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FIREBIRD

Rebecca Stratton



Rona's uncle was very dear to her, and when hangmtserious
trouble she was determined to go to any lengthgetohim out of
it--even when it meant going out to an island ia Aegean to tackle
her uncle's boss, the formidable tycoon Damon LaesiHer task
was unnerving enough, even before she learned #t®&irebird--a
redheaded woman who would arrive on the island alter the
destiny of its master. Surely no one would takehsaclegend
seriously, though?



CHAPTER ONE

RoNA had never travelled so far from home before amdaghmitted
to being nervous, but the sense of cold panic ¢hathed at her
stomach like a physical assault was due not so rnwmcthe fact of
being alone in a foreign country for the first tinas to the prospect of
meeting Damon Leonides.

Ever since the plane left London she had felt ther-encreasing
panic until now, as they came in to land at Atheansort, her legs felt
almost too weak to bear her and her hands werarghblke leaves.
She barely noticed the bustle of the airport boddi or the bright
warmth of the sunshine, for she was frightened,fanthe first time
she admitted it to herself.

Back in England the idea of appealing to Damon isspersonally
on her uncle's behalf had seemed much less tagiffaut now that
the prospect was more or less imminent her couregefailing her.

Rex Forbes, her uncle, had managed the Englishclhrafh the
Leonides shipping line for several years and, quitenown to Rona,
had been systematically defrauding his employeaestral thousand
pounds over the past few years. The discovery sftheft, or
'‘borrowing' as he insisted on calling it, had camesuch a shock to
her that she had at first refused to believe ithelé pleaded with her
to understand, not to blame him too harshly, arehtally she had
been obliged to recognise her own unconsciouditiabi

When her parents died she had been only ten y&hesd her uncle
was her favourite living relative. No one else dffi to take the
orphan, but without hesitation Rex Forbes had takenlittle girl

under his care and lavished every kindness on hepersive
schooling, lovely clothes and everything else angpygirl could

possibly want, not least of which was a warm anutlgdove.



Rex had never married, although he had had manyrappties to do

so, for he was an attractive man. It was simply tireahad never
found another woman whom he adored as much as dhé&baa's

mother. Caring for her daughter seemed in sometavagnsole him

for losing the girl he wanted to marry, to his et and Rona had
always liked him best of all her few relatives.

They seldom saw any of their other relatives, beitdid not mind

that, they were happy as they were. Rex approvelisapproved of

her boyfriends,, .as her father would have donee gearties for her
on her birthdays and only grudgingly allowed heletarn shorthand
and typing as a standby, in case she should ewer toago out to

work. It had not even occurred to Rona that hiargahs manager of
Leonides' London office would not anything like eothe expenses
of living as they did.

Then a few weeks ago the awful fact had come ta.l@nly a week
ago her uncle had told her, his voice edged withigpathat the
company secretary was coming over from Greecedib thie office
and check on its running. He was bound to discthesdiscrepancies
In the books and disgrace, probably even prisome \@kmost bound
to follow.

Rona remembered vaguely seeing Damon Leonides geans ago
when he had visited London and she was still acgivh He had not
seemed such an ogre then that he would not listeeason—or so
she told herself. He had seemed older to her tremin fact he was,
for from her tender fourteen years a man of twente, as he had
been, seemed already mature and ageing.

He had been acting on behalf of his father thenpafse; now the old
man was dead and Damon Leonides was not only Hdad amily,
in the Greek way, but also of the vast shippinggmise his father
had left to him. An elder brother, she recallednfrmewspaper
articles, had also died, leaving Damon the eldmst s



An appeal to him personally had been her own ided,one which
her uncle viewed with doubt and apprehension, kariaRhad used
every asset she had to raise her fare to Gredtiegsavery scrap of
jewellery she had ever owned. The investigatingretacy had
forecast a prosecution as inevitable, but Ronkbhstd hopes that she
could avert disaster by a personal approach.

She looked around at the busy air terminal andeséd: Never in her
life had she felt so alone, so isolated among gaem and she had yet
to discover how she could get to the island of featya where Damon
Leonides and his family lived.

There were any number of taxis and private carsial@aving and
arriving, but nothing gave her any clue as to vei& should do next,
and she felt the despair of helplessness.

It was while she stood, lonely and anxious, by fwetcase that she
noticed a private car parked close by. It was a&hgieaming black
limousine and its front passenger door had a deandalazoned on it
that struck a familiar note so that her heart gageeat leap of hope
when she saw it. She recognised the proud crésedfeonides Line
and if someone from the Athens office was at thpoai there was
hope for her yet.

After only a brief hesitation she walked towards ¢lar, but there was
only a middle-aged man in chauffeur's uniform sgatethe wheel,

and she hesitated to approach him. Probably a,shwottdismissal

was all she could expect if the man suspected sisemerely trying

to invade the privacy of the Leonides family. Someavith more

authority was what she needed, and at that momergraemerged
from the airport buildings and strode across toctre

He was already half way into the vehicle when Roalled out to
him, and she hesitated when he first paused, amd stepped back
and stood looking at her for a second with eyes nhiased not a



single feature of her small pale face, the thigkper-red hair that lay
like wings either side of her cheeks and wide l@yes, dark with
anxiety and nervousness, that gazed from betwerk ttrown
lashes.

Her mouth trembled anxiously. 'I'm—I'm sorry." Skaund it
alarmingly hard to find the right words now thatvi&s giving her his
full attention, and she realised she did not eveawkif he spoke any
English. 'l wonder—I wondered if you could help hshe ventured,
and to her relief he smiled.

It was a very attractive smile and he was very goo#ting. She did
not expect to be lucky enough to see Damon Leonllésthis man
was much younger and not as dark as she remembbtreduld have
been no more than twenty-one or two years old, edsemDamon
Leonides must be at least fourteen or fifteen yelsr, and this man
had dark brown hair rather than black, also hisseyere blue. A
bright glistening blue that smiled appreciativelywat he saw.

‘But of course,' he said in excellent English. 'Hoan | help you,
thespinis?'

Rona glanced at the crest on the door of the caarea of the
chauffeur's dark and disapproving eyes on herJiaked her lips. 'l
see that you're from —that is, | noticed the cogsthe car door,' she
said.

The young man was still smiling and he nodded kidh although
there was more than a hint of curiosity in the dgagdixed her with.
‘The crest of the Leonides Line,' he said, andnedl his head in a
brief bow. 'l am Demetrius Leonidebgspinis.'

Rona blinked nervously in surprise, then hurriedefore she quite
lost her nerve, her voice small and shaky andnedlito huskiness
because she was so nervous. 'lI've flown all thefveely England to



see Mr. Leonides—Mr. Damon Leonides,' she amendestilyn
'l—-1 don't quite know how to get to see him. | knthat he lives on
an island, but I don't know how to get there, cgreif he'll see me,
but it's very important that | see him. My name's Forbes, Rol
Forbes.’

For a moment she thought the blue eyes lookedla lEss friendly
and she feared he had recognised the name anddweass she was,
but then after a swift and rather unnerving scyuthher from head
to toe, Demetrius Leonides smiled again. 'How atel you, Miss
Forbes?' he asked, as if it was the most natuestopun in the world.

Rona stared at him, curiosity and indignation lyyieéplacing her
earlier fear. 'l don't see what -' she began, loigffimite gleam showed
In his eyes and he shrugged broad shoulders umden@eccably
tailored jacket.

'If you refuse to tell me, Miss Forbes,' he sdidm afraid | cannot
help you.'

'Oh no, please!" Seeing her only chance slippingyalRona hastily
shook her head. 'I'm twenty-one, I'll be twenty-twdhree months'
time.'

‘Ah!' He nodded his head, apparently satisfied, #mel bright,
expressive look he exchanged with the chauffeur wiod go
unnoticed. He was smiling again too, and he stepgmak as he
spoke, one hand indicating the cool, air-condittbngerior of the
car. 'l do not know if | can do as you ask, Missldes," he told her,
‘but if you will accompany me to my next call wellwdiscuss your
reasons at greater length.’

'l don't know if—if | can do that,’” Rona said, heyes wide and
anxious as she saw her chances going again.



One dark brow flicked briefly upwards, but he shillicated that she
should join him in the car, one hand extended stsaker. 'We will

decide as we talk,’ he said, smiling. 'lIf your nussintrigues me
sufficiently, then | will fly you out to Polyxenayself.'

