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Chapter 1

There was only one person besides Evie at her brother’s funeral. Lander Drakos. Seeing him was shocking given the circumstances. Once it was over she started to scurry away, practically stumbling along the gravel path. With majestic strides he caught up with her, putting his strong hand on her shoulder to stop her progress.

“Miss Johnson,” he said—his voice dripped ice.

“Mr. Drakos.” He was formal; she would be formal. She maintained a calm pose but her flesh was quivering. Should she roll back her sleeve there would be goose bumps all over her skin. He must never know that.

“You have a car?” he asked, a dark, perfectly shaped eyebrow cresting.

“I… no…I came in a car from the funeral home…er… I let it go. I need to walk.” She hated the way she was stumbling through her answer.

“I have a car and driver. I will take you where you wish to go.”

“That isn’t necessary.”

“Oh but it is, we have things to discuss.” He towered over her; she knew he was a man who always got what he wanted. Power emanated from him. She could smell it. An aphrodisiac? Perhaps at one time but not now.

“We do?” Thank God her voice was calm. All her training came to the fore. “I don’t think there is anything to discuss. I am sorry about how this all happened but it has nothing to do with me.”

“Of course, it has everything to do with you,” he insisted.

“I’m sorry,” she repeated, “that’s all I have to say. I really am sorry about Sophie.” She felt honour bound to utter the words and it was a surprise to realize that she actually meant them. Sophie was too young to die. As was her brother David, but she knew she’d better not mention David’s name.

“There is no need to offer these futile apologies. I don’t believe you are sorry at all, and were you not part of this conspiracy?”

“Conspiracy? What conspiracy? I don’t know why they were together in my brother’s car. And my sorrow isn’t futile.” And as he frowned down on her she went on. “Think what you will. I have to go now.”

She shrugged as if she didn’t care when really the opposite was true. She cared too much.

“I insist you come with me.” He was, as always, arrogance personified. That was how he was when she first met him. He was haughty and too sure of himself. He could melt but only temporarily. Too soon he would be his arrogant self.

“Mr. Drakos, I have just buried my brother.”

“And yesterday I buried my wife.”

Silence hung between them. Moments ticked by. He looked devastated. Pale beneath his tan, his mouth was a tight line. It wasn’t always like that. He had a sensual mouth, a slender upper lip, a full lower. She had to stop thinking like this. The past had long since withered and died. He’d hurt her terribly and it had taken a long time for her to trample on that pain. She certainly wasn’t going to resurrect it.

“This will get us nowhere. If you do not come with me, then I will come and see you. We will talk—put it this way, we have to talk.”

“I have nothing to say to you. How many times have I to tell you that? You are nothing to me, Mr. Drakos.”

“I am aware of that. However, I have something to tell you. You see my wife left a will, there were instructions. These are devastating. That is what we have to talk about.”

A weakness came over her. It wasn’t because he was staring at her, peeling her flesh aside and seeming to look into the very depths of her soul. No, it was because she hadn’t eaten. Drinking a cup of coffee was all she had been able to do before David’s funeral. It was all so tragic. She must have swayed slightly—why else would his hand have come out and circled her wrist? His other hand cupped her elbow.

“Are you all right, Evie?”

Her name whispered—almost like a prayer—barely discernible. Oh, that’s what he could do, turn into someone he wasn’t really, become charming and thoughtful and…the words tore into her, passionately loving.

“I really can’t do this now. Please let me go.”

He stood back, releasing her; she stumbled ever so slightly—perhaps he didn’t notice—he certainly didn’t do anything to help her. “Very well. I will have my secretary call you. This needs to be sorted quickly and I have to be in New York in two days.”

“The day after tomorrow,” she said. “I can come and see you…where?”

“I will come to you.”

That was the last thing she needed. Lander Drakos coming to her home, discovering where she lived, filling her humble house with his overwhelming presence.

“I’d rather meet you somewhere neutral.”

“Isn’t Rakes Parade neutral?”

She gasped.

He knows where I live!

How did he know, had he been spying on her? Stalking her? He had money and a position; he could afford to have paid someone to find out. It was despicable but it was hardly surprising. If he wanted to know something then he would find out.

“No it isn’t. I’d rather it was somewhere less personal.”

“Less personal.” He smiled but the smile did not light his golden eyes. “Like my hotel room?”

“Of course not!” Her cheeks flamed.

“I have a suite. We can’t talk in the bar, too many prying eyes. My assistant will be there, not necessarily in the same room, but around.”

