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By the time the launch nosed into the little harbour below the Stavros villa, Charlotte Mitchell had begun to regret accepting Mr. Harcourt's instructions with such obedient haste.

It had all seemed simple enough in London. A folder of documents. A signature required from a difficult client. A flight to Athens, a transfer to Piraeus, a ferry across the Aegean, and finally a private launch arranged to take her from the last public harbour to Thalassos.

Two days at most, Mr. Harcourt had said, peering at her over the steel rims of his spectacles as if the inconvenience were no more than a minor clerical detail. Charlotte, who couldn’t afford to appear reluctant, had folded her hands in her lap and said she would welcome the assignment.

Now, with the late afternoon sun striking hard across the Aegean and the white villa climbing from the hillside like a monument to heat and arrogance, she was not at all certain she had acted wisely.

The island was smaller than she had expected, and more private. There was no bustling quay, no cheerful scatter of tourists, no hotel minibus waiting with a placard bearing her name. Only a curve of harbour wall, a handful of shuttered houses above it, and a long road winding upwards through silver-green olive trees leading towards the villa. Beyond that lay blue water, startlingly bright, and a sky so wide it made her feel curiously exposed.

Charlotte tightened her fingers around the handle of her case. Her palm was damp despite the breeze, a fact she chose to ignore rather than face the fact that she was feeling completely out of her depth.

The man who had brought her from the mainland killed the engine and looped a rope over the iron ring set into the quay. He was broad, weathered, and disinclined to conversation. During the crossing, which to Charlotte's surprise had included no one but herself, he had given her his name, Yannis, and very little else. Now, he stepped off the boat onto the narrow stone steps that led up onto the quay.

‘Kyría, I help you out of boat, né?’ Yannis suggested, sticking out a rough hand.

Charlotte took a moment to contemplate the narrow, stone steps. ‘That’s very kind of you. Thank you, Yannis.’ She grabbed his hand, too tightly, she decided. Nevertheless, she would rather appear as a fool, than risk the mishap of falling into the sea.

Yannis guided her slowly and carefully up onto the quay. When she was safe, he said, ‘I get your case now.’

‘Oh. Right.’ Charlotte looked back at the ferry where her suitcase stood in the same spot she’d placed it. ‘Thank you.’

Yannis nodded, his dark eyes unreadable beneath the brim of his cap. Within minutes, he set her suitcase down beside her.

Charlotte looked towards the empty road ahead. The villa seemed impossibly remote from where she stood, its terraces falling in pale tiers towards the sea, cypresses standing black and upright against the dazzle of white walls. It was beautiful, undeniably so, but there was nothing welcoming about it.

'Yannis, Mr. Stavros is expecting me, isn't he?' Charlotte asked, striving for the confidence she didn’t quite feel.

Yannis rubbed the back of his neck, not as if considering the question, but as if the gesture saved him from answering too fully. ‘Kýrios Stavros knows. You wait here.’

Charlotte's fingers shifted on the handle of the document case. 'Right. I will.'

Yannis nodded, gave her one last appraising look-over and then turned back to his launch.

Charlotte watched him for a few seconds longer than was necessary then touched the collar of her blouse, before catching herself and lowering her hand. There was no point in fussing over her appearance. Whoever came for her wouldn’t be interested in the condition of her hair after a day of travelling. Granted her navy skirt, chosen because it did not crease too badly, and the cream blouse beneath her jacket, belonged to crowded pavements, high-rise offices and rainy London mornings, not to this burning island where the light itself seemed to undress any pretence one might have.

Suddenly, at the head of the harbour road, a sleek black car appeared, coming down the slope with controlled speed. It was low and expensive and even though she knew nothing about cars, she knew enough to recognise money when it moved with that much assurance.

The driver brought the car to a smooth stop a few yards from her and switched off the engine. For a moment he remained where he was, his profile hidden by dark glasses. Charlotte felt an absurd impulse to step back, as if the polished machine itself had encroached upon her.

Then the door opened, and the man got out.

He was not what she had expected. Some part of her had imagined a secretary, perhaps, or an employee in uniform sent to retrieve an inconvenient visitor. Instead, the man who came towards her looked as if the island, the villa, and the wide glittering sea had all been arranged around him because no other order of things would have seemed plausible.

He was tall, dark-haired and broad-shouldered, wearing a white linen shirt open at the throat and charcoal trousers that did nothing to soften the impression of restrained power. As he came to a halt before her, his hands slid into his trouser pockets, a small gesture that somehow made him look more assured, not less. His face was hard rather than handsome at first glance, too strongly cut, the nose clean and arrogant, the mouth unsmiling. But when he pushed the sunglasses up onto his head, his eyes were a deep blue and disturbingly attentive.

