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Stefanos Metadorakis would make being in love intoxicating….


He switched off the inside light, casting the car interior into shadow. The hand near her shoulder grazed her chin with the velvety glow of a sunset fading into twilight. He slipped his hand around her neck and leaned closer.

Starbursts rode her spine and every cell poised like a diver on the edge of a board.

His mouth hovered close.

Stop him! Don’t complicate things.

But she could no more stop his kiss than she could have tuned a musical instrument.

His mouth found hers with heat and urgency, and heat pooled in her like hot wax under the flame of a candle. She slid a hand over the smooth fabric of his shirt and up over his shoulder. The hardness of his muscles, the way his hand curved around her rib cage—everything—pulled her down into the sea of sensation. How wonderful to be held again….


PROLOGUE


“Will you do it?”

Stefanos Metadorakis let his hand slide off the cold glass of the window, knowing he could never agree and wondering why he couldn’t say so.

Behind him, the clink of ice cubes against glass told him his old colleague must be getting a refill on his scotch. Stefanos turned and glanced across the hotel suite at Leo Rollins, a long-time colleague. They’d worked together in intelligence, but Stefanos had changed to straight embassy liaison work now.

“I’m offering you a chance to get even, Steve.”

Get even? Excitement fizzed through him, but Stefanos tamped a lid on the feeling and returned his gaze to New York’s night skyline. “I’m surprised you’d even consider me after the way I messed up in Lidacros.”

“You did a great job on that mission, Steve, and you know it.”

Stefanos looked at his hands. Scar tissue ridged his palms, testifying to the torture and reconstructive surgery he’d endured for what had seemed forever. He jammed his hands into his trouser pockets and turned his back on the steamy July night outside. “Right,” he said in a self-mocking tone. “I did a great job.”

“Your hands were a mess, but you got out alive.” Leo sank into an armchair. “And saved a kid’s life, too.”

“What I did was manage to get a lot of men killed as punishment for my escape. Don’t forget that.”

“You could get revenge for those men now. And for the little boy whose family was killed.”

He had been trying to vindicate their deaths since he’d come back to work. Stefanos ran a hand through his thick, brown hair. He’d met with little success so far.

“Okay, think about it.” Leo emptied his glass and levered his beefy frame out of his chair.

Right. He would have a hard time thinking about anything else.

Leo stopped at the door of the hotel suite. “How’s your grandfather doing?”

His grandfather had been hospitalized with a heart attack a few days before, but Stefanos didn’t think the news had been circulated. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised you know why I had to rush to New York.” He raised an eyebrow.

Leo smiled. “No, you shouldn’t.”

Stefanos laughed. “He’s recovering nicely.”

“Glad to hear that.” Leo shook hands. The door thudded closed behind him, leaving Stefanos alone again.

Wearily he stripped off his clothes and slipped between the covers of the bed, trying to remember the last time he’d been this exhausted. He’d been stumbling after Nikos on the mountain for what seemed like forever.

Stefanos buried his face in the pillow, but images of the past surged back. In his mind’s eye, he saw again the darkness of the cell-like room where his kidnappers kept him, heard again the rasping of metal against metal, felt the same hopelessness that had washed over him each time he’d heard that sound. Then the dream came.

The night shadows of the mountain swallowed the path ahead like a black fog. The boy crept along beside him, both of them careful to stay behind the rock outcrop.

“You will follow the path.” Nikos pointed to a row of dark pines on the ridge in front of them. “It is not far now. The border is close.”

Stefanos opened his mouth to answer when out of the shadows came a man holding a machine gun.

Gunfire exploded. The boy fell, and suddenly the soldier disappeared. In his place stood Stefanos holding the rifle in his own hands. All the old men of the village appeared then, and all the young men, too, standing in a line in front of him. He began to shoot them, one after the other…

Stefanos jerked upright in the bed, his heart hammering in his chest, a silent shout of outrage choking his throat. In the gloom he picked out the plasma television on the wall. Mini-bar below. Open suitcase on luggage rack.

