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Praise for Rachael Stewart

“This is a delightful, moving contemporary romance.... I should warn you that this is the sort of book that once you start you want to keep turning the pages until you’ve read it. It is an enthralling story to escape into and one that I thoroughly enjoyed reading. I have no hesitation in highly recommending it.”

—Goodreads on Tempted by the Tycoon’s Proposal




CHAPTER ONE

‘WOW!’ CATHERINE WILDE pushed her sunglasses back, sweeping her fringe away as she squinted against the rays of the sun and took in her home for the next month. A Greek island surrounded by crystal blue waters with a golden cliff face that curved before her and seemed to hug and welcome in one. ‘It’s incredible.’

‘The most beautiful island, nai?’ Marsel grinned as he lugged one of her many bags off his small sailboat that she’d chosen to hitch a lift on. Her PA had thought she was crazy—‘You know I can sort you a nice speedboat, right?’—but she’d wanted to start this holiday as she meant to go on. Relaxed, laid-back and under no circumstances rushed. So when she’d learned of Marsel’s regular trips to the mainland to source supplies she’d jumped at the opportunity to climb aboard.

It had nothing whatsoever to do with delaying her arrival at said island and coming face to face with its owner.

Nothing at all.

She stopped herself from shaking her head emphatically as she threw her focus into the beauty of the island. This trip was about relaxing in authentic Greek hospitality. No security detail, no flash vehicles, no celebrity fuss.

And it was a good plan...if only her bobbing feet and drumming fingertips would get the message.

She’d tried to relax on the journey. She’d tried to focus on the beauty of Greece, to let the heat of the midday sun warm her, the sea breeze soothe her. She’d tried really hard...and maybe that was the problem. Relaxing didn’t come naturally, not to her.

And neither did nerves. She was an award-winning actor after all. It didn’t pay to let nerves get the better of her. But this kind of unease was different, uncontainable, and she couldn’t deny its source—Alaric de Vere.

Her best friend’s older brother. Her friend once too, many moons ago.

And this was his private island, his place of solace, cut off from the world and civilisation, just the way he liked it...

Until now.

Was she truly as welcome as the curving cliff face made out?

Or had his sister, Flo, worked the same persuasive magic over him and left him no choice but to welcome her? A burnt-out celebrity, reeling from a breakup and in desperate need of isolation, if the press were to be believed.

And though they didn’t know the half of it, they weren’t far wrong...

But she wasn’t here just to fix herself, she was here for him. As a favour to Flo and to appease her own worries too. She was here to do everything she could to help Alaric. To remind him of his life beyond the island, of those who missed him and needed him to return.

Her stomach churned it over, her head thinking the worst, her heart...too tender. Was he really as bad as Flo had made out? The media even? Was she going to make it worse coming here when she was hardly a picture of mental health herself?

‘Nai?’ Marsel’s brows nudged skyward, his brown eyes dancing and bright.

She frowned. Nai? Yes. Yes, what?

‘The island?’ He gestured to it as he leapt back onto the precarious gangplank with another of her bags.

‘Nai. Very beautiful.’ She gave him an unrestrained smile, thinking only to hide her worries, and immediately regretted it.

His knees seemed to buckle beneath him, his body leaning precariously overboard, and she flung her hand out with a yelp, too far away to reach. She held her breath and was forced to watch as he swiftly regained control and hurried to land, his eyes averted, his tanned cheeks sporting a flush he wouldn’t want her to notice.

She wanted to apologise. She knew the affect she had on people, but she’d hoped her and Marsel had moved past that after several hours in one another’s company. Her efforts to show him she was just another person, a person capable of carrying her own luggage, capable of laughing over the fact he’d run her suitcase over her foot in his haste to get to it before she could herself, paying off.

But it seemed he was still as star-struck, and after a decade in the film industry, she should be used to it...and she was...

It didn’t make it any easier to live with though.

She loved acting. She loved projecting another life on the screen and moving people to tears, to laughter, to joy. To provide the kind of escapism people needed when times were tough or to pass a few pleasant hours of downtime.

But fame came with its pedestal and a lonely one at that.

Not that she was being all woe me. She knew how lucky she was; she just wished at times to be able to blend in, be normal, to have her personal affairs kept just that—personal. Her hand went to her stomach, her fingers idly stroking as the pain of the recent past threatened to invade.

The future would be different; she was determined to make it so. One step at a time. First, a change in career. She wanted to make a difference on the other side of the screen. She wanted to write her own tales for others to perform. Something this trip was supposed to aid with by giving her the space, the freedom and the time to get her first script finished.