'Oh!" Rona was too stunned to speak for a momehshe glanced at
the chauffeur uneasily, for it was obvious that éiheangement did
not meet with his approval at all and, before shddasay anything at
all, he spoke to Demetrius Leonides in his own teng

The young man replied curtly and briefly in the salenguage and
the chauffeur subsided, but it was obvious thasth&tion not only
did not meet with his approval, but also made histirtctly uneasy.
Demetrius Leonides, however, seemed to have no gualms and
he saw her into the car while the chauffeur putsuaticase into the
boot.

He was attractive, very definitely so, and for tingt time since she
began her journey from London she spared some htotay
something other than the prospect of facing Damamnides and the
even worse one of her uncle's future. Demetriusnidss was
obviously a man of some force and if she could @&elgp him on her
side, perhaps things would go more easily for her.

So far she had given little thought to his placthaLeonides family,
but she was not left long in doubt, for he suddemtended a slim
brown hand, and excellent white teeth gleamed rainhe smile. 'We
did not properly introduce ourselves, Miss Forbes,5aid. 'l am the
nephew of Damon Leonides whom you wish to see.'

Long fingers curled around hers and Rona was imatelgti struck by
a stunning sense of awareness that set her pusesy.r 'I—Mr.
Leonides will know me, or at least he will know wham,' Rona told
him, fearful of saying too much in case he sentdaeking there and
then, before she had even a chance to see his uncle



A frown appeared briefly between his brows andwbadered if at
last he recognised the name. 'Damon knows youasked, and she
hastily shook her head.

'‘Oh no! At least,' she qualified cautiously, 'heé me some years ago,
but | doubt if he remembers meeting me."'

'‘Ah, but | am sure he must!" he insisted in a gbigt infinitely
seductive voice that shivered like a warning alBoga's spine. ‘How
could he forget meeting you, Miss Forbes?’

'l was a schoolgirl at the time and the meeting waay brief," Rona
told him, and he smiled.

‘Then perhaps he may not remember,' he allowedawvand very
expressive gaze turned on her and swept over betysithen he
shook his head. Although | cannot imagine you a®ydo forget,
Miss Forbes.'

The flattery was outrageous in the circumstancesitlaid wonders
for Rona's morale, and she already felt more stileself, despite
that underlying fear of meeting his uncle. 'l hap@ way he hasn't
forgotten me,' she admitted. 'It will make thinggtée easier for me.’

Demetrius Leonides eyed her speculatively. 'Forgiye curiosity,

Miss Forbes,' he said, 'but | cannot imagine whiatyou wish to see
my uncle about. You have demolished the only redsamuld think

of by telling me your age, and | cannot yet fit ymio another
category.'

Only briefly curious about his reference to her agecluding her
from some category or other, she looked at himutpincher lashes, a
surreptitious study that merely confirmed his déataisg attraction,
but he still puzzled her to some extent and thelicacy of her
mission made her ultra-cautious.



'I must see Mr. Leonides about—about something pergonal,’ she
told him, and again that small frown drew his brdagether.

‘Miss Forbes,' he said, 'whare you? | know that you are a very
lovely girl, and | am delighted to ride with yourmy car, but | cannot,

| dare not, take you to my uncle until | am quite sureiyare not
attempting to get to him for some ulterior motivEiie slim hands
spread wide and he shrugged his shoulders, trgimgdbe deeper.
'‘Does he know you or not? Why is it so importarit you see him,
and what are you to him?"'

The last question startled Rona into staring at laima her heart was
thudding uneasily at her ribs. 'l—I don't underdtayou, Mr.
Leonides,' she said. 'I'm nothing to your uncleyfeould | be?'

In the dim coolness of the car, the blue eyes sevder steadily for
a moment and there was a glitter in them that cdiade been
laughter. "You could be several things to my unkless Forbes,' he
told her in that same quiet and attractive voBat you are too young
to be here for what appear the obvious reasonsmjouncle has
tastes that run to women of his own age, and yewlviously not to
be employed as a servant, therefore, lovely Misbésx) you puzzle
me!'

'I—-I'm sorry.' There seemed little else she could sag,slre was
afraid of saying too much.

"You will not tell me?' he asked, and Rona eyed &mxiously.

'l can'ttell you, Mr. Leonides,' she said, her voice bambove a
whisper. 'But please—please believe me it's vepontant that | see
Mr. Damon Leonides very soon.'

‘Important to you personally?’



The probing was relentless and yet she felt sureameed to help her,
but something, perhaps awe of his all-powerful enatas making
him cautious. She looked down at her hands clasgktly over the

top of her handbag. 'It affects me—indirectly," sldenitted, and for a
moment he said nothing.

Then he looked at her again and half smiled. 'Diopsrhaps more
closely concern your mother?' he suggested saftly,Rona stared at
him in confusion.

‘My mother?' she echoed, and those eloquent shsukleugged
again carelessly.

‘My uncle has a penchant for beautiful women, gsawspaper will
tell you,' he said wryly. 'And if your mother is lasautiful as you are,
then it is quite possible-' He spread his hand®hwvey the rest of his
meaning, and Rona followed his reasoning easilygho

It was true what he said about Damon Leonidespafse, she had
even heard stories from time to time from her uraough she had
sometimes taken them with a pinch of salt, but ghpers often
carried pictures of him with various women. All ttiem had
beautiful looks in common, as his nephew - clainst] her own
mother could well have qualified for his attentionken she was
alive, despite the fact that she would be a fews/ba senior.

'‘My mother died a long time ago, Mr. Leonides,' sh&l in a small,
soft voice. 'This has nothing at all to do with.her

'l am sorry." The blue eyes gazed at her for a mbméh a bold
appreciation of her own looks, and she found henstlaverse to the
sensations he aroused in her. If only she coulthigeto take her out
to the island where his uncle lived she felt sw&buld be a valuable
ally.



‘A woman of mystery!" he said in that quiet andusstide voice. 'l
have never before been accosted in public by atifiagirl asking
for my help, but | am a romantic, lovely Miss Fagband rescuing
maidens in distress appeals to me. Also | would tik know you
better, much better, and it therefore follows thabuld like to help
you, but-' He shrugged and spread his handsmasafret, and Rona's
heart sank dismally. "Your reasons for visitingyReha still elude
me and even for a beautiful woman of mystery | faésito anger my
formidable uncle!’

"You—you mean you won't take me to him?"

He shrugged his regret, but was obviously movetthéynisty look in
her eyes. 'l mean | cannot,' he said.

Rona bit back the tears that threatened, a brasthlegency in her
voice as she sought for words. 'Do you know angttabout Rex
Forbes?' she asked huskily, and he shook his head.

‘Your father?' he guessed.

'‘My uncle,' she said. 'He works—he worked for Meohides for
quite a long time.'

'‘Ah!' Realisation came with a sudden bright glitéunderstanding
in his eyes. "Your uncle was —dismissed from ouplesy and you
wish to plead his case, yes?'

Rona bit her lip anxiously. It was so near thehtrannd yet not as bad
as the real reason, and she hesitated to haveuass durther in case
he refused to carry out his promise to take hehaoisland himself.
Once she was there she would feel more satisfseid heer fight was
already half won.



‘Something like that,' she agreed cautiously. '‘Mgle brought me up
when my parents were killed eleven years ago deels—everything
to me and | feel | owe him something for that.'

'So you have flown all the way out here to see Dahtne said with a
hint of a smile. 'That is devotion indeed, Miss l#a®, it must have
cost you a great deal.’

She knew he was not only referring to the expehseectrip and she
appreciated his understanding, but she could omfkes her head
helplessly. 'It will all have been for nothing if dan't see Mr.
Leonides.’

He regarded her for several seconds before he ggaia, and then
he shook his head as if he did not hold much hopéédr success.
'‘My uncle is not an easy man to plead with,' henedr 'l do not hold
much hope for your appeal, Miss Forbes.'

'‘Oh, but Imustsee him!" She was suddenly desperate, terrified
being sent back immediately, her journey wasted tAedprecious

expense of it gone for nothindg:"l haveto put my uncle's case, Mr.
Leonides, please! | promised I'll take no for asveer, if | have to,

but | must try—I owe Rex so much, there's nothimgph't do to help

him!'

'He is a very fortunate man,’ Demetrius Leonidés saftly, and one
hand reached over to encompass hers where theyldsped,
desperately tight, over her handbag. 'If | can lyelp plead his cause
| will, for | cannot believe he is a bad man, thigcle of yours.'

'Oh, heisn't, heisn't!" Rona insisted breathlessly. 'Very well" He
seemed to have made up his mind. 'l will take yah we with an
easy conscience! You may plead with Damon andhe Blue eyes
glittered at her speculatively in the interior bétcar. 'l would like to
plead my own case, if you will allow me.’