He released a breath, loosened the death grip on the sheet. He wasn’t on the mountain in Lidacros, but in a hotel room in New York City. He swung his feet to the floor, pulled on a robe, and walked to the window, where he braced a hand against the cold steel support. Would he never be free of this dream?

Stefanos found his cigarettes, lit one, and opened his wallet to extract a receipt from an art gallery. He’d bought two landscape paintings the evening of his arrival. Though he’d never met the artist, she’d come looking for him. Because she had, Leo had, too, and they’d both shown up for the same reason—his contacts at Meta-Hellenic Shipping, the Metadorakis family business.

He would help Leo, but he’d keep his family out of the mission as much as possible. If something went wrong, he would pay the price. He couldn’t allow any innocent people to be hurt this time.


CHAPTER 1


The red light flashing through her car jerked Molly Light’s attention to her rearview mirror. An ambulance practically stood on top of her bumper. Had he blared his siren?

Molly pulled over to the curb and adjusted the volume of her hearing aid. The vehicle sped past, its wail pulsing over her. Behind the back window of the transport, a paramedic bent over someone. With her hopes and dreams crashing to pieces all around her, Molly also needed resuscitation.

She checked her mirrors, absently smoothed a few wisps of blonde hair away from her face, and turned her minivan back onto the street, once again the quiet, shady thoroughfare of an elegant New Jersey suburb.

The late afternoon sun glinted off the chrome of the steel blue Jaguar behind her as the driver also pulled back into traffic. Molly tightened her grip on the steering wheel. She’d seen that car on the parkway a few minutes earlier. She’d seen Jags before, but there was something…Stop. Just stop.

She didn’t need to be paranoid. The Jaguar behind her now was a coincidence. Just like the man she’d thought had been following her in New York City the other night.

Within minutes the wooden sign at the entrance to Newpark School of Art appeared, stark white against the phthalo green of the spruce trees behind it. Molly turned into the driveway that led to the redbrick colonial building and wondered what she could say to convince Roger McCauley, her friend and mentor, to postpone selling the school.

She’d finished teaching her summer classes several days ago, and the parking lot stood empty except for Roger’s sedan. Molly parked and turned off the ignition. Sadness clogged her throat. This might be the last time she would have any reason to be here.

Roger stood behind a cluttered desk inside the school’s office, dressed in his white-shirt-and-khaki-pants uniform. One hand rested on top of an open packing box. The other held the office phone to his ear. When he saw her, he rolled his eyes and mouthed, “Wait. My wife.”

Molly nodded and walked to the window. She wouldn’t be able to understand what he said, but courtesy dictated she give him privacy.

Outside the window, lengthening shadows marched across the broad sweep of lawn. She focused on the grassy spots still lit by the sinking sun. Roger had done nothing about putting in gardens, but if she were able to buy the school, she’d do some planting. Beds of nasturtiums, larkspur and bachelor buttons, bold strokes of color nestled in the green.

If she was able to buy the school. That was far from a sure thing right now.

Roger came up next to her, his gray brows pulled into a scowl.

“Don’t look so harassed,” Molly teased, thinking of his wife. “You’re lucky to have her.”

“I know,” he said aloud, then moved his hands in Ameslan or American Sign Language patterns. “But this cross-country marriage is ridiculous.”

“Cross-country? Is that what you said?” She didn’t use signs herself, and Roger knew many more than she. But he had gotten in the habit of using them, and she especially needed him to feel comfortable now. Because she would be asking him a favor.

“Ridiculous,” Roger repeated.

Molly dropped her bag onto the desk and lifted one of the packing boxes into a chair. “You’re going to end that long-distance arrangement pretty soon, and you’re right to.”

He handed her a stack of books, then signed. “You didn’t think so before.”

“I’ve always thought so.” Molly placed the books inside the box. “If I were married, I’d want to be with my husband.”