They moved over her with no obvious discourtesy, and yet they left her with the uncomfortable sensation that he had seen more than her travel-weary clothes and tired face. Charlotte felt sure he had measured the anxiety she was trying to hide, and the stubborn pride she had carried like armour since she was fourteen because of her life’s rather difficult circumstances.

'Miss Mitchell, I take it?'

His voice was low, accented, and perfectly structured.

Charlotte drew herself up. 'I am. And you are...' She hesitated, because suddenly she wished she could be wrong, but instinct told her she wasn’t. 'Mr. Stavros?'

He inclined his head, not quite a bow. 'Yes. You have had a long journey, I assume.'

It was a statement, not a courtesy.

'It has been,' Charlotte agreed, aware that her voice sounded a little too formal. 'But the arrangements were very efficient, so I have no reason to complain.'

His mouth moved slightly, not enough to be called a smile. 'Harcourt prides himself on efficiency. Even when he is being presumptuous.'

Colour rose from the base of Charlotte's throat, hot and betraying. She felt it before she could prevent it, a humiliating warmth creeping above the collar of her blouse. Truthfully, she wasn’t quite certain how to take his reproach of Harcourt since as far as she knew, this entire affair had been agreed upon. At least, that’s what Harcourt had told her

'I was instructed to bring these papers to you personally.' She lifted the document case a fraction, as if it might protect her from the edge in his voice. 'Mr. Harcourt said your signature was urgently required.'

'Mm.' Nikos Stavros looked at the case, then back at her. 'Did he also explain why I hadn’t agreed to receive you?'

For a moment Charlotte said nothing. The harbour seemed suddenly too loud: the slap of water against stone, the cry of a few circling seagulls. Still, none of it was enough to quell her alarming thoughts.

What did he mean, he hadn’t agreed to receive her? She was here, under the express instruction of her employer, who had surely not sent her halfway across Europe on a whim.

'I was told you had been informed of my arrival,' she replied carefully.

Nikos withdrew one hand from his pocket. The movement was slight, but Charlotte noticed it because he had been so still.

'I was informed,' he said. 'That is not the same as consenting.'

The distinction, delivered in that cool voice, might have humiliated her if she had allowed it. Instead, Charlotte lifted her chin.

'Then I apologise for any inconvenience. If you will sign the receipt for the documents, I can return to the mainland immediately.'

She did not have to turn around to know that Yannis was already preparing to leave. But she was quite certain that one word from Nikos Stavros would bring the man back. Men like this, she thought, did not ask twice.

His gaze sharpened. 'Can you?'

The question disturbed her because it suggested knowledge she did not possess.

'Why, yes.' Her fingers pressed against the document case. 'Surely you can ask Yannis to return?'

She glanced over her shoulder. The launch had already moved away from the quay, its wake spreading in small white ripples across the darkening blue.

'Unfortunately, I cannot,' Nikos said.

'But why not?'

He gave a short sigh, the sort a man might give when forced to explain the obvious to a child. 'Because once Yannis reaches the mainland harbour, he must comply with the ferry strike that was announced an hour ago. If he returns for you, he risks his licence. I am not prepared to do that to him.'

Charlotte tightened her grip on the document case until the edge pressed into her fingers.

'I see,' she said flatly.

A strike. The word settled coldly beneath the heat. That meant she was trapped here until the matter was resolved. But how long would that be? Hours? A day? Several days? She swallowed, relaxing her hold only when she realised she was clinging to the case as if it were a life belt.

'There is presumably somewhere in the village where I can stay,' she said, because to show distress would have been too satisfying to him.

Nikos shook his head. 'I am afraid not, Miss Mitchell.'

Charlotte stared. 'What?'

She had not meant to sound so alarmed, but the startled reaction escaped before she could smooth it.

'There are no hotels. No guesthouses.' He spoke matter-of-factly, as if the absence of shelter was a minor geographical feature. 'I believe you’re forgetting that this is a private island—my island.'

Charlotte looked beyond him at the few shuttered buildings above the quay. They did not look as though they welcomed strangers. The whole island seemed to have withdrawn behind its white walls and blue shutters, leaving her on the harbour stones with a man who resented her presence.

'There must be some way back,' she said, more sharply than she intended. 'We are not living in the Middle Ages.'

Nikos's lips twisted. 'You are very determined for someone who has no idea where she is.'

Charlotte looked directly at him. Exhaustion made her less cautious, and anger steadied her in a way fear never did.

'And you, Mr. Stavros, are very discourteous for someone whose business agent has sent an employee halfway across Europe on your behalf.'

He regarded her seriously. 'My business agent should know better than to send anyone to my island without my permission,' Nikos returned.

The implication struck harder than the words themselves. Charlotte's fingers closed over the case again.

'I am not here in any personal capacity, you know,’ she exclaimed indignantly.

'Really?' he inquired shortly.