Realising for the first time that there could bengfs attached to the
offer of help, Rona looked at him through the thie&s of her lashes,
her heart fluttering uneasily. '‘Mr. Leonides-' dbegan, but the
enveloping hands squeezed tightly and he leanedrtsaher, his
voice quietly persuasive. 'If you are to fly witkerto Polyxena,' he
told her softly, 'you will find there are three w$§ answering to the
name of Mr. Leonides. Would it not make things msichpler if you
were to call me Demetrius?'

Rona felt as if the world was spinning at twicentemal speed and
she wondered what on earth she had let hersedf inyf appealing to
this particular man. Her head was whirling and h@ses chaotic as
she met the blue-eyed gaze of her tempter.

'I—I'm not sure, Mr. Leonides," she said in a snhaisky voice. 'l
mean, I've only just-'

‘You asked for my help," he reminded her. 'l wglyn help my
friends, Miss Forbes—Rona, no?— and it is suchallghmng to ask,
IS it not?"

Rona swallowed hard. Getting to Polyxena was thstnmportant

thing in the world to her at the moment, and migant going along
with Demetrius Leonides' flirting then she would ggst that.

‘Demetrius,' she said softly, and smiled.

The flight from Athens to the island of Polyxenasis@mething Rona
would not easily forget. The sea below them waes dikk in the bright

sun. Rumpled, flowing silk in colours of deepesteband gold with a
smooth placid look that was like a smile.

The lush vegetation along the coast looked darksatid from the
cabin of the luxury executive plane she flew inhwvDemetrius
Leonides, but she felt not a little sick as theyneadown again



towards the tiny landing field on the Leonidesnslaf Polyxena. A
glimpse of glittering white sand and a sprawlingte/illa made her
realise that down there, now only minutes away, \Kasnon
Leonides, and he knew nothing of her coming.

For a second, panic welled up inside her againsiredswallowed
hard, her face paler with sheer fright. Beside iheanother of the
deep and comfortable armchair seats Demetrius Heserstirred and
reach over to cover her hands again as he hae icath

‘You are afraid,' he said softly, and squeezedihgers gently. 'l do
not think you have told me all, even now, lovelymfaphave you?'

'I—I can't." She turned again to the window aspheat brought the
plane down carefully on to the small landing field.

The tiny speck that had sat so exquisitely in thghb sea was now
much larger and somehow more menacing as theydgamkwards,

and she had the feeling that she had been swalldyetie lush

greens, and the more violent colours of the vegpetahat now grew
all around them.

It was beautiful, she was forced to acknowledge, thiad in other
circumstances she would probably have exclaimeatklight at the
sight of it, but she was now in a state of panid aer legs felt
incapable of holding her as she was assisted fhmplant by her
host's solicitous hand under her elbow.

'I—I shouldn't have come,' she whispered, and bkdd at her for a
second with one dark brow expressing surprise.

‘You wish to go back?' he asked, knowing full veélé could not, she
recognised ruefully, and she shook her head.

'No,' she said. 'l must see him now.'



'‘Courage!" His hand squeezed her arm gently, antbtded to the
pilot as they walked off across the grass, his Isficjuiding her. 'A
short drive and we will be at the villa, you widesDamon, and it will
all be over.'

As easily as that, Rona thought in panic. It caudd be as easy as
that, not when Damon Leonides knew who she wasmvuydshe was

there. She followed her guide to where a long skports car stood
parked, and allowed him to see her safely intbat, face as pale as
cream as she faced the coming ordeal.

The drive to the villa was beautiful, and she efe@md a moment to
appreciate it, despite her cold panic. Vivid bloarhgurple and red,
blues and yellows, with here and there clusterdreds, heavily
scented and recognisable as oranges and lemors ewenh some
palms. Oleanders, hibiscus, bougainvillea, allrthmes that spelled
warm climes and exotic countries and all here aliftle island.

The villa itself, when it appeared suddenly aroarfohal bend in the
road, looked even more huge than it had from thefagreat white
rambling place whose windows and doorways were déchmith the
rambling blossom of bougainvillea and red and gokes.

A broad paved area in front of the main doors wdiesed by tubs of
flowers, roses again and geraniums tumbling overetiiges of their
containers in a riot of scent and colour. Tall @gses and the
more-broad shade of plane trees sheltered the dfaitie villa and
curved protectively round another paved area tinawbended a tiled
swimming pool.

Demetrius Leonides helped her from the car, oneal harder her
elbow as if he suspected she might run now thatureze actually in
the domain of his formidable uncle, and she hunck b&hen he
would have taken her straight into the house viasehwide and
Impressive open doors.



'I—I can't just walk in," she said in a voice thaivered with
nervousness, and her companion smiled.

‘But how else can you enter the house?' he asksdmably. ‘Come,
Rona, | will be with you, have no fear!

The entrance hall he took her into was like somegtluut of dream,
and Rona stared around her in wonder, her feaihbftggotten. The
villa was not an ancient monument by any means,tbuad been
designed with some of Greece's most beautiful sactire in mind
and its graceful proportions were enhanced by all sfmantain

actually in the hall.

Luxury was the keyword and for a moment Rona figltogt bitter
that a family with such wealth could ruin a man rfolbbing them of
no more than it must have cost to construct thieshal stood in. But
even in her bitterness she had to be fair andatezlfthe fact that her
uncle had taken money that did not belong to himd, dismissal and
prosecution would have followed his action, whoelsremployer
had been.

'l will see if | can find Damon for you,' Demetrigaid softly against
her ear, and Rona looked up at him in alarm. Tteftelone in this
great hall would be like being abandoned altogethrd she was
already dependent upon Demetrius for what littlarage she had
left.

'Please-' she begged. 'Please don't leave me!'

He took her hand in his, felt its coldness and ilsipaly lifted it to
his lips and kissed her fingers, warming them withmouth. 'But we
cannot stand here in the hall for ever, lovely Rdmatold her softly.
'l will not be gone very long and then you will leayour meeting with
my uncle as you wished.'

'Demetrius-'



Her own soft pronunciation of his name was drowimed far more
forceful call from across the hall, and they bottusg round as if
caught out in some wrong-doing. For a moment R@aaeld she
would faint, her heart was beating so heavily, simelclosed her eyes
for a second to recover hersenses.

There was no doubt who the man was who came giratinoss the
hall towards them. Her instinct told her it was @mieonides, the
man she had come far to see, but she was not sigthev to be glad
or even more fearful now that she saw him.

Certainly he looked every bit as formidable as méphew had
forecast, and she felt her own case already hapellesn she saw his
expression. He was even taller than she rememlibemedtheir last
brief meeting and as lean as a panther with the sammal grace and
hint of danger about him.

Black hair, not merely dark as Demetrius' was, giteek and heavy
above a broad brow and was lightly touched witly gust above his
ears, and black eyes took in the small, tight iatenlook of his

nephew and a strange red-haired girl standingasedbgether. The
eyes had a strange, luminous glint, almost asey toubted what
they saw.

His features had a carved, bronze look that wasenstartlingly
attractive even than Demetrius' good looks andxoeled a kind of
smouldering virility that was both exciting and @mwing. It was
evident, too, that his sudden appearance had ueth®&emetrius, for
she could feel his hand trembling as it held hers.

'‘Damon!" He smiled broadly and turned towards hsle} as if
everything was normal. 'l was just coming to lookyou!

The black eyes did not even look at Demetrius, dweefly, but
remained riveted on Rona, and on her copper-redrhparticular, so



that she instinctively put up a hand to brush akddfaom her face. The
scrutiny was prolonged and steady and Rona foundfiititely
disturbing rather than annoying.

‘You have just arrived?’

Demetrius nodded, and it was obvious that he folhisduncle's
manner strange, for there was a small curious friio@m between his
brows. 'Yes, | —we have just arrived, we flew fréthens, as |
always do.'

'Of course!'

Demetrius, still frowning, looked at him curiousl{bamon-' he
began, but his uncle was quoting softly somethimgsreek, and
Demetrius turned his head swiftly and looked atdgain. 'Oh. but
no,' he said after a moment, and laughed, shaksigdad.

Damon Leonides disliked his laughing, that much plas from the
sudden drawing of black brows into a frown that ldohave
discouraged the boldest of spirits. He removed ¢batpelling gaze
from her at last and looked at his nephew. Thahgges you will
introduce me," he said coolly.

It was plain that now that it came to the point [@émus was far less
willing to introduce her. He had promised his supdmout Rona could
see that possibility slipping away now that he fea® to face with
this stern and dangerously disturbing man.