Roger shook his head. “You’ll marry again, Molly.”

“I doubt it.” Did she have to sound so wistful? She knew what was best for her now, and that was going on alone.

“Give it time,” Roger signed. “But you’ll never meet anyone if you turn up your nose at every guy you meet.”

Molly laughed. “I don’t turn up my nose.”

He nodded knowingly. “You could’ve fooled me.”

She’d never told Roger the reason her ex-husband had left her, or even that he’d been the one doing the leaving. But they needed to talk about something else.

“Do you think you could put off selling the school?” She watched his expression carefully, taking the books he handed her. “For maybe another eight weeks?”

“Eight weeks?” His mouth dropped open.

“That’s only two months.” Molly bit her lip. Roger knew she’d already failed to get funds from several banks and a government agency. She didn’t mention not getting the artist’s commission offered by Meta-Hellenic Shipping. That had been a shot in the dark, the last gasp of a desperate woman. “You know I wouldn’t ask if l didn’t think I had a chance. But I talked to someone at another branch today after lunch.”

She opened her wallet and handed Roger a business card. “This man thinks my prospects are good for the loan I need.”

She twisted the loose ends of her braid. Tightness squeezed her chest the same as when she’d awaited the best portrait broker in New York City to accept her into his stable.

“What if l wait and you don’t get this loan after all?” Roger handed her back the card.

“I have to get it. My life will be a big fat zero without the school…without the kids.”

“That’s not true.” Roger gave her a come-on-you-know-better look. “You have a good reputation as an artist. You might like the idea of owning the school, but I don’t think you really want all the headaches that go along with running one.”

“You run a school, teach children, have control over what you do with your time and life.” Molly held out her arms and smiled. “Why not me?”

Roger gestured to the telephone, and her stomach knotted.

She’d learned language before developing the hearing loss and could hear her own voice with her hearing aid, but communications with normal hearing persons always presented a challenge. “Your secretary said she’d stay on. I’ve taught here three years and I find I need to be here. Being with the kids takes me out of myself.”

Roger put an arm around her shoulders then backed away to sign. “I’d give you more time if I could, but I’ve got to take the current offer if we can finalize the details. Newpark isn’t the only site these investors are looking at.”

Molly sank onto the edge of the desk, determined to hide her disappointment. Her ex-husband had used emotional blackmail to get what he wanted, and she’d vowed never to use that ploy herself. “When do you meet these people?”

“They said they’d send someone in the next day or two. He could even come today for all I know.”

A lump threatened to close her throat. No! She would not cry.

Roger gestured to the almost full packing box and was about to say something—probably that they needed more—when the telephone rang. The shrill sound came through her aid clearly. Molly caught Roger’s gaze.

“I saw the packing supplies in the foyer.” Tears threatened. She stuck her hands in her hip pockets. “I’ll make more boxes while you’re on the line.”

Roger nodded, and she left the office, stalking to the stack of folded cardboard in the central hall. She slapped the strip of tape over the bottom seam of a box and smoothed the edges, looking up when sunlight flooded the foyer.

A man stood silhouetted in the school entrance. She set the carton aside and dusted her palms on her jeans. He closed the door, eliminating the backlight and revealing his general shape. The artist in her automatically catalogued first impressions.

Navy jacket, yellow shirt, a strong, tanned neck, thick and full chocolate or toffee brown hair burnished with touches of burnt sienna. She couldn’t tell the exact color of his dark eyes—only feel their intensity. The dust motes dancing in the light coming through the transom paused. So did the air coming into her lungs. She felt weightless and strangely, but pleasantly, disoriented.

The stranger broke the spell by lifting a hand to straighten his yellow-and-navy-striped tie. Molly followed the movement, catching the flash of gold from his watch. She couldn’t help taking in his trim waist and broad shoulders, either.

“Hello.” Molly stepped closer but stopped before she could completely close the distance between them. He would take her gesture as friendliness, which was how she meant him to, but then he’d introduce himself and names proved especially hard to understand. She didn’t need to know his name, anyway. Molly pointed at the closed door to her boss’s office. “You’ll find Roger McCauley in there.”