What to do?

Indecision, hesitation, these came to her now. She closed her eyes for a second as she debated all the pros and cons. No, the memory of him would linger in her small cottage. It would torture her for days; she would see him filling every corner.

“Very well, I’ll come to your suite.”

They arranged a time, late morning, and then she turned on her heel and marched away.

Outside the cemetery the quietness was broken by the traffic of the main parkway. It was a two-mile walk to her home but it was a fine dry crisp day. She quickened her pace and, ignoring the bus stop, decided to walk all the way.

A sleek chocolate-colored Mercedes swept by. She guessed it was his car. A quick look had shown a uniformed chauffeur and she had seen the car on the car park before she even saw Lander Drakos.

* * * *

Home was a small two up and two down cottage. It had been tastefully modernized and the garden was glorious with early spring flowers. An aunt had left it to her and David. David had wanted to sell it, preferring as always to have cash and she had taken out a mortgage to pay him off. She loved her little home. She and David had moved a good deal as children. Their widowed father was an actor-manager; in good times they enjoyed luxurious accommodation, and bad times meant a swift move to a smaller place. Mother had died when she was a small child. David left home as soon as he could but she had followed her father and worked as a stage manager on some of his productions. Later she went to drama school and that was where she had met Sophie Collias.

Tossing a scarlet cushion onto the floor, she settled into the armchair. Her head ached a little and her stomach rumbled, reminding her of her lack of food. But she didn’t want to eat she wanted to…what? Reminisce? You stupid little girl, a little voice piped up. It urged her to pull herself together, not to go where her heart wanted her to go. She left her chair and slumped into the kitchen, grabbing some fruit, peeling it and chopping it before making a smoothie.

There was nothing in the past but pain. She mustn’t go there.

Since that time she had carved out a decent niche for herself and, in spite of everything, she was happy and content. Her career had blossomed; as a speech coach she was busy and her job was exciting. She never knew where she would be, or whom she would be training. Whether it was an executive needing to up his public speaking skills, or someone wishing to lose their accent or speak in another accent for a film. It was good and she was gaining an excellent reputation in her field of work.

Now this had happened. David killed with Sophie Drakos in a horrendous car accident. Horrific and sad and mysterious as well. She had not even known that David knew Sophie that well.

Sipping the smoothie, she wandered back into the sitting room. A newspaper headline burned her eyes. “Sophie Drakos killed.” Grabbing hold of the newspaper, she threw it into the box for re-cycling. She had read it so often that she could practically say the words verbatim.

Sophie, beautiful, vibrant Sophie. They had been the best of friends until Lander Drakos came on the scene. I can’t think about it now, she cried to herself. I don’t think I can ever go there again.

* * * *

The telephone shrilling out brought her from an exhausted doze. Staggering across the room, she picked up the receiver. Her voice was tentative. “Hello,” she said, not announcing the number.

“Evie?”

Evie felt her throat swell; words would not come out, scalding tears burned at her eyes. Not now, she wanted to yell out loud, all of you please go away.

“Evie, it’s Anna Collias.”

“Hello, Anna.” She squeezed out the words, before shaking herself awake. This poor woman had lost her only daughter; she deserved compassion. Anna Collias had always been kind to her. In fact she had envied Sophie her mother—barely having known her own mother, she had longed for an older woman in her life. “I am so sorry about Sophie.” The words seemed to be so inadequate.

“Thank you, my dear. Did you see Lander? He needs to see you.”

“Did he ask you to call?”

“No, he did not. I am afraid we barely speak these days.”

“Where are you?”

“I am on the island, Evie. You know that Sophie was buried here. Lander went to David’s funeral, I believe. Did you see him?”

“Yes, only briefly.”

“Evie, I would love to see you. I don’t travel much; please say you will come to me; you must have a holiday sometime.”

A vague promise wouldn’t do any harm, although she could never return to Fortuna. She vowed that on the day she left the island, her heart broken in a million pieces. Aware that the only man she’d ever loved had betrayed her. She shouldn’t have been surprised because he’d already betrayed another woman; it was the way he was.

They talked briefly and it was Anna who ended the call. Anna said nothing about Sophie’s will, or what Drakos wanted to talk to Evie about. All she had wanted to do was to extract a vague promise that one day Evie would visit her. Evie had not the heart to question the grieving woman, although many questions had tumbled into her mind.

As she crossed the room, David’s photo glinted at her. Handsome, devil-may-care David. David whose career had come to nothing. After acting in his first play at sixteen, he was still, nineteen years later, a bit part actor. Yet he had a connection with Sophie Drakos. It made no sense.