‘Damon-' He hesitated, his eyes shifting uneasdynfhis uncle to
Rona and back again. 'This is Miss - Forbes, MmsaR-orbes. Miss
Forbes—my uncle Damon Leonides.’

Rona saw it happen. The recognition of her name htdrd, flinty
look in the black eyes that not only guessed hesae for being there
but scorned her for coming, and dashed any hoperaippeal falling



on sympathetic ears. Her heart turned cold suddently she was
almost overwhelmed by a sense of despair that htoaghreat of
tears in its wake.

' believe | have met Miss Forbes before,’ the coalrd voice
informed him, 'but | cannot imagine why she is heoav, in my
home—uninvited!

'l invited Miss Forbes!" Demetrius made a gallaptim the face of

what Rona recognised as hopeless odds. It woutbdmod at all to

plead her uncle's cause with this man, he wasdratdelentless and
he would probably not even give her a hearing.

‘Then you will be responsible for seeing that starns to wherever
she came from!" Damon Leonides told him harshlg, tanned about,
striding off back the way he had come.

‘Damon!" The almost anguished cry from his nephawtrhave had
some effect, for he turned again, although thers wa hint of
relenting in the black-eyed gaze that looked at Hataadily,
challenging him to produce a good reason for bnigdier there.

'l do not know very much about the circumstandgsrhetrius said in
a clear but not quite confident voice, 'but Missldés has flown out
from England especially to see you about her uncle.

'l know everything there is to know about Miss Fegtuncle,' Damon
Leonides said coldly. 'l have nothing to say onrtladter.’

'‘But after such a long journey,' Demetrius insistad brow beaded
with perspiration in the effort of trying to outiadhis formidable
man, 'l for one do not have the coldness of heaiply send her all
the way back to England without at least statingclase! Can you do
less?’



It was plainly a challenge, and it was equally pl#at Damon
Leonides disliked the situation, but he nodded Hesd after a
moment or two, though he still addressed himselhito nephew,
something in their own tongue that sounded tersk argry, but
which evidently satisfied Demetrius.

He gave a great sigh of relief and the hand thhth&ld Rona's

squeezed her fingers gently in assurance. 'Yotoastay,' he said as
Damon Leonides strode off across the great halinagager and

pride in every step and in the angle of the daddhe

'Stay?' Rona blinked.

'It is not only due to my efforts, | think," Demes told her with a
faint smile. One hand touched her red hair lighiity the finger-tips.
‘There is much working for you here, lovely Rona.'

Her mind was in a daze, trying to grasp the meaninigis words,
trying to realise that Damon Leonides had relens&tdeast for the
time being. 'l don't understand what you mean abgustaying,' she
said in a small tired voice. 'l didn't intend--'

'It is late," Demetrius reminded her. 'Someone @duave to fly you
back to Athens if you were to return this eveniagd Damon has
consented to speak to you about your uncle laieetrening.'

'‘Oh! Oh, thank heaven!" Her eyes looked wide amuyshith tears in
the cool dimness of the great hall, and her heasttwobbing with an
urgent beat that almost took her breath away. & ad to believe
that she was not only in the house of Damon Leanioiet was
actually going to be allowed to put her uncle'ssdashim.

It suddenly all seemed too much for her and hed leman to spin
crazily round and round. She had had almost notluregat since she
left London, her normally healthy appetite had deskher, and the



excitement, the unaccustomed emotional strain, awdbwith an
empty stomach, was catching up with her at last.

The marble columns, the cool white walls all sprouad her, blurred
into a haze of sound and vision with the anxiouse/of Demetrius
and the soft tinkling voice of the fountain. Unatdeesist any longer,
Rona closed her eyes and did not even know thaeDars broke her
fall, looking down at her pale face with an expr@ssof blank
dismay.



CHAPTER TWO

WAKING up in a strange bed in a strange room startlecdiRadren she
first opened her eyes, but then she rememberedevdner was and
her reaction was a kind of apprehensive excitentemneone, and
she assumed it had been Damon Leonides, had hadahged
upstairs to one of the bedrooms after she fairgted the first person
she saw when she came round was a small, eldenlgawovho
regarded her with kindly but speculative dark eyes.

An attempt to discover exactly what had happendtetchad drawn

blank, for the woman spoke no English, and it waisumtil another

servant brought her a meal on a tray that she blas@ask questions
and have them answered.

Demetrius had accompanied the maid who broughtdoer and she
suspected he had done so without his uncle's kidgele He
informed her that Damon had decided she was init state either to
discuss her uncle's business or to leave the islahldshe had eaten
and had a night's rest, and of course no one had dadisagree.

Her suitcase had been brought and she had beeataltiba bathroom
as well as the luxurious bedroom. She had nevpt slesuch luxury

in her life, and she could not help but get plea$tom it even though
her stay would be very brief, and a traumatic in&w with Damon

Leonides lay ahead of her.

She bathed and dressed quite early, putting ang@lesj short-sleeved
linen dress in pale blue, wondering as she dresssdte would be
given breakfast as well. So far she felt as iflsde been confined in
an extremely comfortable and luxurious prison,doe had seen no
one but Demetrius and his uncle apart from the seovants.
Whisked away upstairs as if she was to be hidden the rest of the
household, she got the impression that Damon Lesnidtended
whisking her away from the house with equal swégie



Her unspoken question of whether she was to bendiveakfast or
not was answered sooner than she expected, whefh @ on the
bedroom door admitted the younger maidservant ef raght.
Smiling shyly, she informed Rona in strongly aceenEnglish that
Mr. Leonides was expecting her to join him for lxfeat.

'‘Now?' It was perhaps a silly question to ask, stmel saw the slight
lift of the girl's brows as she answered, but thatation took her by
surprise.

‘Ne, thespinisthe girl told her, 'Kirio Leonides waits for you.'

Rona licked her dry lips nervously, well aware titfa girl was
probably curious about her, wondering who she wak a whose
invitation she was there. 'Very well,' she saithaiik you.'

Mr. Leonides, the maid had said, so presumably as idamon
Leonides himself who had sent for her, and the dhbof meeting
him again made her tremble. Not only had she te tae possible
scorn of his anger when she tried to plead herelsichuse, but she
had to recognise that he was a formidable man e mvays than one.

Neither newspaper photographs nor her own youttgtbllections

had prepared her for the sheer, blood-stirring odasty of the man,

and she found herself almost anxious to see hirmadaspite the
fact that she feared his reaction to her pleas.was mature,
sophisticated and ruthless, and quite unlike any sfee had ever
met, and he had disturbed her strangely in thosenfements last
night.

Following the girl downstairs she was once more eragdare of the
luxury of her surroundings. A great curved staiedasl down into the
hall, and white alabaster statues occupied spgc@ihstructed
niches in the curving walls that followed its shaphe house {ms
quiet and she wondered if whatever other memberheffamily



there were in residence were still in bed. It wiisrall, quite early,
and perhaps Damon Leonides wanted her safely adheafay before
anyone else saw her.Breakfast was apparently ttaken on the
wide, mosaic-tiled terrace that surrounded the ,pmoi Rona could
think of no more beautiful setting for the first ahef the day. The
protective sweep of cypress and plane trees tdhbkisea from view
at this point were fronted by every kind of shrataginable, headily
scented even this early in the day, and the losiggdows of morning
cast shade over everything but the glittering @bé¢he swimming
pool.

A long white table was set out beneath a heavydéaavisteria
whose pale mauve blooms stirred lazily in the goolning breeze.
The coolness surprised her until she rememberedPtiigxena was
an island and there would almost always be a bretfzbe sea. It
was idyllic and Rona spent a wistful moment wistshg could spend
some time there in happier circumstances.

As she expected, Damon Leonides was alone, amhe ifetv seconds
it took her to walk across the terrace towards rehe took fresh
stock of him from the concealment of her lashasdifig that her
initial impression was reinforced rather than diisined.

His lean sinewy body was closely fitted in a daltkebsilk shirt that
was open at the neck and showed a-strong browattara the first
suggestion of dark hair across the broad chesn-filing cream
trousers emphasised the cat-like movement of legg &s he got to
his feet at her approach, and she felt her heaeady beating
frantically hard as she came closer.

'‘Good morning!" The greeting was abrupt and scanselicoming,
but the situation was hardly normal and in the wmstances she
could not expect him to be any more effusive.



'‘Good morning, Mr. Leonides.' Her own voice soundedhll and

much too shaky, but there was nothing she coula @ontrol it, and

a large hand indicated that she should sit dovamdehim across the
long narrow table.

‘You are recovered from your—faint?'