The guest glanced at the closed door, then back at her. He didn’t return her smile, and her heart shrank. “He was on the phone a minute ago, but he might be off now.”

She rubbed her arms. How could she be disappointed when she didn’t know this stranger and didn’t have the slightest expectation she ever would? “Why don’t you knock?”

Molly watched his long, rather thin mouth. With its slight indentation in the upper lip, the feature didn’t fit with his dark brows and straight nose. That mouth moved in speech now, darn, and she’d missed the first part. “It’s really all right even if Roger’s not expecting you. I’d knock for you, but I won’t hear through the door if he answers.”

The door burst open. Roger walked out and extended a hand to the stranger. Molly watched them a few seconds before dragging her gaze away. “I’ll go start packing in one of the classrooms.”

Roger held up a hand and signed, “He wants to meet you.”

“He wants to meet me?” Molly stared at the handsome visitor. They couldn’t even carry on a conversation, and he wanted more of the same? She tamped down her jitters. “Okay.”

The curve of the visitor’s smile seemed to go on forever, almost meeting the dimple creasing one cheek, barely visible between his trimmed beard.

Her pulse surged. All the moisture in her mouth evaporated. The dimple gave his face an entirely different aspect, that of a man who enjoyed life. She’d play that feature up in a portrait, along with those mesmerizing eyes. She stuck her hands in the pockets of her jeans, wishing she hadn’t changed out of the slacks and silk shirt she’d worn to meet the banker.

“Go on.” Roger gestured toward the office and giving her a wink. Her heart sank. He must have seen her staring. As soon as this guy left, Roger would be on her case again about being more sociable.

“Thanks. We can talk in here.” She strode toward the open door, accidentally brushing the man’s navy sleeve. Sparks of awareness skittered along her nerves. Interesting.

“You must have introduced yourself to Roger.” Molly closed the door behind him. “I wear a hearing aid, and I’m afraid I didn’t get your name.”

His head tilted, his gaze traveling over her as if he hunted for the evidence. She lifted her left hand to the device, wondering how he’d missed noticing.

“I also need to see your mouth when you speak to me,” she continued explaining. “And perhaps you can enunciate?”

“Yes,” he answered. “I can do that.”

“Good.” She smiled and stuck out her hand. “I’m Molly Light.”

The warmth and roughness of his palm startled her. As if she’d never ever shaken hands with anyone. Which was silly. Molly looked up, but not soon enough.

He spoke, probably telling her his name. Again.

Molly straightened her shoulders, ignoring her hot cheeks. She had to come clean. “You need to write this down.” He still held her hand, and she tugged. “Let me find a pen and paper.”

He released his hold, and she pawed through the desk drawer only to come up empty. Roger must have already packed the office supplies because the desk had been cleaned out. She looked over the stacked books and odds and ends, her stomach tight. Now that she’d talked about making him write everything, she couldn’t find a scrap of paper.

The visitor withdrew a small leather-bound notebook from his inside jacket pocket and raised his eyebrows. “I can use this?”

“That would be great.” Molly smiled and cleared a chair. “Why don’t you have a seat?”

He shook his head.

Relief rushed through her. He must not expect this conversation to take long, whoever he was. “What can I do for you?”

He pulled a white envelope from his pocket and showed her the address written on the hotel stationary in her own handwriting. Her pulse quickened. She’d imagined Stefanos Metadorakis to be an older gentleman. At the least he’d have some gray hair. This guy couldn’t be a day over thirty-five. “The hotel desk gave this to me.”

“You’re Mr. Metadorakis?”

He nodded and raised an auburn eyebrow.

Her casual, hanging-out look wasn’t the image she wanted here. If she were wearing a suit, she’d have a better chance to impress him. Which she needed to do, in spades.