Time to work and time to grieve, Flo had said. Time to help Alaric, and time to help herself.

She lowered her gaze to where her fingers stilled over her flat stomach that showed nothing of the slightest baby bump that had once been and swallowed the bubble of pain that threatened to shake her anew. She thought of the soft smile on Flo’s lips as her friend had bade her a teary farewell, her own palm resting over her well-pronounced bump. A sight that had brought both pain and happiness, the reminder of what she’d lost contending with her joy for her friend who deserved every bit of happiness.

She pulled her phone from her bag. She’d promised Flo she’d message when she arrived safe and now was as good a time as any. It would also free Marsel to go about his task without another mishap courtesy of her and her world-renowned smile. And though she’d offered to carry her own baggage off the boat, she was relieved he’d insisted on doing it. She really didn’t fancy her chances of making it across, bags in hand, not with the way the flimsy gangplank was shifting with the boat. She had to wedge her body against the rail just to text Flo.

She kept it short and sweet, pocketed the phone before she could drop it in the rolling waters and breathed in her surroundings.

It really was beautiful, beautiful and isolated and...quite unexpected. With the simplest of wooden jetties forming a safe path over the rocks, its white painted railing distressed and peeling away, it was hardly luxurious and so unlike the family to which it belonged.

Or more specifically the man...but then what did she know of Alaric after all this time?

The boat lurched with the waves and her stomach took another roll. A roll she knew had nothing to do with the waters beneath her and everything to do with him. She grasped the handrail to steady herself, wishing she could steady her stomach and her nerves just as easy.

She’d known Alaric her entire life. They’d played together as children, hung out together as teens, got drunk and disorderly even... He’d been her first real crush too, in an intensely forbidden best friend’s older brother kind of... A ridiculous bubble of laughter cut off her mental spiel—not helping, Catherine.

But so much had changed since she last saw him. His entire life had been upended, and here she was waltzing right back into it...surely it was too little, too late?

Was she deluded to even try? To believe Flo when she’d insisted Catherine could help, even when his own family hadn’t been able to?

Her phone buzzed in her bag and she lifted it out, glanced at the screen as it buzzed again and again with more messages arriving in quick succession.

You’re on the island?

You’ve seen Alaric?

Is he okay?

Her brows drew together as she tapped in a reply.

Yes. No. Don’t know. Calm down, Flo. Xx

Her friend’s response was just as quick.

Sorry! Where is he? Xx

Her frown deepened. Good question. Where was her host? Surely it was polite to greet a guest at the dock...especially one that you hadn’t seen in for ever?

She typed back.

I don’t know. We’ve just moored up. He’s probably at the house.

Three dots appeared to show that Flo was typing...and typing...and still typing.

The hairs on Catherine’s nape prickled, her anxiety aggravated with every prolonged second...

She glanced up to see Marsel landside with all the bags, his phone to his ear as he spoke in rapid Greek. She looked back to her phone, tapped her foot. Come on, Flo, spit it out...

Okay. Keep me updated, yeah? Xx

That was it. That was what had taken several minutes to type?

‘Way to go in helping me relax, Flo,’ she murmured under her breath as she fired off her reply.

Of course. Xx

She shoved her phone back into her bag and lowered her sunglasses, moving before she changed her mind about the whole affair. She needed this break and Alaric needed to get a life, to use Flo’s words. It was a win-win.

Marsel saw her approach and quickly cut his call, hurrying to the end of the gangplank to offer out his hand in aid. Gladly she took it, careful to keep her smile to the ground.

‘Kyrios de Vere is aware that we are here,’ he said once she was safe on land.

‘Great.’ Though her stomach didn’t feel great.

She reached for one of her cases and as Marsel tried to stop her she waved him down.

‘I think it will be quicker if I help. It looks like there’s a walk ahead?’

She eyed the worn and dusty pier, the sandy pathway through the cliff face, the small cove that looked like it had no decent exit point...it wasn’t as though a car was suddenly going to appear. And there were the food supplies Marsel had brought back from the mainland to carry too.

‘Is Alaric—Kyrios de Vere—on his way?’

Marsel didn’t eye her as he took her other bags in hand and started off down the jetty. ‘He says that we should head on up. The jeep isn’t too far away.’

‘Oh...’ She peered into the picturesque distance and saw nothing remotely vehicle-like. She’d just have to take his word for it.

Brows drawing together, she followed him, her mind pondering Alaric’s whereabouts. It was perfectly reasonable, she tried to tell herself, that he wouldn’t want to greet her at the dock. She didn’t have to think the worst. And besides, she was here for her space too, having rejected her security detail and her PA’s pleasant company. This was just another element of getting all the space she desired.