Chapter 2

Evie drove to the hotel, driving confidently into the underground car park. She was familiar with the place, having attended many conferences there. The commissionaire on the door gave her a beaming smile and asked how she was. If only inside her she didn’t feel like a jelly, everything was wobbling, her nerve ends twanging, yet she managed to stride across to the reception desk exuding confidence. I was, she thought, a very good actress.

The man on reception was new, he gave her a long appraising look, and he flirted a little. She didn’t take offence and smiled back at him.

“Mr. Drakos said to go right up,” he said. “Suite 1060, penthouse; do you need someone to go with you?”

“I think I can manage,” she said.

The lift played soft sentimental music. It should have been soothing but it wasn’t. She considered bolting, going back down in the lift and running away. Leaving town, disappearing somewhere Lander Drakos couldn’t find her. Yet she had commitments. It wouldn’t do any good anyhow; eventually she would have to meet him. He would be like the dog with a bone; he would never let her be free until he told her what was on his mind. Face it now, she counseled herself, he can’t harm you. But she knew he could tear her apart with words. Words could be a weapon and he was a master at the game.

Her hand had barely made contact with the door when it was flung back. She faced not Lander Drakos but a much younger, thinner man in a well cut grey suit, white shirt and black tie.

“Miss Johnson? I’m Andreas, Mr. Drakos’ assistant; won’t you come in? He won’t keep you a moment.”

The suite was luxurious. Cream and gold, very Louis Quatorz. Andreas asked if she would like coffee and when she answered in the affirmative, swept out through a large cream door, closing it carefully behind him. She smelt coffee and guessed it was the kitchen.

Just where was Lander? He had an appointment, he should be ready. Ah, but it was part of his scheme to keep her ill at ease. Make her wait, stirring up her anxiety.

Crossing the thick carpet, she took a chair by a coffee table, In a moment Andreas was back bearing a tray with a coffee jug and tiny cups and saucers. There were croissants—too messy to eat, she thought—and a couple of delicious, mouth-watering Danish pastries. Taking control of her wanton appetite, she opted just for coffee and had taken a small sip when a door at the far end of the suite opened and Drakos marched in.

“My apologies,” he said. “It was a long-distance call. I had to take it.”

In a dark blue silk-mohair suit he was devastating. Everything about him was immaculate. He generally was well-dressed, crisp white cuffs, held together with heavy gold cuff links, always a dark tie…yet there had been a time... She closed her eyes against the image that threatened to intrude.

It took her a moment or two to realize that Andreas had melted away. She and Lander Drakos were alone. She edged closer to the end of her seat, firmly pressed her feet into the carpet, ready to spring and bolt if she did not like what he had to say.

Looking up, she found Drakos was staring hard at her, his expression stern yet searching.

Instinctively she wanted to look away but instead she met his gaze, raising her chin, facing him down. She recalled the first time they’d met. How he’d been and how she’d told him exactly what she thought about him. His sarcasm had been silenced; she imagined she had the better of him but that was a big mistake. No one ever got the better of Lander Drakos.

She said, to fill the silence and cut through the animosity she could feel building between them, “Sophie’s mother called me last night. I hadn’t spoken to her in years.”

“Really? Conscience tormenting her?”

“I’m sorry? She can’t have anything on her conscience about me.”

“You think not?” He smiled the smile that was not really a smile. “You imagine she’s your friend.”

“Well, she isn’t my enemy.”

He thrust back his shoulders. She saw him about to answer her and then change his mind.

“Sophie always said you looked more Greek than she did. You still do.”

“Mother’s side, Irish and Spanish,” she said, trying to be glib.

“‘My wild gypsy friend,’ she called you.”

“I never knew that.”

“I know. You thought she was your friend as well.”

“What do you want?” she demanded at last. “I don’t want to go down memory lane.”

“Afraid?”

“Afraid of what?”

“Punishment, retribution for what you did.”

“What I did?” She heard herself bluster with indignation, wanted to blast him with words. He was playing with her, ever the big cat with the little mouse. Well let him, she wasn’t going to get into an argument with him, if that was what he wanted.

“David told her a good deal about you.”

“David did? I can’t see why he’d do that. I didn’t even think they’d met more than once.”

He laughed bitterly. “Oh come on, you had to have known. It would be really amusing; Sophie and David found it amusing. Didn’t David share everything with you? Doubtless you both thought it funny. You and your brother, siblings cut from the same cloth.”