Molly smoothed her faded jeans. She considered but rejected another hand shake. “It’s nice to meet you.”

He slipped her note into the outside pocket of his jacket, his tanned fingers, devoid of any jewelry, closed and smoothed the flap. But he was talking again, and she had been distracted. “Are you asking if I waited a long time at the hotel?”

He nodded.

“Only a while.” She’d sat in a chair in the lobby long enough to draw attention from the bell captain and several registration clerks. They had probably thought she was a detective the way she had scrutinized everyone entering the lobby.

“It was nice of you to come looking for me. I’m flattered.” She’d asked for only a few minutes in her note and never expected him to search for her.

He smiled, and the burnt sienna chips in his brown eyes glowed like beads of dark amber. She swallowed against the sudden tightness in her throat. What was wrong with her? She’d analyzed plenty of people’s faces without experiencing this physical uneasiness.

“According to your note, you want to talk about the commission my family is awarding,” Stefanos Metadorakis printed neatly. The faint citrus scent of his aftershave reminded her of sunny Mediterranean days and suited his being Greek, or at least part Greek. “I bought several of your island paintings, and I think your art would be perfect for the new company offices.”

“I’d hoped you would say that.” The compliment swelled inside her. “Thank you for purchasing the ones at the gallery.”

She leaned against the edge of the desk. “I appreciate your driving out to talk with me today, but I’m afraid it’s too late. I saw on the company website that Meta Hellenic is making the award privately. I haven’t heard anything, so I assume I didn’t get it.”

His pen moved over the page before he held up his message. “As I understand, the company hasn’t awarded the grant yet. They merely want more time to think about the entries.”

“Really?” She moved a packing box, perched on a chair and looked around Roger’s office. If she could convince this man to champion her cause, she might still have the chance for this to be her office.

Stefanos sat in the companion chair, as much at ease as if he were in his own living room. His relaxed posture made him seem less threatening.

Threatening? She really was out of practice socially. “When will Meta-Hellenic make a decision?”

“I’m not sure,” he said and paused. “Are you understanding me?”

“Yes. It’s quiet enough in here.” She clutched her hands in her lap to keep from betraying her nerves. “Plus, you’re talking slowly.”

“I think the company will decide soon. I can’t promise anything until I talk with my cousins, of course, but perhaps they will listen to me.” He lifted his eyebrow as if to ask if she had followed that. When she nodded, he smoothed a page of his notebook and wrote, “Why don’t we talk about this over dinner?”

Dinner? Where had that come from? “We can talk about it now.” She searched his face. Was she missing something? “Can’t we?”

“I was planning to grab something to eat before driving back to the city. I would enjoy your company, and we could continue our conversation. What do you say?”

She looked down at her jeans. In his immaculate suit, he wouldn’t want bar-b-que or a burger and malt from a drive-in.

“You have another commitment?” He held out the notebook, one hand braced on a muscled thigh.

“No. It’s just that…” She tore her gaze from his and scanned Roger’s bookshelves, searching for the words to express what she felt. Trouble was, she didn’t understand why she stalled.

“I’m not married and my family is busy.” He’d reverted to writing so he must want to be sure she understood. His dimple teased her. “Believe me, I’d much rather have a charming companion to share dinner with than eat alone.”

Charming? She took in his smiling face. He found her charming?

“Then your answer is yes?”

*     *     *

The clink of keys in Molly Light’s hand echoed in the long, empty hallway. She flipped her blond braid over her shoulder and fumbled her key into the lock of her apartment door.

Stefanos braced a hand on the wall beside her. She was definitely nervous. But why?

“The apartment’s kind of a mess.” She apologized, her hand resting on the unlatched door.

Her subtle floral scent drifted to him. She liked perfume, and he bet she preferred the more expensive scents. Her apartment house seemed mediocre, but she was likely just biding her time until she could move into more luxurious digs.

He’d read the dossier Leo had prepared, and because his family had money, Stefanos had met plenty of women her type. Hating Molly Light for what she was about to do would be easy, but he had to be sure she didn’t see anything but casual interest on his part.