Perfectly reasonable. Perfectly fine.

Only...

No one had seen Alaric in a year. The public hadn’t seen him in nearly three, and she...well, she hadn’t seen him for almost ten...and she knew he was suffering. She got that. But did that mean he really didn’t want her here, in spite of the invite?

Her heart ached for him, even as the urge to run nipped at her heels.

‘Wait here, Miss Wilde!’ Marsel called back over his shoulder. ‘The jeep is just a few yards away, tucked into a cave out of the sun. I’ll bring it to you.’

She blew out a relieved breath, releasing her case with a nod and fisting her hands on her hips. Not that she couldn’t carry on up the steep incline ahead. She trained daily. She had to. She wasn’t one of those actors who depended on body doubles, stunt or otherwise. If the character had to do it, then she had to—it was important to her. Though her agent and the extortionate fee for her insurance told her she was foolish to insist on it.

But a jeep was good. It meant she wouldn’t arrive face to face with Alaric for the first time in years feeling exposed and in desperate need of a shower. She’d at least have her trusty armour—her make-up, her clothing and her composure—all in place.

Shielding her eyes with one hand, she took in the sandy cove, the dusty path ahead, the sprouts of green and flora jutting out of the golden cliff face, the trees looming over the edge high above...and then she saw it—a figure...someone in between the trees... Alaric?

She went to wave, but the silhouette vanished as swiftly as it had appeared.

Had she imagined it? Was it a trick of the light, of the haze caused by the heat of the sun?

She wiped the sweat from the back of her neck, flapped the front of her vest top to let in some air...

Yes, it had to be the heat playing tricks on her, or it wasn’t Alaric, because Alaric would have at least waved.

But then the Alaric she remembered would have bounded down the path and swept her up into a bear hug the second she’d hopped off the boat.

The Alaric she remembered would have made sure she felt welcome.

The Alaric she remembered wouldn’t leave her feeling like this...



This was a mistake.

Alaric had known it the second his sister had asked.

Had known it even as he’d said yes and instructed Dorothea to make up the spare room. For his use, not Catherine’s, because Catherine had to have the best his house could offer and that meant his suite.

He cursed, raked a hand through his sweat-slickened hair. Catherine. Here. On his island. This was madness.

He’d tried to run off the apprehension, the unease, had ran and ran in the ridiculous heat with no destination in mind, until he’d found himself at the cliff edge and spied Marsel’s boat on the horizon.

And then, as the boat had loomed closer, it had been her hair, captivating as it shone like spun gold in the breeze, her presence like a hit of sunshine straight to his frozen core, its warmth far more powerful than the blazing heat of the day.

It had always been this way with Catherine...or was it Kitty now?

Kitty. His fists flexed at his sides. He didn’t know her as Kitty, but the world did—Kitty Wilde, Hollywood A-list and idol to millions. Would there be any of Catherine left in the movie star she was now?

And why did he even care?

He shouldn’t. Just as he shouldn’t have agreed. He clenched his jaw, fighting back the chaos rising within. He’d made his bed so to speak...the time to turn her away was long gone. And he could hardly leave the island himself. Where would he go? Where would he want to go?

Nowhere. That was the cold hard truth. His island was more than just his home; it was his sanctuary, his protection from the past, his haven for the future.

But thanks to his sister, he now had a guest, and one he wasn’t ready to face, no matter what good manners dictated. He watched as she walked down the jetty, every step bringing her that bit closer, her walk so elegant even as she lugged what had to be a heavily laden suitcase...

He dragged in a breath, battling the sudden light-headedness. No, he’d wait for nightfall, for the harsh light of day to be gone. In the darkness he could find some protection, something to obscure his scars when she set her infamous blue eyes on him and that picture-perfect smile that had captured the hearts of millions, if not billions.

If she would muster up a smile at all when she saw what he had become...

She glanced up at that precise moment, her eyes behind her shades colliding with his and the world stilled, his heart the only thing capable of movement as it leapt, strong and wild. The most he’d felt in years.

He choked on his own folly as he spun away and broke into a pace that was all the more fierce for the feelings he was trying to outrun. He pounded the trail, through the trees, the landscaped gardens, the burn in his lungs nothing to do with exertion and everything to do with her. He startled Andreas, who was tending to the flowers beside the front door, and almost took out a bustling Dorothea when he burst into the hallway.

‘Kyrios de Vere!’ She clutched a hand to her chest, her brown eyes wide, wisps of grey hair escaping her bun as she rushed about getting everything perfect for their guest. ‘You startled me!’