The brief hesitation seemed to Rona to imply somebtl that the
faint had been genuine, and she flushed, lookingratwith wary
blue eyes as he reseated himself. Another brietation with that
large and commanding hand and a young mansermamiculate in
a white jacket, brought rolls, butter and honey arbt of Turkish
coffee with tiny cups to drink it from.

'I'm quite all right now, thank you," Rona said, itmg until the
manservant had departed before she answered. "msetry | made
such a fool of myself.'

‘You had eaten little or nothing on your journeysuspect,’ he
suggested, and she thought that some of that cmidniss was
missing from his voice this morning. 'It is foolishneglect yourself
in that way, and quite unnecessary.'

He was lecturing her as if she was a child, Romaght a little
dizzily, and wondered if that was how he saw her-a-esgther foolish
and headstrong child who had travelled all the t@a$reece to plead
a lost cause.

'I—I had a lot on my mind," she said in a small dwsdrayingly
unsteady voice, 'l just couldn't eat.’

‘This morning you can and you will," he said firprdynd indicated the
food in front of her. 'l hope you have a tasteTorkish coffee, if you
prefer-'

'‘Oh no, no—this is fine! Thank you!



She broke one of the little rolls and butterethign added a smear of
honey, but her hands were trembling and she fate qocredibly
clumsy. Presumably his intentions were the besthe found it hard
to face eating breakfast when there was so muchathé¢o say, and
she scarcely tasted what she was eating.

‘Surely you are hungry?' he said, seeing her laejppetite, and she
shook her head. 'Tell me," he added in a voicewhatso much more
gentle that her heart lurched in surprise, 'does vocle know that
you are here?'

‘Yes.' She did not meet his eyes, but spread mdaiterlto give her
trembling hands something to do.

‘But it was my own idea, I—I have to ask you-'
You will have breakfast before you ask anythihg,insisted.
‘But | must-'

The black eyes glittered at her across the tab&éeway that showed
his dislike of being crossed. 'l will discuss nathiuntil | have

breakfasted,’ he informed her sternly. 'When yowehaaten,

thespinis,| will see you in my office, but until you havetea your

breakfast | refused to discuss anything."'

'‘But | can't eat!" Rona insisted, her voice morakgithan ever. '‘Not
when | think of-'

'If you refuse to eat your own meal," he interrdgdtarshly, ‘at least do
me the courtesy of allowing me to have mine in pediss Forbes.’

'I'm—I'm sorry." She could not have said what iregiit, but she
suddenly felt confident that he was going to ndy dvear her appeal,
but give it some consideration, and she gazedvafdria second with
a hint of the hope she felt showing in her eyes.



'‘Eat your breakfast!" The order was short and umakable, but
somehow that feeling of anticipation would not heédued, and she
almost smiled as she obediently picked up her lkagén and helped
herself to another roll.

They ate their meal in almost complete silence, ainéirst Rona
found it rather unnerving, but after a while thad,y and tranquillity
of her surroundings began to affect her, and shdenstood her
unwilling host's desire to have his breakfast iagee It was an idyllic
setting and should be enjoyed to the full—also, tvatse could they
have talked about but the very subject he had dddn her to
mention?

They were almost finished before anyone else apdeand Rona
was surprised to see a child come running acr@stethace towards
them. It was a little girl of about eight years alih a small oval face
and large dark eyes. Long dark hair streamed dunhbtener as she
ran and she came straight to Damon Leonides, fimdjerself on

him, climbing on. to his knees and kissing him stiyrwhile she

chattered ceaselessly in Greek.

Her sudden appearance startled Rona, although méanssv why,
for she knew from her uncle of the closeness ofGheek family. It
was quite possible that several members of theidesriamily lived
in the big villa, and that this little girl was ayng niece or a cousin.
Unless—Rona gave herself a hasty mental shakesioigh less
charitable possibilities. Whoever she was, the dctubviously-
adored him.

'Ssh! Ssh!" A long finger was laid gently on thaldk lips and her
prattling stopped while she gazed at Rona with hageous eyes.
Damon Leonides put an arm round her and huggedclose.
Anna-Maria," he said in carefully pronounced Erglisie will speak
in English, yes? Miss Forbes is from England areldbes not speak
our language, so it is polite that we speak herg,ali agree?'



The child nodded, but it was evident that she faimedstrange tongue
much more difficult, although she seemed prepacetiyt 'Good
morning,' she said shyly. '"How are you?"'

Enchanted both with the child herself and her clagnmanners,
Rona smiled and would have replied, but before chield say
anything Damon Leonides decided to introduce herentally.
'‘Anna-Maria is my niece, Miss Forbes,' he told hed from the glint
in those unfathomable black eyes he might almogt saspected her
less charitable thoughts regarding the child. 'Misgbes is here to
see me about business matters, Anna-Maria,' heaiegpl. 'Now!
Will you have breakfast alone or wait for your p2pa

The little girl looked at his empty plate and palteproachfully.
'You did not wait for me,' she accused. 'l do nicd ko eat alone,
Thios Damon!

‘But | wished to have my breakfast eanbgthi mou,'he told her,

plainly not at all disturbed by her reproach. V&0 speak privately
with Miss Forbes now, so if you will excuse us.' gtmntly lifted the

child from his lap and deposited her on her fedteastood up. "Your
papa will breakfast with you very soon, | am sure.’

Taking it as her cue, Rona too got up from theatasld once more
felt a sickening sense of apprehension curlingendtomach as she
prepared to follow him back to the house. Theeliglrl's dark eyes
were frankly curious as she watched them go, aadikéd her head
to one side as her uncle smiled down at her béfoneng away.

‘Thios Damon,’ she said in a clear childish voinzg had difficulty in
choosing the right words in a strange tongue, IssNforbes—is she
your—lady?'

Rona felt the hot colour flood into her cheeks ahd dared not look
at Damon Leonides, although she was heart-stigriaglare of that



lean, panther-like body standing close beside had the brief
scrutiny of those black eyes that she did not digtaae.

'‘No,' he said quietly but firmly. 'And you do nakasuch questions
again, Anna-Maria. Do you understand?'

Rona's instinct was to defend her, for with Damoeonides'
reputation such a mistake on the part of a childs vgarely
understandable. Instead she said nothing, butcctee fingers into
her palms to stop them trembling, and saw Anna-&adark eyes
resent the scolding, no matter how mild.

‘Parndon.' Having apologised, Anna-Maria subsided and thé e
Rona saw as she followed Damon Leonides into thusdwavas her
small rather disconsolate figure sitting alonéhatlbng table.

In the coolness of the vast hall again he turnaetilaoked down at
Rona with one brow slightly lifted. 'l must apolegi for
Anna-Maria's mistake,' he said coolly, and Ronakhwer head.

'Oh, it honestly doesn't matter,’” she said hastilys quite
understandable in the circumstances.'

He opened a door leading off the hall and steppet to allow her to
precede him into a big, cool room furnished as fisey but much
more luxuriously furnished than any office she hadrd of.

A dark red and gold Turkish carpet deadened thmotsteps and
covered the floor from wall to wall and a big, dasood desk

gleamed richly in the same way the huge leatheclamdid, and the
two other chairs in the room. Arched windows stopén and let in
the cool breeze off the sea, with the ever-intrisiines of

bougainvillea and jasmine poking scented headstpasthutters and
filling the room with their perfume.



'Please sit down.' She was directed to a big leamchair on one
side of the desk and Damon Leonides seated hirhséihd it. He
leaned back in his chair, seemingly quite at eaté&h Rona most
definitely was not. "You were not surprised thanhArMaria implied
a—liaison between us?' he asked, using one harmbrigey the
delicacy of the meaning, and the question was &xpatted that
Rona stared and wondered what on earth he exp&ociadher by
way of an answer.

'I—I simply meant that | couldn't really be—I meloouldn't blame
a child for putting a wrong construction on my lgeihere,' she
explained.

Long fingers were steepled under his chin and lgardeed her
steadily for a second. The soft shadows that filleé room
emphasised the strong, carved look of his featamnelsgave infinite
depth to those black eyes. 'And why are you hbespinis?he asked
softly.

Rona held his gaze for as long as she could, treked down instead
at her hands clasped tightly together in her |agy. héart was beating
so furiously hard that it made her head spin, fow rihat she was
faced with actually making her plea she seemedftbefr¢he right
words to make it. Whatever it was she had expedteehs nothing
like this —facing a man like Damon Leonides acrasgesk, with
those disturbing black eyes fixed on her with suténsity.

'I—I have to tell you about my uncle,' she began.

‘Your uncle betrayed a position of trust, Miss Fesbhe said in the
same quiet voice. 'He stole from the company timgleyed him—he
stole from me and my family.’