“You sure you wouldn’t rather wait in the lobby?” She smoothed wisps of loose hair from her forehead, still stalling.

When they’d walked out of the school to their cars, Molly Light had asked about his Jaguar. With no reason to lie, he’d admitted he had been behind her on the street but hadn’t seen the school sign until her minivan had turned.

He’d been careful. No way could she know he’d followed her from this very apartment building. She’d seemed to accept the implication he’d been looking for the school, but she’d had time to reconsider his response by now. Stefanos dropped his hand from the jamb. “I’m here now.”

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Molly’s mouth tilted up on one side, then suddenly a smile framed both sides of her perfect oval-shaped face. She sure knew how to use her blue eyes to good effect, too, batting thick eyelashes at him. She was pretty in an unsophisticated way and had a nice walk, especially in the jeans she wore now. He could see what a man would like, what he liked, and what his body responded to. She wouldn’t have any trouble wrapping some poor fool around her little finger.

He followed her inside and squinted against the glare of the setting sun slanting through the bare picture windows. An upholstered sofa and wing chair clustered around a black lacquered coffee table. A pair of pink terrycloth slippers lay in the center of the beige wall-to-wall carpet.

Molly scooped up the scuffs, and grabbed a filmy white garment from the innards of the wing chair, balling the nightgown in her hands. “Make yourself comfortable. I won’t take long.”

“No hurry.” Stefanos rested a hand on the back of one of the chairs. “Take your time.”

She turned at a doorway to another room. “Did you say something?”

He repeated his remark. A furrow puckered her forehead briefly, then she smiled and disappeared. He rubbed the bridge of his nose, staring at the spot in front of the closed door where she’d stood, his focus slipping from his purpose to Molly’s pretty face, and her slender and feminine shape. Concentrate.

This woman was involved up to her neck in espionage. An American defense contractor was developing a new plane for the Navy. Somehow the top-secret specifications were winding up in the hands of Topolac. The dictator and his army chiefs had already received three transmissions of data—useless without the connecting key which they did not have. Yet.

Tight security now wrapped everything on the project, but Leo assumed the information had already been copied and would be handed over soon. This would likely happen before the NATO conference meeting in Athens next week. Which was where Molly Light and her quest for the Meta Hellenic grant fit in.

The chief suspect was a man named Julian Silver, an engineer for the defense contractor, and a friend of Molly’s. Leo thought she wanted Meta Hellenic’s commission award as a cover for her trip to Greece to deliver the last batch of information to Topolac or his proxy.

The traitor had used several types of digital media to pass on the engineering specs. Molly might even have the last microfilm or memory key in her possession now, which could explain her reluctance to let him inside her apartment.

Stefanos opened the back of the brass ship’s clock and pawed through a drawer in the table beside the door. His fingers itched to snap some cell phone shots, and he cocked an ear toward her closed bedroom door. He heard nothing, but if she appeared suddenly, what innocent explanation could he give?

He couldn’t. Not without raising her suspicions.

Everything here—the clock, the elegant but well-used couch and armchairs, the ornate Asian-style nesting tables, and a crystal paperweight—suggested a craving for quality that made sense considering Molly’s background.

After living in several foster homes as a teenager, she’d married an up-and-coming young attorney. Though they’d divorced in short order, she’d continued her ambitious climb, going on to art school and finessing her way into the stable of a prominent portrait broker. She’d done very well for herself, but in this case, Stefanos wasn’t going to let her get what she wanted.

Beyond the living-room furniture several large worktables, one with a slanted surface, lined up along her outside wall. An easel with a portrait in oils stood to one side. Metal cans, rags, and a scatter of brushes and pencils cluttered the top of a set of white storage drawers filled with more art supplies.

He propped his hands on his belt. Her apartment wasn’t what he’d expected. Molly Light wasn’t what he’d expected.