He came to an abrupt halt, sucked in a breath. ‘Marsel will be here shortly. Can you show Catherine around and I’ll join her this evening?’

‘But don’t you—’

‘I’m busy.’ He was already moving off, heading for the stairs, and he sensed her frown follow him.

‘But—’

‘No buts, Dorothea. See it done.’

Yes, he was being discourteous, his manners tossed to the wayside in his desire to avoid facing her, but what did they know of it, what did any of them know of it... This was his house, his domain, and he could act however he damn well chose.

He only wished he could dismiss the nagging guilt as easily.




CHAPTER TWO

RIGHT, SO SHE was here, and he wasn’t.

Unease rippled through her as she followed Marsel’s directions to the kitchen, grocery bags wrapped in her arms. She felt like she shouldn’t be here, that she was invading Alaric’s home. A man she no longer knew.

All she had to go on was second-hand. Not the hyped-up, titillated news the world’s media reported, but the heartfelt version from his sister. And not just the horrific details of the accident three years ago that had taken the life of his best friend, but the mark it had left. How it changed him both inside and out. How he’d cut himself off so completely.

Would he let her in? Would he talk to her? Would he even make himself known or was she going to spend a month alone?

She tightened her hold on the grocery bags as the hollow ache inside resonated out, her own loss compounded by her fear that whatever bond they’d once shared was over. And in that moment, she didn’t know who needed it more...her or Alaric.

‘Aah, Miss Wilde, it is so good to meet you!’ A woman bustled towards her as she entered the kitchen, her brown eyes sparkling with warmth, her flour-dusted cheeks giving off a glow. ‘I’m Dorothea, Kyrios de Vere’s housekeeper, and you really shouldn’t be carrying those—that is a job for my son!’

Catherine laughed at the woman’s flurried greeting. ‘It’s so good to meet you too, and it’s fine. I insisted on helping. Where shall I put them?’

Dorothea hurried across the stone-walled kitchen to the centre island, shoving various ingredients and cooking utensils aside to clear some space on the worn wooden surface. ‘Thank you, Miss Wilde.’

‘You’re welcome.’ She placed the bags down and eyed the concrete countertop behind her, its glazed surface covered in flour with a fresh mound of dough at its heart.

‘I’m so sorry, Kyrios de Vere’s not here.’ Dorothea wrung her hands in her apron. ‘You see, he is—well, he is rather busy with his work, and—and he did say he was sorry and that he will join you this evening.’

She nodded, though Dorothea’s obvious discomfort failed to reassure her and, seeking a distraction, she gestured to the dough. ‘What are you making?’

‘Fresh pitta to go with souvlaki tonight. It is Kyrios de Vere’s favourite.’

Catherine smiled. ‘Soon to be mine, I’m sure.’

Fresh baked bread—her weakness. But it was okay, she had a month without a camera on her. She could afford to eat a little luxury so early on in her break.

‘Excellent!’ Dorothea’s cheeks rounded with her smile as she paused before the Belfast sink to wash her hands and Catherine glanced around the room.

It was a rustic delight, all wood and concrete with a splash of colour from the copper handles and pans, and the herbs that hung along one wall creating a pleasing, natural scent. It was a proper kitchen. Well-used, homely and tasteful.

She couldn’t stop her thoughts going back to her host...had he designed this space? Did he cook here too? Or was it all Dorothea and the skill of a talented interior designer?

‘Now you should get yourself settled and relaxed.’ Dorothea gently shooed her to the door. ‘I’ll show you to your bedroom.’

‘No—no, it’s fine. I’ll help unload the jeep first.’

‘You will not.’ The commanding way she said it had Catherine grinning. Not only was she unaccustomed to being bossed about when she wasn’t on set, she actually found the older woman’s manner quite endearing. ‘My son is more than capable, as is his father. You are a guest.’

‘Nonsense.’ As endearing as it was, Catherine wasn’t backing down. ‘It’s the least I can do for hijacking Marsel’s trip to the mainland, and I won’t be waited on hand and foot while I’m here.’

‘There’s no talking her down, Mama.’ Marsel bustled into the kitchen before they could make it to the door, his arms laden with bags as he shook his head and gave his mum a sheepish smile. ‘I’ve already tried several times over.’

‘It’s true, I insisted.’ Catherine rested her hand on Dorothea’s shoulder. ‘Please. I want to help.’

‘You might as well agree, agápi mou.’ In came Andreas, Marsel’s father, his eyes crinkling at the corners with his grin. ‘I’ve already had the same argument with Miss Wilde outside. She’s as stubborn as you!’

