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CHAPTER I — THE CROSSING TO KALYMNOS

The Aegean had never looked so cruel in its beauty. From the upper deck of the Ariadne, the sea stretched in impossible shades of cobalt and turquoise, glittering beneath a sun that seemed less to warm than to interrogate. The yacht cut through the water with the quiet arrogance of forty-two metres of Italian engineering, leaving a white scar that closed behind it almost as quickly as it was made. On the aft deck, beneath the striped canvas of the awning, the guests had arranged themselves with the careful nonchalance of people who had been taught, from birth, that ease is the most expensive thing a body can wear.

Julien Delcourt stood near the teak rail, a glass of mineral water in his hand — he had declined the champagne offered twenty minutes earlier by a steward whose smile was as precise as his knot — and watched the island draw itself out of the haze. It was smaller than he had imagined, a pale tooth of limestone rising from the sea, crowned with scrub and the scattered white cubes of what might have once been a fishing village. Now it belonged, in its entirety, to a single family, and for the next four days, to a single event. The wedding of Nicolas Karadas, heir to the Karadas pharmaceutical fortune, and Eleni Vlachos, a documentary filmmaker whose name had appeared twice in Le Monde and once, less favourably, in the society pages of Kathimerini.

Julien had not come for the spectacle. He was not a man drawn to spectacle. He had come because Aristeides Karadas — the groom's uncle, and a client of his Parisian étude for matters of Mediterranean inheritance — had asked him, with the particular gravity that old men reserve for requests they know cannot be refused, to attend as a friend of the family. "You have a good eye, Monsieur Delcourt," Aristeides had said, tapping a signet ring against the leather of his desk. "And you are discreet. That is worth more than attendance." Julien had not asked what he was expected to see. He had simply accepted the invitation, had his linen suit pressed, and boarded the morning flight to Athens, where the Ariadne was waiting.

The guests, in the end, were not numerous. Fifteen souls, including himself. A number that, in another context, might have suggested intimacy. Here, on a private island with a staff that outnumbered the visitors two to one, it suggested something else entirely: a list that had been pruned, carefully and without apology, of anyone whose presence might prove inconvenient. Julien had spent his professional life reading wills, codicils, and the small cruelties encoded in family trees. He recognised the shape of the pruning. It was the same shape he had seen a hundred times before, in a hundred offices smelling of old paper and regret.

"It's rather extraordinary, isn't it?"

The voice came from his left. He turned to find a woman of perhaps forty, dressed in a caftan of deep emerald silk that moved with her like water. Her dark hair was swept back in a way that revealed the strong line of her jaw, and her eyes — heavy-lidded, amused, faintly predatory — regarded him with the interest of someone accustomed to being the most intelligent person in any room.

"The island?" he asked.

"The gathering. The selection. The fact that we are all here, and that none of us, I suspect, were chosen at random." She sipped her drink. "My name is Margaux Delaunay. I write for L'Obs. Or rather, I used to. Now I write for whoever will pay. You must be the notary."

Julien inclined his head. "You have been informed of my profession."

"Informed, no. I have inferred. You are the only person on this boat who has not touched a glass of champagne, who is not wearing sunglasses, and who has been watching the groom's mother for the last hour. That is the profile of a man paid to notice things."

"I am a friend of Monsieur Karadas," Julien said mildly. "And I drink water because the sun is unforgiving."

Margaux laughed, a sound that carried across the deck and drew, briefly, the attention of a silver-haired man in a linen suit reading a newspaper three metres away. "Of course you are. And I am here because Eleni and I went to university together, and she thought it would be charming to have a journalist at her wedding. She did not consider that journalists, by trade, do not find things charming."

"She may be right about that," Julien said. "But she is generous. That is rarer."

"Generosity," Margaux replied, turning her gaze back to the island, which had now resolved into a small harbour, a jetty of pale stone, and a cluster of whitewashed buildings climbing the slope above it, "is a luxury that families like the Karadas can no longer afford. Not with what is coming."