Leo had failed to mention her hearing problem. Stefanos himself had never had anything to do with someone hearing-impaired. Meeting her had been a shock. To do his job, he and Molly had to understand each other. Otherwise he wouldn’t be able to control her. If he needed a bigger notepad, he would buy one because he would not fail his mission this time.

Stefanos wrapped his fingers around the lighter in his pocket and let the smooth metal soothe and cool his nerves. Molly seemed very resilient. He couldn’t help admiring her no-nonsense attitude about her hearing loss. His grip on the lighter tightened. If she aided and abetted an enemy state, he hated her. So how could he admire anything about her?

He crossed the living room and switched on the light in the kitchen. A glass sun catcher hung in the window, its blue almost the color of Molly’s eyes. His gaze dropped to the Early American table and the dirty dishes there. Only one place setting, he noted, and moved to the adjacent counter where a row of miniature African violets bloomed under a grow lamp. Stefanos rubbed a fingertip across one furry petal, and the domesticity and homey touches of Molly Light’s apartment closed around him like a fuzzy blanket.

Eyes shut, that feeling seeped under his skin, settled in his limbs and wrapped around his heart. He snapped his eyes open, needing to be on guard, not relaxed.

The portrait on the easel drew him into her studio area. The painting depicted an older woman in a red dress, with her hands clasped in her lap. Molly had portrayed the woman’s face so vividly; he would recognize this lady as soon as she entered a room.

A wire-bound sketchbook spilled from Molly’s canvas bag on the coffee table. Stefanos was paging through the drawings when the hair on the back of his neck prickled.

Molly Light stood in the bedroom doorway watching him, her bare feet curling into the carpet. The green sleeveless jumpsuit with rhinestone belt showed her small waist to advantage, and made him think of sea sirens. His blood pounded harder, and when she anchored a loose tendril into the twist atop her head, his mouth went dry.

“I was worried.” She stopped speaking, her face flushing. “I didn’t hear if you asked before, but maybe you’d like a cup of coffee or something while you wait?”

“Nothing, thanks.” He moved toward her, intent on getting a look inside the second room. He had heard no other voices, but something didn’t feel right. He lifted the sketchbook.

She shrugged. “I keep in practice. Faces fascinate me.”

A pencil portrait of a small boy covered the top page. The child’s smile reminded him of Nikos’s grin.

Nikos. His dead family. Remember why you’re doing this. Stefanos placed the pad on Molly Light’s workbench. Would another compliment help gain this woman’s trust? “You’re very talented.”

“You flatter me.”

“If I’d wanted to flatter you I would have told you I came to New Jersey because the hotel clerk mentioned how beautiful you are.” He tapped the sketchpad. “I am surprised you want to do landscapes.”

She seemed to be hanging on every word that came from his mouth now, though she had been understanding him here earlier. She had, right? “I am surprised—”

“What did you say?” Her blond brows dove together.

He laughed. They’d both spoken at the same instant.

“Sorry.” She glanced away, her cheeks coloring. “I didn’t realize you were going to speak.”

He touched her arm to reassure her. Huge mistake. The delicate skin beneath his fingers sent that unwelcome reaction spiraling to his groin again. Enough of this. Stefanos pulled his notebook from inside his jacket. “I didn’t realize you were going to speak, either,” he wrote. “Sorry I laughed. I was embarrassed.”

Was he really saying this? It was working, though. The tips of Molly’s mouth inched upward. “I’m surprised you want to do landscapes,” he wrote.

“You mean for the commission?” Molly pursed her mouth. “They’re a nice change.”

“But don’t you do portraits?” He gestured to the easel.

“Most of the time. It’s harder to make a living as a landscape painter, though I enjoy that more, actually.”

Sounded realistic. “Do you plan to go to Greece if you get the commission?”

She expelled a breath. When she spoke, she stared at his chest, unable, he supposed, to lie to his face. “I don’t see how I could do a very good job otherwise. The two paintings you bought I did from old slides, but I haven’t many, and none of boats and ships. I presume Meta Hellenic Shipping will want nautical subjects?”