That earned a huff out of Dorothea and a laugh from the rest, including Catherine, her nerves readily disappearing in the company of their easy banter.

She followed Marsel back out to the jeep and this time he didn’t quibble as he handed her a brown paper bag filled with groceries and took one up for himself. ‘That’s the last of the food.’

As they headed back inside, she surveyed the grounds once more, this time taking in its beauty rather than trying to spy her elusive host. The house flowed over several storeys built into the hillside, its stone walls blending into the surroundings and giving the impression of a century-old farmhouse rather than the luxury villa she’d been expecting. There were pale blue shutters at every window, terracotta pots with flowers flourishing and well-tended rock gardens with a variety of plants and olive trees offering up some verdant relief to the dry terrain.

The sound of running water came from the lowest tier and she could just make out the edge of an infinity pool that dropped off into the ocean, and rattan-covered seating areas positioned to make the most of the far-reaching view with distant boats and islands appearing as tiny specks on the horizon.

‘Stand there much longer and the food will cook itself.’

She spun to face Marsel waiting in the doorway and grimaced. ‘Sorry, it really is quite captivating.’

He grinned as he carried on his way and she followed him inside, the cool air of the house an instant relief to the oppressive heat of the day. It wasn’t just the soothing temperature either, it was the earthy tones of the décor, the exposed stone and mortar in the walls, the interesting theme of forged cement, wood and rattan flowing both inside and out.

It was calming, Zen-like, and as she breathed it all in, she realised she could be quite happy here. That if any place could teach her to relax, it was this one. So long as her and Alaric were okay...

She wriggled the bag higher up her chest, righted her shoulders and bolstered her resolve. They would be okay.

Helping him wasn’t negotiable, helping herself on the other hand...well, she was trying.

She walked into the kitchen and straight into the back of a stock-still Marsel.

‘Mama! Papa!’

She peeked around him, her frown of confusion lifting as she took in the scene before her—a blushing Dorothea batting away a now flour-covered Andreas. Catherine didn’t need to guess at what Marsel had walked in on.

‘It’s amazing anything gets done here,’ their son admonished, shaking his head and dumping the bags on the island.

Andreas pounded his son’s back. ‘Says you.’

She laughed at their teasing, the speed with which they succeeded in lifting her from her worries such light relief.

She placed her bag down beside Marsel’s and brushed off her hands. ‘Is there anything else I can help with?’

She eyed the dough and Dorothea hurried over to her. ‘Not today. You should get yourself unpacked and settled in.’

‘I really don’t mind.’ Especially when she felt in desperate need of a distraction to fill the hours between now and dinner when she would finally get to see him. Sticking around the family and their pleasantries definitely appealed more than being left to her thoughts.

‘But I do.’ Dorothea started to shoo her to the door again. ‘Now come, I’ll show you to your room.’

‘Okay. Okay.’ She gave a soft sigh and followed her, pausing briefly to speak to Marsel. ‘Thanks again for the lift, I really appreciate it.’

‘Yes, Marsel.’ The very air seemed to still as all eyes swung to the open doorway and the man now filling it. ‘Thank you for bringing Catherine here.’

Alaric!

At least...it had to be...but ten years...the accident and the scar it had left. Her gaze caught on it, the way his bronzed skin pulled together along his cheek, tugging at the corner of his eye and mouth, creating a jagged line in the dark layer of stubble.

Her heart twisted. The sight of the scar in the flesh bringing with it the pain he’d endured, the agony, the loss. It felt like minutes passed when it could only have been seconds, her pulse kick-starting, her eyes blinking away the tears that would have formed as she stepped forward and stalled. He’d said nothing more. Hadn’t even moved. No welcome, nothing.

And he was so very different. Taller, broader, the hard cut to his jaw more pronounced as he clenched it tight, his mouth full even in its grim line. His dark hair, neither short nor long, dripped water onto his white T-shirt, the fabric fitting snug to his chest and biceps before gathering at the hips, his loose linen trousers and bare feet far more relaxed than his posture.

Had he been in the shower—is that why he hadn’t come to greet her?

It was a nice thought, a relief, but somehow she doubted it, and as she forced her eyes back to his, her thoughts emptied out. It was his eyes that spoke to her the most, those breathtaking blues that conjured up so many memories and seemed to suck the very oxygen from the room. There was no denying who those eyes belonged to. Even devoid of the light, the humour, the love, they were undeniably his, and undeniably cold.

She lifted her chin a fraction and swallowed, her smile so very forced. ‘Alaric?’



‘Catherine.’