'Yes, really!' Charlotte fumbled with the clasp, annoyed to find her fingers less steady than she wished. 'These documents I have here concern the settlement attached to your late father's estate and the claim raised by Mr. Dimitri Stavros. Mr. Harcourt said—’

'Dimitri.' Nikos interrupted sharply. He raked an impatient hand through his hair, dislodging the sunglasses so that he had to catch them before they fell. When he replaced them on top of his head, his face had changed. It had become colder, more remote, as if the name had drawn a shutter behind his eyes.

'Well, yes,' Charlotte said, after a moment. 'Dimitri Stavros is your stepbrother, I believe.'

'You believe correctly.'

'But I know nothing more about the matter than is contained in this file,' Charlotte added quickly, less to defend the statement than her own dignity.

'And yet you came.'

Charlotte stared at him. He was serious. The severity of his expression admitted no other interpretation.

'Of course I came. I was employed to do so,’ she stated bluntly.

'By Harcourt?'

For a second, Charlotte reviewed the answer in her head although she wasn’t really sure why. She supposed it was because, to some extent, she wished to protect the overall image of Harcourt thus protecting her own as well and one thing was certain, Nikos Stavros certainly made her feel as if she needed to protect herself at every turn

'By Harcourt and Lowe, yes.'

'And by Dimitri?'

The accusation was so unexpected that Charlotte's lips parted before she could stop herself.

'Your brother? No. Why on earth would you think that?'

Nikos considered her. He did not answer at once. The silence stretched long enough for Charlotte to become painfully conscious of the document case pressed against her ribs and the wind lifting fine strands of hair from her neck.

'And you have never met him?' he asked at last.

'No.'

'Never spoken to him?'

'Oh, for heaven's sake!' The words escaped before she could stop them. She pressed her lips together, remembering too late that however offensive Nikos Stavros might be, he was still connected to a client of the firm. 'No,' she repeated, more evenly. 'Not even once.'

His eyes darkened. 'Never been promised anything if you persuaded me to sign this document?'

For an instant the heat, the harbour, and the white villa above them narrowed to the space between his gaze and the colour burning in her face.

Enough, she thought, with a determination born as much of alarm as anger.

Charlotte snapped the document case shut. The sound was small, but decisive.

'I think, Mr. Stavros,' she began, with what dignity she could summon, 'that you have mistaken both my position and my character.'

'Have I?'

His brows rose, giving his arrogance an almost lazy edge.

'Yes, you most certainly have. I am a legal secretary, not an adventuress.'

The moment the word left her lips she regretted it. It sounded old-fashioned, dramatic, and absurdly defensive. Worse, his eyes rested on her mouth with a stillness that made the air alter between them.

'An adventuress,' he repeated drily.

'You know perfectly well what I mean.'

'I think I am beginning to.'

She turned away, more shaken than she cared to show, and looked towards the water. Beyond the harbour mouth the sea had darkened by a shade, blue running to steel where the wind crossed it. It was ridiculous to feel trapped. There was open water on every side. Yet that was precisely what made the island feel less like a place than a decision already made for her.

Nikos moved past her and took her suitcase before she knew what he intended. His hand closed over the handle with a finality that made protest seem childish.

'Come,' he said.

Charlotte turned quickly. 'Where?'

'To the villa, of course.'

'But I have not agreed to stay at the villa.'

He paused, her suitcase in one hand, the late sun catching the hard line of his cheek. 'Have you been listening, Miss Mitchell? There is nowhere else for you to stay.'

'But that would make me your guest.'

'No.' His mouth took on a sardonic curve. 'It makes you my responsibility. There is quite a difference.'

'In what way?'

'If you were my guest, it would be because I invited you.' He glanced towards the shuttered houses above the quay. 'As my responsibility, you are merely someone I cannot leave on the harbour wall for the goats and stray dogs to investigate.'

Charlotte did not know whether to be relieved that he was capable of humour or insulted by the form it took.

'I am not helpless,' she said.

'No,' he agreed, and for the first time there was the faintest trace of amusement about his mouth. 'You are armed with a document case and moral outrage. I am sure the dogs would be intimidated.'

She ought to have found the remark unforgivable. Instead, for one disconcerting second, she found herself noticing the change in his face when he almost smiled. It softened nothing, exactly, but it revealed the possibility of warmth so abruptly that she looked away.

'You are very amusing, Mr. Stavros.'

'I rarely try to be.'

That, Charlotte thought, she could quite believe.

He turned towards the car, leaving her no dignified alternative but to follow. She opened her own door while he stored her suitcase in the boot. The gesture gave her something to do with hands that had begun to feel awkwardly idle.

The interior of the car smelled faintly of leather, tobacco, and the dry heat of sun-warmed upholstery. Charlotte sat up straighter when Nikos slid in beside her. He lowered the sunglasses over his eyes and started the engine. A moment later they were climbing away from the harbour, the road twisting in narrow curves above the sea.

The view fell away too quickly. White roofs, blue water, the launch reduced to a dark toy against the quay
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