“Yes.” He flexed the spine of his notebook and jotted, “What did you have in mind for this trip?”

She slid the rhinestone buckle at her waist from side to side, drawing his gaze to that part of her anatomy. In a low-key way Molly Light flirted quite well, making a man slowly discover her assets and want to sample them. He could easily see her as a Mata Hari.

“It wouldn’t be a long trip, say a week or two.” Molly made a vague gesture and caught his gaze briefly. “I’d make some sketches and take some photographs, then do the final paintings here. If I get the commission, I’ll need a portion of the award in advance to cover expenses.”

The money she would make from selling defense secrets wasn’t going to be enough, huh? Bitterness churned in his gut. He doubted she intended to do any painting at all. She’d probably be shopping in Zurich, instead. Hadn’t Julian Silver, the man involved with her in this illegal scheme, recently bought property there?

“I don’t know anything about artistic commissions.” Stefanos leaned close to show her what he’d written, inwardly cursing his neglect in learning the details. Not that he’d had much time to prepare. “Is it customary to give an advance?”

“With the programs I know of, the whole amount is presented when the award is announced.” Molly slipped her sketchpad into the canvas carryall and retreated to the bedroom doorway. “I’m only asking for half up front.”

“My family has never commissioned art before. They do not know the rules of the game.”

Money was an issue no matter what her cut would be from Julian Silver. Stefanos braced a hand on the door jamb but all he could see past her head was the bedside nightstand with a lone lamp. “Thank you for explaining.”

She crossed her arms. “Did you want to make reservations at the restaurant before we leave? They may be crowded on Friday evenings.”

“That’s a good idea.” He’d already made reservations, but he withdrew his cell. The reception was perfect and he had plenty of power, too, but he shook his head and replaced the phone in his pocket. “It’s out of charge.”

He smiled. “Do you mind if l use your telephone? It’s in the bedroom?”

“Yes, but you’ll probably want to use the one in the lobby.”

Not at all. He wasn’t going downstairs until he’d cased her entire apartment. He straightened her collar and smoothed his fingers across her collarbone. “It’ll be easier from up here.”

He stepped forward to brush past her, but her hand in the middle of his chest stopped him cold.

Okay, lady. I’m backing up. But he couldn’t move a muscle. Not even when the bewilderment in her blue eyes changed to wariness.

“If you don’t want to call from the lobby.” She lowered her voice and dropped her hand. “Then maybe we’d better forget about dinner altogether.”

He ought to be able to control her easily, but he retreated. He might lose this battle, but he would still win the war. “I’ll use the lobby phone. Meet me there when you’re ready.”


CHAPTER 2


As soon as the apartment door closed behind Stefanos Metadorakis, Molly pushed off the doorway and hunted for a pair of shoes to wear. So what if he would have seen her phone with the huge display screen and the internet connection? He already knew about her hearing loss.

Be honest. Explaining about her phone was not the issue. Standing next to him to do so, especially in her bedroom, would have been the problem. This man made her feel crowded even when he stood across the room.

She did have to be within a few feet of a person to have a chance at understanding his speech. Her good friend, Julian, usually stood beside her when they talked, though, and she didn’t feel the least bit threatened. Of course, she’d known him a long time.

He’d continued to support her like the friend he was, urging her to apply for the Meta Hellenic painting prize. But a trip to Greece would bring back memories she’d never again wanted to face.

She hunted for a pair of heels in the bottom of her closer. Roger was right. She did not know how to socialize with an attractive man. She and Warren had divorced eight years ago, and she needed to stop thinking every man used the same tactics. Her instincts told her Stefanos Metadorakis told her the truth, but those same reflex feelings had burned her bad.

He liked her paintings, she reasoned He didn’t like dining alone and wouldn’t mind some company. She did find it hard to believe a man who looked like Stefanos could be lonely, but she could certainly sympathize.
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