He dipped his head, the movement stilted as his body tightened against the chill spreading within, rapidly taking over the warmth that had assaulted him the second he’d entered the doorway and set eyes on her up close.

She’d twisted her hair up into a knot high on her head since he’d seen her on the jetty, her sunglasses nestled in the golden tresses and unveiling her startling blue eyes that he didn’t want to appreciate up close. They made his heart race, his body warm with too many memories, too many feelings. Even when they were filled with the wide-eyed horror they possessed now, her glossy mouth parted, her cheeks flushed pink.

He tried to swallow, tried to regain control, but everything about her made it impossible. Even the simple hairstyle provoked him, the way it exposed the arch of her neck, her delicate collarbone, escaped tendrils teasing at the skin there. Skin that he’d once admired, tickled, caressed even...only not in the way he’d craved.

And now she was here with far too much of that skin on show. Her vest top hanging from two of the skinniest straps, her animal print shorts lightweight and short. Much too short as they exposed her long legs all glossy and bronzed, and...and he really needed to keep his eyes up.

But then he was looking straight into her wide-eyed gaze, her abject horror freezing over his veins once more. And in a way that was better, far safer. It kept him at a distance, reminded him of how times had changed, how they’d both changed.

‘Or is it Kitty now?’ He couldn’t prevent the bitter edge to his voice, didn’t want to, and Dorothea’s narrowed gaze told him she’d caught it. Caught it and was warning him to behave. To do better.

‘I’ll answer to either.’ Her smile wavered about her lips, a fresh bloom of colour rising from her chest to her face, highlighting her angled cheekbones and the button-like tip to her upturned nose. Features he remembered all too well and bringing the strangest sense of relief that she hadn’t succumbed to the surgeon’s knife in her quest to achieve Hollywood perfection.

And why would she change when she’s perfect enough already?

His jaw pulsed as he buried the unwelcome thought. ‘Catherine, it is.’

‘It’s good to see you.’

Was it? Or was she just being polite. He hadn’t mistaken the horror he’d glimpsed, he was sure, so was it regret he could see now? Regret and...curiosity?

Did she want to see for herself the man he had become? The beast even...

The tabloids were rarely kind, and his sister alone knew enough to condemn him.

Dorothea’s brows were wagging on his periphery, telling him to respond appropriately, and he cleared his throat, gave a curt nod. ‘I trust you had a good journey?’

There. That was polite. That was thoughtful.

‘I did...thank you.’ She stepped towards him and he fought the urge to back up, fought even harder as her hands lifted—God, was she going to embrace him? Hell, no. He spun away. ‘I’ll show you around.’

He strode down the hall, not daring to wait, not able to breathe until there was enough distance between them. He had no interest in being all touchy-feely. He didn’t want her to see him up close. In the face of her perfection, he felt ever more scarred, ever more damaged.

‘Hey, Alaric, slow down.’

He didn’t. He raked his fingers through his hair and continued on, hearing the soft pad of her footfall behind him. Even the American twang she’d gained over the years riled his blood. Hollywood may not have forced her under the knife, but ten years of living and breathing that world...was she even recognisable underneath?

Unlikely.

Did he want to find out?

No.

Did he care?

Did he?

He couldn’t even mentally deny it. Truth was he shouldn’t care. Caring led to feelings that he’d long ago denied himself. He didn’t deserve to care for another, just as he didn’t deserve another’s care.

Further reason he should have refused this crazy visit. Refused Flo and not risen to her emotional blackmail.

Flo. His meddling little sister. She’d known what strings to pull, she’d known how to crack his trusty composure—Catherine. She’d been his Achilles heel back then, and no matter how he tried to convince himself that was in the past, that she wasn’t his to care for, he hadn’t been able to say no.

And what exactly had Flo told Catherine over the years? He knew full well his sister’s thoughts on how he lived but just how much of a beast did she think he was? He certainly looked it and Flo herself had tossed the abusive label at him in this very space two years ago when he’d refused to return home to visit their mother after her diagnosis. Called him worse last Christmas when he continued to refuse. But to have those looks of pity, of sadness, from those he loved, those who’d once seen him as strong, successful, invincible...no, he couldn’t stomach it.

But then last month, when she’d begged him to take Catherine in, he’d cracked. ‘Please, Alaric, she needs to hide away from the media storm brewing before it breaks her.’

A media storm triggered by Kitty Wilde’s high-profile breakup with her co-star and fellow A-lister, Luke Walker. A man who was everything Alaric wasn’t and never could be...

He raised a hand to the right. ‘The dining room is here.’