She shuddered at his vehemence. “No, David and I were never close. He didn’t share much with me.” She thought David knew how disapproving she would be of his lifestyle choices but she decided against saying this to Lander. She guessed he was in no mood to believe her.

It was as if he didn’t hear what she had said anyway. What was he saying—that Sophie and David laughed about him—him—Lander Drakos. No one would dare laugh about him, not unless they wanted ruin brought to their doorstep.

“Did you enjoy it too? Albeit vicariously?” he asked.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Suddenly he went white; she saw his right hand turn into fist, and she shrank into the chair, wanting it to enfold herself in its material, to make herself disappear.

“You tell me that you didn’t know that they had been together…for years. On and off, if you know what I mean.”

“No, what do you mean exactly?” Suddenly an inkling of what he was saying came to her; she almost laughed out loud. Sophie, married to this gorgeous, rich, charismatic man was having an affair with her feckless, rather dim brother. She couldn’t believe it.

On and off. That meant now and then didn’t it, or for a long time, but a not permanent arrangement, or was he merely being crude? She refrained from asking.

“I don’t know anything about any of this. And quite frankly, Mr. Drakos, I don’t want to know. You said you had something to tell me. If this is it then I’m leaving.”

“I did not say that. I said that Sophie had left you something in her will.”

“Oh, yes, well I don’t know why she would do that. What is it?”

“A request.”

“I’m sorry?”

“She wants you to have some dealings with Helena. Her daughter.”

“Helena?” Evie’s heart swelled; she could feel scalding tears at the back of her eyes—after all this time the pain was still there. Helena, the child that Drakos had made with Sophie, made with her while he was supposedly in love with Evie.

“But Helena, she must be—what—twelve?”

His eyebrow crested. “Twelve? Of course she isn’t. Helena is seven years old.”

Her mouth she knew was gaping; she was gasping for air. “There is another child?” she managed, “a child of twelve?”

“There is no other child. There is just Helena. Her daughter and your niece.”

* * * *

Hot, scalding, steamy sex. Her mind exploded as she remembered. She stood leaning against a wall, her heart hammering away. That time with Lander—those magical days—it was there, vivid in her mind, flashing images she didn’t want to see.

I don’t believe it! her mind screamed. Sophie hadn’t been pregnant then. She had lied to Evie, lied to keep Lander and then had so carelessly thrown him away.

It was a mess. She was a mess. Once back at the cottage she stormed into the bedroom, slamming the door before diving under the duvet; did she imagine this would stem the images? Oh no, the darkness merely gave her mind the opportunity to work overtime.

Sophie, beautiful blonde Sophie. Small and slender, a laugh in her voice. They had met at drama school and become friends. Sophie would invite Evie to Fortuna for short holidays and Evie fell in love with the island. One Easter Evie couldn’t go; her father needed help with one of his productions. When Sophie came back she was wild and excited, sporting a huge diamond ring. She was engaged to Lander Drakos. They had known one another forever, Sophie said, and it was a cherished wish of both families that they would get together.

“You must come, in the summer; we are having a big party. Oh, Evie, do say you will come!”

Saving up was hard but she didn’t want to let Sophie down. It meant cutting down on clothes, even a jaunt around the charity shops hadn’t enabled her to buy a suitable evening dress. That was when Sophie said it wasn’t that kind of do. Only Sophie lied.

There were two possible reasons for her lies. The first was that she really wanted Evie to be there and the second was that she didn’t care what Evie wore. There was a third—the lie was deliberate to make Evie appear small but Evie discounted that. Sophie wouldn’t be so cruel.

Her flowery, floating skirt and white off-the-shoulder blouse made her stand out for all the wrong reasons. The other women wore gorgeous gowns; she wasn’t even surprised when she was mistaken for the help. However, the villa was large and the grounds extensive enough for her to make an escape. She was about to slide away when the door she headed for was filled by a man. He was tall and broad and so drop-dead handsome that she couldn’t tear her gaze away. Seeing her, he stared back. He raised an eyebrow, his hand went up; she thought for a moment he was beckoning her but it was a ponderous movement and one finger went to rest at his mouth as if to seal inside whatever words he was going to utter.

Then the spell was broken, and it was a spell, she knew it, felt the clash inside her as their eyes met and danced. Sophie was there, flinging her arms around the stranger, reaching up to kiss his cheek. Seeing he was looking partially elsewhere, Sophie turned, following his gaze, and seeing Evie, she waved enthusiastically, encouraging Evie to come join them.