'Oh, but he didn'tneanto steal!" Rona cried desperately. "You—yo
don't understand the circumstances, how could yamu?don't know
him!'

'l have met your uncle on several occasions,' lgeieal, though
without malice. 'l would have trusted him-did trust him, and my
trust was misplaced. | do not often misjudge a niart, in this
instance | did.'

'‘But don't you see?' Rona insisted. 'lt wastethat he did it! It was
for me that he—he borrowed the money, so that Iccbave all the
things he wanted me to have! He meant to pay ik-bd® isn't a
thief, he just wanted things for me!'

Damon Leonides sat, still as a statue, with thosg fingers steepled
and his strong chin with its deep cleft just regtom the finger-tips, a
deep fathomless look in his eyes. 'You are sayuag) the blame is
yours?' he asked quietly, and Rona nodded, hope siyaing in her.

'In a way—yes! | was the one who reaped the bersefitm as much,
or more, to blame as Rex is! | should have realieati we couldn't
live as we did on Rex's salary!'

It seemed an interminable time before he spokenagad Rona
almost held her breath, her heart pounding relesifteat her ribs
while she waited. 'So what would you have me dssMiorbes?' he
asked softly at last. 'Punish you instead of youtef? Would that suit
you better?'

The suggestion startled her and Rona gazed at dvimma imoment
uncertainly, her mind in a turmoil. Nothing was ithe way she
had visualised it. He was not furiously angry araither was he
sarcastic or coldly indifferent. He was quiet armblcand quite
dismayingly reasonable.



'I—I wish therewassome way | could take his punishment,’ she to
him shakily. 'If—if only you'd give him a chance-tdo make up for
what he's done, Mr. Leonides. Give him the changealy back the
money he—he borrowed, and clear himself. I'd higpgo anything
as long as Rex doesn't have to go to prison!

'‘Anything?' He echoed the word softly, and for ssesson she could
not quite understand a sudden shivering chill ainivey ran through
her like a cold wind. 'How literally may | take thdliss Forbes?'

Rona curled her hands into her palms to stop tmemiting so and
licked her lips nervously. There was something alblois situation
that disturbed her and at the same time arousadlaty sensation of
anticipation. 'l—I don't understand,’ she said.

The black eyes were glittering like live coals dinere was an aura of
excitement about him that somehow communicatedf iteeher,
making her shiver and curl her hands even morélyigham asking
if you are prepared to expiate your uncle's wroamgl,' he said
quietly, and she looked across at the strong, fdskires with wide
and wary eyes that had a slightly dazed look.

She had expected a fierce verbal battle in her amd her uncle's
defence, and instead she was apparently being edfféhe
opportunity to do something concrete about resching and almost
without argument. Only some deep, disturbing ircstimarned her
that all was not as easy as it appeared at the mtome

'‘Of—of course | am,' she said, her voice shakilgkyuas she hastily
raced through a thousand possible forms of retohut'l'll do
anything to prevent Rex going to prison.' She lalkiehim across the
width of the big desk and her mouth was suddenly'#iow-—what
must | do?' she asked.



He said nothing for a moment, but got to his fewt strode across to
the window, standing with his feet apart, his ldags braced and
tautly muscular, his back turned to her. His hastdsped one another
behind his back and pulled the broad shoulders baakstance that
was oddly defiant in the circumstances, and Ronadder pulses
racing uncontrollably as she looked across at him.

He was an alarmingly disturbing man and she fethldear and
excitement mingled in her tangled emotions as ahéhere looking
at that broad back, waiting for him to tell her wkhe had to do to
help Rex.

‘Tell me, Miss Forbes,' he said, his voice havingbddly detached
sound as he spoke without turning round, ‘'what do know of
Greece and the Greeks?'

Startled by the question and completely in the @dodut his reason
for asking it, Rona hesitated before answeringt oy much,' she
confessed. 'l know more about ancient Greece tlwtem Greece, |
suppose, like a lot of people who've never beea.her

'‘Ah!" He nodded, but still did not turn round, aRdna began to wish
she could see his face even if it was only to (weesome clue as to
what was going on in his mind. ‘We have our custbinessaid after a
second or two. 'Customs you may find strange, Nfisdbes, but

which suit us well enough. Polyxena, this smaklnsl, tiny as it is,

has its own customs and traditions even. Its owrliefge

‘Yes, | see.' More confused than ever, she shookéed, seeking
something that could possibly concern her own gnobamong the
talk of Greek customs. 'But I-'

You think, of course, that our beliefs do not cammcyou, hmm?'

She nodded, then realised the futility of the gestwhile he still had
his back to her, and licked her dry lips beforenwareg. 'I—I don't



quite see how they do,' she agreed. 'l shan'yrealhere long enough
to—to be affected by them, and I-'

‘Would you agree to stay, if | requested it?' Heedsand Rona stared
at him in bewilderment. She was so long in answgttirat he turned

at last and faced her, a swift, smooth movementapain reminded

her of the dangerous grace of a cat. Black eyewded her steadily
and she shivered at some deep but as yet indefinaddning in their

depths. Wellthespinis?he prompted softly.

Rona shook her head slowly, as much in confusiodeasal, as he
probably realised. 'l—I don't know,' she said hlyskif you-'

'I have excellent reasons for asking you to renoairthe island,' he
interrupted shortly. 'Reasons | cannot reveal at rtfitoment, but
important ones.’

It was difficult to know just how to reply to su@n unexpected
request, and she sought desperately for wordfpanelasons why he
should have asked her such a thing. 'lt—it's veryartant to me to
know what's going to happen to Rex, my uncle,tsliehim at last. 'l
can't undertake to stay here, without even knowvhg I'm staying,
not until I know what's going to happen to Rex, Meonides. |
couldn't possibly desert him, not when | came betfgelp him.'

The black eyes continued to watch her with thatesdieconcerting
steadiness while he answered her. 'If you agre&toon here, Miss
Forbes,' he said quietly, 'of course your unclerfabing to fear. No
action will be taken against him, and the moneyW&de spread and
expressive hands delicately suggested a suitable \Mothing will
be said about it, if you consent to stay on here.'

Unable to understand or find reasons, Rona was letehp
bewildered, but the promise he held out that nmaetould be taken
against Rex was the one thing that really matteoetier at the



moment, and almost without realising she was ddinghe nodded
her head.

‘Very well," she said in a small, bewildered voité—I'll stay, Mr.
Leonides, although | can't think why you-'

'‘My reasons will be made clear in good time,"” Dani@onides
informed her quietly. 'And you may trust my woratlyour uncle has
nothing to fear.'

'‘But—but what do | tell him?' Rona asked. 'l mdaman't just say that
you've agreed not to press charges against hirstalf on here. It—it
doesn't really make sense.’

‘Then tell him that you are remaining here to wéok me,' he
suggested matter-of-factly, and Rona blinked.

'Is—is that what you have in mind?' she askedanhatl averse to the
idea when she considered it.

'‘But why did you-?' She shook her head. 'l didedlise that was why
you wanted me to stay,' she said, smiling a Iddeedly.

'You like children?’

Again he startled her with an unexpected questiod,she looked at
him curiously. 'Yes,' she said, cautiously, andnbdded as if the
answer satisfied him.

'You like Anna-Maria?"'

‘The little girl | saw at breakfast?' This time stwuld answer with
less hesitation and she thought she followed s wf thought at
last. 'l liked her very much, the little | saw ddrli she said.



He nodded his head and drew back his clasped Hwegldisd him so
that the dark silk skirt was stretched tautly asitws chest, looking at
her steadily for a long and infinitely disturbingpment. "Then for the
moment," he said quietly, 'you can consider yoliegslin charge of
my niece; she has a tutor during the mornings,yout will take
charge of her at other times.'

'I—I can't-" She tried to think of words to say, nd® to express her
unutterable relief that he was demanding no mofreeothan that she
should care for his niece in return for her undieedom. It was so
much more, so much easier, than she expected ambsld not quite
believe it. There seemed no words capable of congeyhat she felt
and he completely misunderstood her uncompleteises.

'You dislike the idea?' he asked, an edge of hasshon his voice,
and Rona hastily shook her head to deny it.

‘No, no, of course not!' she assured him unhesghti 'l—I just can't
believe it, that's all.'

‘You wished to take on the burden of your uncleisighment,' he
reminded her quietly. 'l am merely giving you theportunity to do
so.'

‘Caring for the little girl?' Rona asked, still @azat the outcome of
the interview she had faced with such dread. "t tatieve you mean
that as a punishment, Mr. Leonides.’