He was surprised he didn’t choke on the words as he fought a misplaced surge of jealousy and didn’t turn as he sensed her pause to look inside the doorway.

‘It’s nice.’

‘It opens onto the veranda and makes the most of the view. I often eat here but you can choose to eat wherever you like.’

He moved off, making sure his point hit home—that he wasn’t expecting her to dine with him; in fact, he’d prefer it if she didn’t—and he could practically sense Dorothea’s disapproving look should she overhear.

‘Alaric?’

She was hurrying after him again, but he refused to pause.

‘To the left is my study which you won’t need. The next door takes you to the gym. It’s fully equipped with a treadmill, bike, cross trainer, rowing machine, weights... If you need any help getting to grips with anything let Marsel or Andreas know.’

‘Not you? Can’t you...’

He gave her a quick look over his shoulder, careful to give his unscarred side. ‘I’d prefer it if they helped you.’

‘Oh...’

It was soft, filled with disappointment, and the pang in his chest of undeniable guilt almost had him taking it back.

‘There’s also a steam room, sauna, jacuzzi and outdoor shower.’ He was already moving again. ‘There are steps down to the pool too.’

He gestured to the right, to the last door. ‘The rest of the floor is made up of the library which you can access here. The bookcases are well stocked, so you should find something to interest you. If not, let Dorothea or Andreas know and they will see it sourced.’

‘I’m sure that won’t be necessary.’

He waited as she peeked inside, her smile lighting up her face. She’d always loved books. It was an interest they’d once shared and the vision of them together on the U-shaped sofa, book in hand, the glass wall before them with the backdrop of the Aegean Sea, was too quick to form. Clear in its imagery, strong in the alien sense of longing it dredged up.

‘It’s so tranquil.’

He grunted, actually grunted, and continued on his way, heading down the stone steps to the mid-level as she hurried to keep up with him. He really was being a jerk. He knew it. Knew it but couldn’t stop. Because stopping meant looking at her again. Looking at her and recalling that fleeting imagery and knowing it may be clear, it may be strong, but it was wrong. Because in it, he too was perfect. Unscarred. Happy.

And it made him angry. He could feel it bubbling in the pit of his gut. There was a time he’d dreamed of them being together. Believed it possible even. That one day he’d walk into her world of glitz and glamor and sweep her off her feet. That he’d be good enough. Successful enough.

But the accident had destroyed that dream...not just destroyed it but taken away his ability to want it. Thoughts of his best friend and the wife and child he’d left behind. The guilt of it cutting as deep now as it had the day he’d learned of Fred’s death, and he clenched his fists as his fingers shook.

‘Wow!’

The exclamation came from Catherine as she entered the living room behind him and he turned to see her all aglow, her eyes taking in the room, her sigh all breathy and alluring as she walked into the middle and twirled on the spot. ‘This is something else.’

He cleared his throat to say something, but all he wanted to admit was that it wasn’t the only thing that was. And he wasn’t about to let out the obvious. She knew how attractive she was; she courted the cameras day in, day out. Knew how to pose, how best to angle her features...but he found himself lured in by her genuine delight. She had to be accustomed to the best the world had to offer, so why did his home impress her so much.

Unless it was an act?

She did it for a living after all...

‘Did you design this space?’ Before her eyes could reach him, he headed to the bar at the opposite end of the room.

‘Yes.’ He took two glasses out from the cupboard beneath the wooden countertop. ‘Can I get you a drink?’

‘Water would be lovely.’

‘Sparkling, still?’

‘Sparkling, thank you.’ She continued to stroll through the room, her fingers brushing over the furnishings, the neutral-coloured recliners, the distressed wooden sideboard, her eyes lifting to the brightly coloured paintings above. ‘I like it.’

Did she like the pictures too? Did she know—

‘Did you paint these?’

She turned to look at him and he lowered his gaze, bent to pull a chilled bottle of sparkling water from the under-counter fridge. ‘Yes.’

‘Recently?’

‘No.’ It came out gruff. Too gruff. He hadn’t painted anything of substance in years. He still didn’t have the fine motor skill required in his left hand to do anything close to something he could be satisfied with, let alone hang.

He placed her drink on the side and carried his own to the glass door, sliding it open enough for him to walk out. The instant hit of the midday sun battled with the cool air-conditioned room and he sucked in a deep breath.

He wanted to be able to hold her eye. To hold a conversation. More than anything, he realised, he was at war with himself, because he wanted to enjoy her company. All things he would have done—could have done once.

But now, now he felt inadequate, unworthy, broken. Living the life of a hermit with a body that didn’t feel like his any more.