She did not elaborate. Julien did not ask her to. He had learned, in twenty-three years of reading the silences that families leave between their words, that the most useful information is often the information people choose not to give. It is the shape of the withholding that tells the story.

He returned his attention to the guests. There was Aristeides himself, the old man who had summoned him, seated in a cane chair near the bow, his newspaper folded neatly across his knee, his eyes closed as though in prayer or merely in the exhaustion of having outlived too many of his contemporaries. There was Konstantinos Karadas, the groom's father — a man of sixty-five with the smooth, careful face of someone who had spent decades learning to betray without leaving a mark — speaking in low tones with a broad-shouldered man in a navy blazer whom Julien recognised, from the briefing notes Aristeides had provided, as Stavros Petridis, the family's long-standing business counsel.

There was the bride's family, arranged in a separate little constellation near the stern. Eleni herself stood at the rail, barefoot, her dark hair loose, watching the island with an expression Julien could not quite read. It was not excitement. It was not anticipation. It was something quieter, more watchful — the expression, he thought, of a woman who has agreed to something and is now waiting to see what, exactly, she has agreed to. Beside her stood her mother, Katerina, a small, dignified woman in a grey dress who spoke rarely and whose hands, Julien noticed, did not quite stop moving — smoothing the fabric of her skirt, adjusting a strap, folding and unfolding a paper napkin.

And then there was the groom.

Nicolas Karadas emerged from the cabin below deck at that moment, squinting against the sun, a glass of whisky in his hand despite the early hour. He was handsome in the way that certain Greek men of a certain age are handsome — dark, heavy-browed, with the kind of confidence that has never been questioned and therefore never been tested. He crossed the deck to Eleni, kissed her lightly on the cheek, and said something that made her smile without her eyes joining in.

"You see them?" Margaux murmured. "You see what we all see, and what no one will say?"

"I see a bride and a groom on their way to their wedding," Julien said.

"You see a boy who has never been refused, marrying a girl who has never been bought. And you see the people around them who will not let either of them have what they think they have come for." She set her glass down. "Enjoy the island, Monsieur Delcourt. It is very beautiful. And very small."

She drifted away, toward the bar, where a younger man — thin, nervous, with the kind of face that suggests too many late nights and too few honest meals — was attempting, and failing, to light a cigarette against the sea breeze. Julien recognised him from the briefing notes: Alexis Moros, Eleni's cousin, a freelance photographer whose last documentary had been quietly pulled from a festival after someone in the Karadas family objected to its subject matter.

The Ariadne was slowing now. The harbour opened before them, a crescent of pale stone sheltering a handful of moorings. Beyond it, the village climbed the hillside in a cascade of white and blue, the colours of the Greek flag, the colours of a postcard. It was, Julien admitted, extraordinarily beautiful. The kind of beauty that, in his experience, existed to make the ugliness of what would happen there seem all the more obscene.

A small motor launch detached itself from the jetty and came out to meet them. Its driver, a weathered man in a white shirt, waved and called out something in Greek that Julien did not catch. On the upper deck, Konstantinos Karadas rose from his conversation with Petridis and made his way to the rail, his face arranged into the expression of a man who has been expecting this moment with a mixture of satisfaction and dread.

"We are here," Nicolas called to Eleni, and there was something in his voice — not quite triumph, not quite tenderness — that suggested he was speaking as much to himself as to her. "The island. Our island."

Eleni did not answer at once. She stood at the rail, her hair lifting in the breeze, and looked at the white houses, the narrow streets, the small church whose blue dome caught the light like a held breath. Then she turned to Nicolas, and smiled, and said, "Yes. Our island."

But her hand, Julien noticed, had found her mother's, and was holding it very tightly.

The launch drew alongside. The guests stirred, collected bags and sunhats and the small vanities that people bring with them into places where they expect to be watched. A steward appeared with a tray of fresh champagne, and this time, Julien took a glass. He did not drink it. He held it, and watched the bubbles rise, and thought about Aristeides' words. You have a good eye. And you are discreet.

He wondered, as the yacht slid into the harbour and the shadow of the island fell across the deck, what it was, exactly, that he had
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