanced carefully in the rearview mirror, and she asked, “Are you worried about our being followed?”

“Both the taxi and the Fiat are rented and would be difficult to trace, but I would not put it past Agamemnon’s henchmen to pick up your trail.”

Recalling the hulking Kopeta, she mentally shivered. “That explains the labyrinth of backstreets the taxi took, but why would they follow me?”

“You are a foreigner—and a world-renowned reporter. That makes you immediately suspect. The fact that you delayed your series of interviews with Agamemnon until next week assured you of drawing a tail.”

Uneasily, she glanced behind her, saying, “How did you know I delayed the interviews?”

“We have our own sources. By the way, you have heard of the Colossus of Rhodes? I thought we’d start your tour there, with the Aegean Islands first.”

She wished he would remove the sunglasses, but it wouldn’t really make a difference. The eyes were just as mirror-like. “I thought Rhodes—and the sea—were to the south of Skopje. Aren’t we going east?”

Beneath the glasses, Damon’s mobile lips curled into a wry grin. “Owing to my uncommon occupation, we cannot pass through the usual customs points when we leave the mainland. So we will use an old smugglers’ cove.”

She laughed. “I think I’m about to embark on one of those extraordinary tours the travel agencies always promise and never come through with.”

The narrow road climbed and wound through fields spangled with wildflowers as it linked village to village. In breathtaking fashion it sometimes skirted sheer cliffs. Pleasant valleys, their hillsides terraced to the last foot, supported wheat fields and orange groves, where men and women scythed grass and cultivated their plots with heavy hoes.

With an unspoken temporary truce between them, she and Damon kept the conversation light, never mentioning the PFF.

When their conversation turned to reading, he said, “When I was a child, my family never trusted words much, and I guess I learned that physical movement was one of the best ways to express myself. But I did read newspapers and the occasional dog-eared paperback copies of the Greek classics that found their way to our mountain village.”

“Greek classics? What happened to Classic Comics?”

“Of course, you would have read comic books as a child,” he tossed back with a grin.

“Hardly. I was a voracious reader, but I didn’t learn to read until after I came to live in the States, and I think I made up for lost time—Alexandre Dumas, Edgar Allan Poe, James Fennimore Cooper. Those novels were my escape from childhood unpleasantness. You know, I think I still look at the world as a child, with all the amazement and the rages of one.”

“Which explains why your articles are so highly acclaimed. They have the candor, sometimes the rude forthrightness of a child, but without the innocence.”

“If that’s a compliment, thank you.”

The conversation continued in an easy, relaxed vein, but she was always aware of him, of his potent masculinity. He pointed out an old herdsman entertaining his sheep with a reed pipe and, outside a village, women washing newly woven blankets in a stream. In a village of white-washed shuttered houses and bordering nosegays, he halted before a streetside grill.

“Our local fast-food stop,” he said, and, unfolding his Goliath’s body from the tiny car, went over to the aproned woman at the grill.

When he returned with a skewer of kokoretsi, broiled lamb, she said, “I refused to take my eyes off you. I was afraid you’d vanish as you have all three times I’ve been with you, and I certainly don’t want to have to find my way back to Skopje alone.”

“I will not desert you this week,” he promised. The way he said it was the way of a man who chose his words carefully, a dedicated man who made no emotional commitments.

She was daintily licking the savory juices from her fingers when the road crested a ridge and presented them with an infinite expanse of rolling greenish-blue sea. The hot noon sun reflecting off the shimmering water almost blinded her. Below, a few yards out from the narrow stretch of white, sandy beach, a fishing boat with its sail furled bobbed like a cork in the swirl of the waves. “Behold, your yacht awaits, mademoiselle.”

She smiled, enjoying his easy humor, a quality she would not have believed existed in him. “You’re a very resourceful man, Damon Demetrios.”

At the base of the cliff stood a salty old man wearing a white billed cap, a dark blue shirt and sailor’s trousers. When Damon got out of the car, he removed his sunglasses to clean them carefully with a handkerchief before pocketing them. As if that were a prearranged signal, the weathered man came forward and cast a curious but covert glance at Helena.

Damon handed him the Fiat’s keys, saying, “Three days from now, eh, Naxos?”

The fisherman nodded. “Watch for the cutters patrolling off the coast, Damon.”

After the old man drove away in the rented car, Damon surprised her by dropping to one knee before her. “Give me your foot, Helena.”

It was the first time he had addressed her by her given name, and hearing it said in his deep, mellifluous voice stirred her, as did the touch of his hands around her left ankle and instep as he removed her wedge-heeled sandal. Balanced on one foot, she put one hand on his muscled shoulder to steady herself. He was such a Samson that even kneeling as he was, his tawny head cleared her rib cage, and she was not considered short.

“Now,” he said, when he had bared both her feet, “spread your legs apart.”

There was nothing seductive or insinuating in his voice; still, she moved her feet warily into a spread-eagled stance, feeling the sand warm and granular beneath her bare feet.

He reached between her legs to grasp the rear hem of her pink gingham skirt and drew it back through her legs and up. “There,” he said, tucking the hem into her waistband and standing back to review the effect of the dress hiked up her thighs in what was almost diaper fashion. “You look the proper fishmonger’s wife.”