For a moment he said nothing, then he shook hig &ed that deep,
fathomless look was in his eyes again. 'When yme lh@en here for
a while,thespinis,he assured her softly, 'then you can decide whetl
what | require of you is punishment or not.’'



CHAPTER THREE

RoNA emerged from Damon Leonides' office in somethihg daze.
She could still scarcely believe that he had gilien the task of
taking care of his little niece as a way of payhlog her uncle's
wrongdoing. It seemed such a mild, ordinary thingask her to do
when she had expected to find him ready to exthectast ounce of
justice from the situation, and something aboutthele thing made
her very uneasy.

Seeing Demetrius outside the office door did ntugather surprise
her, although she thought he had not expectedchtbHer closeted
with his uncle quite so early in the day. It waSiclilt to remember
that she had met Demetrius Leonides for the firaetless than
twenty-four hours before and had seen little of lsimce. He was
charming and polite and she felt a desperate reexbmeone to turn
to in the strange and complex situation she fowarddif in.

‘Good morning, Rona.' His blue eyes flicked brigflyhe direction of
the office door behind her, and Rona smiled, thosgmewhat
blankly.

‘Good morning, Mr. Leonides—Demetrius.'

The frown that almost formed when she addressedlgims formal

title vanished in a smile when she corrected higrseld she was
reminded how good-looking he was. His features vwoars in the
classic mould, clear-cut and handsome and quitéeutihe sterner
more lean look of his uncle. He glanced at theerlatoor behind her
again, and raised an enquiring brow.

'‘What happened?' he asked, and Rona shook heragadly, at the
same time thanking heaven that he was still prep#oetake an
interest in her mission.

'I—I'm not sure,' she confessed.



'Did you have the opportunity to put your uncl@seto him?'

‘Yes, | did, but-' Again she shook her head andckddoat him
uncertainly. 'I'm a little confused,’ she confessdd-I don't

understand why he wasn't more angry—more scorrduén. |

expected it, | was prepared for it, but he—he synagsked me if | was
prepared to expiate my uncle's-' She stopped thastily, biting her
lip and glancing up at him through her lashes.

‘What did he ask of you, Rona?' he asked, anxiously shegttiou
More anxious than curious at the moment, and thzzlpd her rather.

‘Just that | look after Anna-Maria, the little dirhet earlier,' she said.
'‘But—I don't know, it seems suchittle thing to ask when | asked for
so much.’

‘The reinstatement of your uncle?' It was obvitiasg bhe now guessed
there was something more than that at stake, and Rondered if
she would now have to tell him the truth about whg was there. 'Is
that so much to ask, Rona?' he enquired softly.

She looked down at her hands, reluctant to spehkrateal reason to
anyone who did not need to know, but realising Berhetrius had as
much right to know as anyone. He was, after alg ohthe family
that had been wronged by her uncle, and he hadgbtduer to
Polyxena, risking Damon Leonides' wrath to do so.

'I-l wasn't asking for him to be reinstated,' stid him. 'l can hardly
expect that, but | hoped that he wouldn't haveete-punished.’

'‘Punished?' The blue eyes watched her steadiljously, and she
swallowed hard.

The words did not come easily to her, and she dtesitfor a long
time before she spoke. Somehow she felt alien ang small and
vulnerable suddenly as she stood there in thediguith Demetrius



Leonides. And if she told Demetrius the truth he would probably
desert her, leaving her quite alone in this luxusidout curiously
discomfiting world.

'‘Rex—my uncle, took money that belonged to his —»yammpany,'
she said. 'The company secretary, when he camenian, told him
that—that he would almost certainly be convictetheft and sent to
prison.’

'l see.' He did not immediately grow angry, aslsalé expected, and
that at least gave her some cause to hope, bet\sera cooler, more
distant sound to his voice, she thought, and dhéde heart beating
anxiously as she sought for words. , 'l—I know #@sawrong,' she
said in a small, wistful voice. 'I'm not trying @éaxcuse him or what he
did, but only to explain why he did it. It wasrot his own benefit that
he took the money, but for mine. Oh, don't you s&®® pleaded. 'He
gave me everything | wanted, he always has, anddigdA't realise; |
should have done! | should have seen what was hagpand not
gone on taking!

"You love him very much,' Demetrius said softlyddrom his voice,
Rona knew he would not judge either her or Rextaxshly.

'He loves me,' she whispered. 'That's why he didh& isn't a
criminal!

Tears stood in her eyes as she looked up at hich,Demetrius
reached out and gently stroked them away withitheftone finger.
‘To steal for love is still wrong,’ he said softhiBut it is
understandable, although | cannot imagine that Damould take
the same view.'

'l expected him not to," Rona admitted, shakinghead as the old
confusions came back to her again. '‘But he was-etoh, | don't



know! | don't understand it at all! | said | wishire was some way
that | could take the blame, be punished instedgieat'

‘You said what?' The fingers holding her arm hathap like an iron
band and she flinched from the look in his eyedhid\did he say to
that, Rona— for the love of heaven, did you haverésent him with
a ready-made reason for—what he has in mind?'

'l don't understand!" She looked up at him agaém,ldiue eyes dark
with doubt. 'He—he simply asked me if | was preddoetake care of
the little girl, and | said | would. It seems swelittle thing to do in

exchange for my uncle not being sent to prison.’

Demetrius' blue eyes looked down at her steadity something in
his expression caused a strange little curlingaensin her stomach.
‘Are you sure that is all he asked of you?' hestedi. 'He mentioned
nothing more?'

Rona shook her head vaguely, Demetrius' blue eyé&oanxiously
still. There had been something else, of courdbpafjh she had
chosen to forget those remarks about customs aaditibns,

dismissing them as nothing to do with her own pasit Damon

Leonides had not been specific, merely hinted atetbing less
palatable than caring for his niece, and until rsthw had refused to
read anything into those last enigmatic words.

Now Demetrius was implying something more sinispedging by

his reaction, and she felt an involuntary shiver cold through her
whole body when she remembered them. 'He—he did@agthing

about me having to decide, later on, whether of nohsidered what
he had in mind for me was a punishment or not,' sid, and
Demetrius swore softly in his own tongue. Harshylent words that
startled her with their vehemence, x.. 'What didshg to you?' he
demanded. 'Tell me, Rona—what has he told you?'



Her heart was thudding painfully hard at her rdos] she licked her
dry lips before she answered. 'He asked me firstt wknew about
Greece,' she recalled, husky-voiced. 'Then—thersguke about
customs and traditions. He said even a little tligce Polyxena had
its own traditions and beliefs, he didn't say whaty were, but-'

'He will not tell you yet," Demetrius said harshéyyd Rona felt cold
suddenly, shaking her head and looking at him wmthelieving eyes.

‘Tell me,’ she begged, but he too shook his head.

'l am sorry, Rona,' he said, sounding as if hequaltlenly made up
his mind. 'l should not have brought you here. btriake you away
again— quickly.'

He looked so serious that Rona shivered, even thshg told herself
she was being foolishly apprehensive. 'l askedtgdoelp me," she
reminded him. 'And you did—I'm grateful to you foringing me
here.'

His hand on her arm was tight, his voice urgemiust take you away
again,' he insisted. 'Please, Rona, | must put g/owa plane for
England, where you will be safe!’

‘Safe?' She echoed the word breathlessly, and aeeve in her body
was quivering with anticipation of what would comext. 'l don't
understand,’ she said in a small, soft voice tealbled alarmingly.
‘Why do you want me to go away again, now thathigre?"

Demetrius shook his head slowly, his hands on hearsa his
good-looking face frowning and uneasy. 'l have kngwu only a
few hours, Rona,' he said softly, 'but | would maliingly have
brought you here if | had only stopped to think wheas bringing
you into.



‘You don't know about this island, about its legatsd—its customs.’
He sighed and shrugged his shoulders resignedhadl forgotten
about the legend when | agreed to bring you haktlzat was foolish
of me when the family lay such store by it. It rntive, ridiculous
and outdated,' he said, his brows drawn. '‘But tilybelieve in it!
Even Damon—and it is because it is Damon thatdag®, Rona, let
me take you back, now, while there is still time!'

Rona was almost too stunned to speak. Her eyes wiele and

anxious and her heart was hammering violently atrilis as she
looked up at him. 'Had this—has it anything to dthwour asking

about my age?' she asked huskily, and for a moBemietrius stared
at her uncomprehendingly, then he shook his head.

‘Nothing at all,' he said firmly. 'If only you weeefew years younger
there would be no reason for me to worry abouteagend, or at least
not where Damon is concerned. Had you been hishdeugou
would have been safe enough!