He heard her come up behind him and kept his eyes on the ocean, the ripple of the waves, the sailboats all peaceful and serene. ‘It was a derelict farmhouse when I bought the island. I had it renovated and extended.’

She walked ahead of him, out to the edge of the balcony, and he followed, comfortable that her eyes were on the view. He paused beside her, keeping his good side facing her.

‘I can see why you bought it. I love that you left the stone exposed. It gives the place a soul even as it blends into the land.’

He gave a soft huff, both surprised and pleased that she could see his reasoning so well. ‘Part of this floor and the ground floor have been carved out of the cliff. It stops it dominating the landscape and also means the bedrooms on the ground floor tend to stay cool even when the air conditioning is off.’

‘You have an upside-down house?’

His lips quirked as a surprising laugh flickered to life. ‘I guess it is. And having the pool outside the bedroom is convenient when you like to swim before the day kicks off in earnest.’

‘Is that what you do?’ She turned to look up at him.

‘Yes.’

‘Every morning?’

‘Yes.’

Her eyes were still on him and he breathed in through his nose, trying to ease the anxiety her continued attention triggered, but it brought with it her scent. Floral and vanilla. Subtly sweet and tempting. He could feel it swirl within his bloodstream, a teasing warmth that he hadn’t felt in so long.

It was debilitating to feel such a powerful attraction, unsettling in its gravity, and he reached out for the stone balustrade, gripped it tight. But then he wasn’t accustomed to social interaction, social interaction of any sort. He saw Dorothea, Andreas and Marsel. That was it. He hadn’t seen another soul in a year, and even then, it had been a visit from his sister that he hadn’t even agreed to.

And now here he was, with Catherine. Temptation in its truest form, and it hit him full force once more—his sister had known exactly what she was doing and he’d played straight into her hand.

He was a damn fool.

She turned beside him, resting her elbows on the balustrade and angling her face to the sun, her eyes closed. ‘I can see why you moved here.’

She sounded content. Happy. So very different to the chaos raging inside him and he risked a look. He shouldn’t have. Ensnared, that was the word for it. Ensnared by the sight of her up close and so at ease.

There was no horror now and he was starting to question whether it had been there in the first place. He couldn’t even recall the look as he took her in anew. Her hair shone in varying shades of gold, her thick lashes forming dark crescents over blushing pink cheeks, her lips parted as she breathed out, the hint of tongue glistening between perfect white teeth.

It wasn’t au naturel though. Her make-up had been expertly applied, the hint of eyeliner following the curve of her lashes, the mascara thickening their lengths, the shimmer across her skin creating what appeared to be a natural flush. Her lips were pink and glossy, as though she had just wet them, when in reality she’d coated them in some expensive product.

She epitomised Hollywood.

And he wanted to hate it. He wanted to use it to keep his distance. To beat back the feelings of old that were threatening to surface and had no place in the now.

‘So, the bedrooms, then?’ She shifted so quick, her eyes landing on him and narrowing so quickly, he knew she’d witnessed too much.

He cleared his throat, held her eye with more strength than he felt. ‘We can get to them this way, or head back inside and go down.’

‘I’m easy.’

His pulse spiked, blasted innuendo, and he headed back through the open door, welcoming the chill of the air con that he desperately needed now. He placed his drink on the bar and continued to the stairs.

Was this how it was going to be for the next—how long did he say she could stay? A month? He could hardly think straight and the sooner he got this tour over with the better. His duty as host would be done and he could find some space, some equilibrium, again.

Until dinner at least...




CHAPTER THREE

CATHERINE FOLLOWED IN his wake, an awareness thrumming through her entire body. She wasn’t an innocent, she knew desire when it hit her, but this...it had her skin alight, goosebumps prickling in spite of the heat, in spite of his obvious displeasure at her being here too.

And what the hell was that about?

Desiring someone who could barely bring themselves to look at you...

Was it teenage lust coming back to the fore? Was it old feelings trying to find a place in this new arrangement where she couldn’t even call herself a friend any more?

A friend would have been able to gain access to the island by now. A friend would have eased him back into the land of the living and not lost the rapport of old. Not that any of his friends, his family even, had succeeded to date.

Was Flo mad to think she could?

‘They miss you, you know.’

His shoulders flinched and she paused, her breath catching as she waited for something, anything, but...nothing.

He continued on his way and she knew she’d overstepped already. It was day one of thirty. Waiting at least a week before going in with the whole guilt trip might have been better. Or maybe, not at all?! She wanted to clamp her hand over her mouth, and blamed her emotions that were running high, not to mention the fact that his presence made any coherent thought virtually impossible.

The change in
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