With a model’s pirouette, she asked, “Is this supposed to be the latest in incognito attire?”

Damon’s gaze moved past her and upward. She turned, following its direction. On the bluff was a car, and it wasn’t the red Fiat. Two men, one wearing an orange sweatshirt and holding binoculars, stood next to the car, watching them.

Damon waved one arm, the way one would in casual acknowledgment to a stranger, or perhaps at a slight acquaintance.

She shielded her eyes with her forearm the better to see the two strangers. “You know them?”

“I would say it is a safe bet that they are Agamemnon’s VASIK goons.”

She squinted her eyes, trying to make out if either of the two was built like a Sumo wrestler, but, unexpectedly, Damon clasped her shoulders and drew her to him. His arms circled her back and her hips, molding her against his brawny length, and his mouth met hers with what might have been the simulation of a lover’s kiss—or it might not have been. He did not give her a chance to ponder the issue.

When his tongue nudged insistently against her teeth, she opened her mouth. As his tongue explored the delicate insides of her mouth, she forgot her initial surprise, ignored the two watchers. The sound of the surf breaking, the feel of the salt-tanged breeze playing with her long hair, the strident cry of a gull overhead, all were obliterated in the exquisite, eternal moment of Damon’s kiss.

Gradually she became aware of the sexual excitement building in her. She hated herself for responding so readily to him, even as her hands slipped up around the linebacker shoulders and her lower torso swayed forward, pressing against his.

Damon’s lips relinquished hers, but his mouth lingered against her cheek, his breath warm. Incredibly, she was shaken by this kiss even more than the first one in the back seat of the taxi. Off-balance emotionally, she tilted her head back, clinging to the steel-cable support of his upper arms. Dumbly, dazedly, she looked up into the dark blue eyes for some clue to his thoughts. Those once opaque eyes smoldered now. So, the statue could come to life after all.

“I liked that, Helena.”

It was an awkward moment for her. She, who prized herself on her wit and frankness, could think of no appropriate response. To admit honestly that she liked it also might be construed as something much more. She had discovered early that her forthrightness, her lack of coyness, led men to the erroneous conclusion that she abided by the modern maxim: “If you desire a man, you sleep with him.”

Instead, she evaded the issue, saying, “Agamemnon’s goons are gone, but I doubt if you fooled them this time.”

“Come on,” he said, releasing her waist. Once more his voice held that normal social reserve common between strangers. “We need to wade out to the yawl while the tide is still with us.”

Wanting to hide the hot blush of confusion that flagged her cheeks, she began to wade into the surf, while he removed his own shoes and rolled his pants legs above his heavily muscled calves.

By the time she gained the stern of the fishing boat, the crystalline water lapped up past her knees. But the cooling waves had no effect on the fire that licked inside her like a great solar flare.

Immediately behind her, Damon paused and tossed her carry-on and their shoes into the boat’s bow; then his massive hands encircled her waist, overlapping easily in front and back, and he lifted her until she was sitting on the deck, her feet dangling over the side.

“Thank you,” she told him, almost formally.

Damon boarded, and they were immediately on their way. He steered with a navigational instinct known by the Hellenes almost since time began. Overhead, the wind tugged at the mainmast to thrust the yawl toward the distant island of Rhodes. Occasionally she sighted a far- off speck of land that was a minor island.

The afternoon was one of those wine-colored days that could make her forget the double-barreled danger of Agamemnon’s agents and Damon’s passion. After a while she locked her hands about her knees and lazily turned her face upward, lids closed, to be kissed by the sun.

Sometime later, piqued with curiosity—and the over-whelming need to look at the man who disturbed her so— she slitted her lids, turning her gaze to the stern and Damon. The khaki shirt was open to his waist, revealing his chest, where the golden hair grew in whorls. Beneath the sunglasses he had once more donned, his mouth was grim and hard. From its set she knew his thoughts were not on her but on the two men who had seen them from the cliff.

How many women besides her had sensed in Damon that intensity, that devotion to a cause, and fled in relief? He was frightening, all right, but at the same time utterly intriguing. What would it be like to make love to the first man ever able to take her over completely? She trembled at the prospect. “Tell me more about Rhodes.”

He focused his attention on her, his eyes piercing, and once more she experienced what it was to be wholly under his regard. The impact staggered her.

“Well, that particular island belongs to Greece. But there are hundreds of them fairly littering the Aegean Sea. I imagine that in a year or so Rhodes will become the newest recherché resort. Right now, though, only a few have discovered its secrets—countless churches, tombs, ancient and medieval treasures, sulphur baths still bubbling away, even a few modest villas tucked away in the hills.”

“How did you discover all this?”

“When I was a little boy, our family used to make a pilgrimage every Easter to the Shrine of St. Paul. Tradition has it that the Apostle stopped at Rhodes in his itinerant preachings.”

“I can’t imagine you being a little boy.”

He smiled. “I do not suppose I ever was. By the time I was thirteen I was already over six feet.”

“And it looks like you haven’t stopped growing yet. Is your father as tall as you?”