With legs like those of a young foal, Evie tried to saunter across the room. She attempted to appear nonchalant and not as if she’d been hit by a thunderbolt. Twice. Once for the man’s devastating look and the strange, magical thing that had passed between them, and again because guilt overwhelmed her. Even before Sophie made the announcement Evie knew that this was her friend’s fiancée.

“Evie, this is Lander. Lander this is my dear little friend Evie.”

Evie bristled slightly. She was taller than Sophie and the words spoken were not only patronizing but purposely so.

“Evie.” His voice was cold, chilling. Evie felt her arms break out in goose bumps.

Sophie laughed. “Lander darling, be nice.”

“Was I not being…nice?” he queried, and then as an afterthought he held out his hand. His clasp was firm and warm. Her hand was fully encased in his but only for a second.

He let her go quickly as if her touch had burned or displeased him.

“I know you thought she was one of the entertainers—she has that look and she is a better actress than me, and she comes from this theatrical family.”

Who is this girl? Evie thought. This isn’t my friend. This isn’t the girl I’ve laughed and cried with, who took me under her wing, gave me warmth, and brought me into her life.

“I thought nothing of the kind. I did not even notice your friend,” he lied smoothly. “I would love a drink.”

“Then come.” Sophie tugged his arm. “See you later, Evie.”

Evie slipped through the door by which Lander had entered. He’d obviously come through the gardens.

The garden was drenched in the scent of roses and herbs. A small fountain dripped water. The bowl, full from a recent shower, trickled onto the soft stone pavement. There was an old stone bench. Evie sank onto it. In the distance she could hear the buzz of the party, some music. The sky was a mass of stars and the moon was creamy yellow. It was a night balmy and sensual. A night for love and not for the animosity she’d experienced. Or perhaps she was imagining it, putting something there that wasn’t intended.

She lifted her long black curling hair off her neck, holding it high on her head with both hands, enjoying the cooling breeze wafting against her neck and throat.

“You are like a gypsy girl.”

She started, leaping from the bench, her hair tossing wildly around her, and whirling around, she met the steady gaze of Lander Drakos.

“Why did you run away?”

“I didn’t. I wanted some fresh air.”

“Why are you dressed like that?”

“None of your damned business and how dare you even ask?”

“I thought you had been told it was fancy dress.”

Evie glared up at him. He smelt of money, power, and position. The cut of his suit was perfection. His expression of haughty arrogance.

“You’re very rude.”

“Really?” He smiled. “Then I apologize. I thought Sophie was playing tricks on you. She is a mischievous girl.”

“I never found her to be so.”

He stepped closer to her, and instinctively she stepped back, holding out her arms as if to push him away.

“Who are you, Evie?”

“I’m sorry?”

“You heard me—who is Evie? A wayward gypsy girl?”

“You are so rude. You think you can speak to anyone anyway you like. How arrogant of you.”

He grew taller, stiffer, raising his chin; he acted as if she’d slapped him, stepping away from her.

“You are mistaken, I meant no disrespect.”

“Well, you could have fooled me.”

She thought he would say something else, apologize even, but he turned on his heel and marched away.

She listened to her heart tolling away; the brief sparring had unnerved her. She felt oddly bruised from it, and yet it was she who had spat out all the anger. Why hadn’t she just laughed at him? It was ridiculous that he would speak to her in that way. Had it been anyone else she would have scoffed back, yet to him she had shown a rare and genuine anger.

Like a wounded animal, she felt weakness. She scurried away through the trees, circumnavigating the house until she could enter by the back route, taking the servants’ way up the stairs, rushing to her bedroom to hide—a sanctuary where she could lick her wounds and prepare herself for another day. This had turned out to be a hideous affair.

* * * *

Sophie and her mother had taken the early ferry to the mainland. There was a meeting with a designer who had a holiday villa close by. There was no invitation for Evie to join them; Evie hadn’t expected one anyway. She was glad to have the peace and quiet of the villa. Sophie seemed in an odd quiet mood, barely speaking to her friend. Somehow the atmosphere had become corrosive and even Sophie’s mother looked worried.

Evie contemplated leaving earlier. She was sitting on a lounger out on the terrace, had decided to pull herself from her comfort zone and go and make a telephone call to see if she could bring forward her leaving date.

There was a definite prickling sensation at her neck. A shiver chased down her spine. Jerking around, she saw coming towards her Lander Drakos. She leapt from her seat, arms at her sides, fists clenched.
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