“He used to be, but age has stooped him a little. The people in our village will swear he had the strength of a lion.”

She would wager that his son did, too.

“My father cut his teeth on an ox whip. He was Old World, but he believed strongly in education; he even mastered English by reading a thumb-worn copy of the King James Bible that found its way to our village. He insisted that I leave there and go to live with an aunt and uncle in Skopje while I attended secondary school and then the university. That was my Uncle Naxos back at the cove.”

“He looked just like the Cuban fisherman from The Old Man and the Sea.”

“Appearances are deceiving, no? Now you tell me something about yourself.”

“What can I say,” she asked a little caustically, “that your organization hasn’t already dug up?”

“You give away very little about your past—about your childhood.”

She stared long and hard at Damon. The prospect of opening up to him was terribly tempting. But she knew that any liaison with him would endanger her carefully maintained barriers, threaten the security and the self-contentment that she had managed to achieve in life.

“I’m flattered by your interest,” she said coolly. “I will tell you that I was born poor. I’ve had a very, very, very tough life. That early experience has influenced me in everything I have done. So perhaps I have my childhood to thank for where I am today.”

Her lips took a mordant twist. “I’ll tell you something else. I’ve seen enough of the horror of war in all its aspects—bombing, cruelty, hunger—to know that I’ll leave the waging of war to others. I want no part of it.”

“I had hoped to encourage you to play at least a part in this particular little war. I want you to wage a war of words for us.”

Visual salvos fired from eyes the color of a flame’s pale blue center. “You have no right to ask that of me,” she replied.

The isle of Rhodes resembled an archeological jewel set in the aquamarine sea. Bronze deer atop twin columns flanked the entrance to Mandraki harbor. Before sailing the yawl farther up the island’s coast to Lindos, Damon pointed out where the Colossus of Rhodes, one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, had once stood.

The medieval-looking town of Lindos was a picturesque jumble of snow white cubes and domes and cupolas. Against the setting sun, the windows of the port shone gold against the white-washed buildings that covered the dry hillside. On a hill above the town were the ruins of a ramparted castle.

When the yawl was moored at the pier, Damon took Helena’s hand and helped her onto the dock. The harbor water was brightly painted with the reflections of dories and tavernas, and it was to one of these quaint inns that he took her.

“Dinner first, then a tour of the town’s claim to fame,” he promised with a smile, and she could tell he was making an effort to be polite and pleasant.

Her initial response was to be petulant, almost childish, to declare that the tour was his idea after all. If she did that, though, he might just call off the plans he had made. He might even send her back. With a shock, she had to acknowledge that she didn’t want to leave. So she returned his smile, saying brightly, “I’d like that.”

How quickly she was learning humility under his tutelage. It was definitely a new and not altogether pleasant experience.

In the taverna’s courtyard, fragrant with orange blossoms, sat sea-weathered fishermen, and women in black dresses who were jesting with modish young people, the backpackers and jetsetters. Damon chose a table that faced the bead-curtained doorway and ordered for both of them.

While they waited for the meal, she noted that he kept the conversation impersonal, and that his eyes were constantly scanning the holiday-goers. She guessed, too, that his ear was atuned to the babble of the many foreign tongues. All his senses were hyperalert. Did he ever relax, let down his guard?

The waiter brought the specialty of the house, jellied pork, followed by dolmades, tender grape leaves stuffed with meat and rice. The staple of the tavern was the golden wine called retsina, which she had always thought tasted suspiciously like turpentine.

“Yassou,” Damon said, lifting his glass. “Your health.”

One swallow and her tongue felt like chenille. Noticing the glass that she left over half-filled, he said, smiling, “You don’t acquire a taste for retsina. You acquire a tolerance for it.”  She noted that as he went on to tell her about the island’s sights and history, he finished off his own glass with no apparent harm to his cast-iron system.

“That castle you saw on the hill above Lindos was built in the thirteen hundreds by the Crusaders, the Knights of St. John of Jerusalem. When the Turkish ruler Suleiman the Magnificent laid siege, the knights were vastly outnumbered. Though they were forced to surrender, they fought so valiantly that they were permitted to escape with their lives.”

As he spoke of the fighting, a brooding quality darkened his deep blue eyes. She could recall the horrors and deprivations of war, but they were a thing of the past. What did she know of the high-stress conditions under which he constantly worked and lived? She had come to accept her personal freedom as her just due. Damon could not take even that for granted.

To tease him from his brooding, she said lightly, “Did you know, Damon, that your eyes are so dark they’re almost black? It must take an enormous amount of light to fill them.”

At that, he smiled. She would have preferred that he laugh.

“Come on,” he said, sprinkling a handful of drachmas on the table. “We have a town to tour.”

Evening was tinting the white of the day a soft blue by the time they left her carry-on with the taverna owner and made their way to the main street. From the shadowy interiors of coffeehouses came the click of dice and dominoes, and the shuffling of cards, interrupted by high-spirited laughter and outbursts of rapidly spoken Greek.

Below, the arcade lights around the harbor winked enticingly. Ahead, gently curving, rose a narrow street of stone steps, bordered by elegantly carved doors, vine-trellised courtyards and the tiny shops of
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