'His daughter!" Rona stared at him, the colour warimer cheeks as
she shook her head. One thing on top of anotheneskdo be

happening to her since she came to this exoticsatated island, but
the very thought of being taken for Damon Leonidiegighter was
the most disturbing idea so far.

Demetrius seemed to find her shock surprising,hirflicked that
expressive brow upwards again and looked at herafonoment
steadily. 'Why do you look so shocked, lovely Roh&?asked. "Your
mother must have been beautiful too, surely, antiddais a man of
the world. He has his pick of lovely women and sacthingwas

possible until | discovered how old you were. EX@amon was a
little young, | think, at fifteen years old to hafathered you!'

"You—you believed-' She shook her head dazedlyaamdt of smile
showed in Demetrius' blue eyes for a moment.



'l did not mean that you should be shocked, Rdmatold her. 'l
thought you familiar with my uncle's reputatiorthalugh of course |
have never heard of there being—offspring. | wasetgeseeking to
fit you into a category, and that was a possihilitgwever remote!’
He took a firmer hold on her arm and led her actbseshuge hall to
the door beyond which lay the terrace and the swigmool where
she had breakfasted earlier.

The terrace was warm and sunny and the growing theofrthe day

drew the heady perfume of the shrubs and flowedsfidlad the air

with them. 'lt's beautiful,’ she said softly, almts herself, as they
walked on to the terrace, and Demetrius looked datArer, a hint of
resignation in his eyes.

"You will not let me fly you back to Athens and gt on a plane to
England?' he asked, and Rona shook her head.

'l can't, Demetrius,’ she said. 'l have to do witan to help Rex, and
if staying on here and looking after the littlel ggrwhat it takes, then
that's what I'll do.’

‘And if there is more?' Demetrius suggested, saficed.

Rona felt a curling coldness in her stomach adgaihshe shook her
head. 'Whatever else there is for me to do, ielps Rex, I'll do it,'
she said. 'l must!'

He murmured something in his own tongue and hisl ltanher arm
squeezed gently as he drew her across the sumdtéewhere the
white table was still set for breakfast, althougkdemed like hours
ago since she had sat there with Damon Leonides.

The man sitting there now, with a woman and theeskttie girl who
had interrupted their breakfast, was enough likendaLeonides to
betray their relationship, but he was perhaps & geavo younger



and less aggressively masculine and virile, althdugwas attractive
for all that.

When Demetrius brought Rona to join them, he imiaedy got to
his feet. ‘Miss Rona Forbes,' .Demetrius introducad after greeting
them briefly in Greek. 'My mother, Madame Demeteohides, and
my uncle, Constantine Leonides.

‘Miss Forbes! Welcome to Polyxena!" Constantineo&hwmer firmly
by the hand and smiled so pleasantly that Ronastel he knew
nothing whatever about her uncle. Also, she redJigavas the first
time she had actually been welcomed to the islamd she smiled her
thanks.

Constantine Leonides quite openly appreciated tdmbmation of
copper-red hair, blue eyes and a soft creamy skimjust a hint of
flush in the cheeks, but Demeter Leonides was @uitgher matter.
Her welcome, such as it was, was grudgingly giaem, she seemed
much more intent on noticing Rona's riot of red hai

She said something in Greek to her brother-in- lapparently
drawing his attention to it, for a moment later €@mtine Leonides
also looked pointedly at her hair, a slightly daisak in his eyes.
Then he shook his head slowly, and he too spolkavawords in
Greek, which his sister-in-law greeted with opeorsc

'‘Please sit down, Miss Forbes," he said, agaimgiker his attention.
'l know that you have breakfasted, because my daughas told me
so, but will you have some coffee, perhaps?"

'‘No, no, thank you.' Rona sat down, feeling nerlyousieasy and
glancing at Demetrius as he sat beside her.

'‘Damon has asked Miss Forbes to take care of Anaaal\l
Demetrius announced, taking the onus on himsetf,Rona did not



miss, the swift, meaningful look that passed betwd&&adame
Leonides and her brother-in-law.

‘You are staying on the islanithespini®' Con- stantine asked, and i
was plain from his expression that he was not éxactavour of the
idea, so that Rona wondered if Damon Leonides ofteade
arrangements without consulting the people mosteored.

‘Only if you agree, of course, Mr. Leonides,' shielsS/Anna-Maria is
your daughter, and naturally | assumed-'

‘Someone is needed, of course, to take care of -Mara,'
Constantine hastened to assure her. 'But | didknowv that my
brother had engaged you, Miss Forbes. | am sofrappeared less
than willing for you to have the post. | am notcotirse.'

Rona smiled and decided it wasn't hard to guedsstieh surprises
were quite frequent. 'l haven't much experiencé whildren, I'm

afraid,’ she confessed, 'but | like them and | liguget along very
well with them.’

'‘My brother-in-law sent for youhespinis?Madame Leonides asked,
and Rona eyed her warily, sensing a trap but nawye what it was,
or why it should have been set.

'‘Not—not exactly, Madame Leonides,' she said.

‘Then | am at a loss to know why he should havertan untrained
woman into his household to care for his niecaylodm he is very
fond.' The dark eyes of the older woman glitterdith wuspicion, and
Rona felt her hands trembling as she Sought degbefar reasons
to be there. 'How did you get hetleespinis?'

'l brought Miss Forbes from Athens, Mama!' Demedtraunce more
came to her rescue and Rona looked at him gratefiliss Forbes
was seeking assistance in getting to Polyxena éoDsemon on a



matter of business, and by good fortune | was thee she asked to
help her.’

'‘Business matters?' Madame Leonides almost spatheutvords.
'‘When did Damon ever do business with a woman?'

'It is true, Mama,' Demetrius told her firmly. drc assure you of that.
| too know something of the matter.’

That was true and Rona could not deny it, but slve the puzzled

look on Constantine's face as he looked at his ewvepliHe said

nothing, however, and for that at least Rona watefyl. She needed
all the breathing space she could get.

'So,' Madame Leonides said in her deep and haisk,Vare have a
business woman to care for Anna- Maria! You arey wersatile,
thespini¥ A meaningful tightening of the rather thin ligent
harshness to an otherwise good-looking face, amdeder Leonides'
dark eyes glittered. 'So you literally descendednups from the
skies, hmm?' she asked, and Rona saw Constantwve tmprotest.

'‘Demeter, it is of no concern of ours,' he saichism quiet voice.
‘Damon has-'

‘Damon knew nothing of her coming, | suspect,’ Magd.eonides
interrupted harshly. 'Am | not righthespinis?'

'Yes, Madame Leonides, but-'

'‘Who arranged this for you?' Madame Leonides dee@dnt¥vho
knows the legend and seeks to make the prophecyg ¢am by
arranging matters to suit themselves?'

Rona was completely confused. Her head was spinmitigevery
conceivable possibility and she looked from Derostto his mother
with wide, uneasy eyes. 'l—I don't understand,' sdid in a small,



husky voice. 'l know nothing of any legend, exdyait-' Again she
glanced at Demetrius. "You said something aboagerid just now,'
she reminded him. 'But I still don't know what d@lsabout.’

Rona thought Demetrius would have enlightened It his uncle
shook his head, obviously uneasy about the whalielent. 'l think
we are being very inhospitable,' he said in higjueasonable voice.
'‘And we are surely letting our imaginations run ywath us if we
think that Miss Forbes has anything at all to dthwie legend.’

'‘Not so, Constantine," Demetrius argued softly glyiss on his uncle.
'‘Damon has—pressed Rona into staying, more or esde it
impossible for her to leave.'

'So!' The word was long-drawn and sounded almkstdisigh, while
Constantine shook his head slowly.

Madame Leonides said more, much more, but all iof Greek and

very harsh and unfriendly, if her tone was anythimgudge by, and

her dark eyes glittered maliciously at Rona. It ilesmetrius, yet

again, who came to Rona's defence, and he lookaakahs angry as
his mother as he spoke.

'l will explain to you about the legend, Rona,'daed, after several
minutes of angry exchange with his mother. '‘Butatdhis moment,
for Damon is expecting me in his office and he doeslike to be
kept waiting.'

‘Demetrius,' his uncle suggested gently, 'l thials ghould leave it to
Damon to tell Miss Forbes—if he wishes her to kntwe means to
follow the-' An expressive shrug left Rona imaggqiall manner of
sinister things, and she wondered what on eartthatlevalked into
when she came to plead for her uncle.

Demetrius again gave vent to his anger in his cmgue, and both
his uncle and his mother looked at him in somersgpConstantine



was plainly disturbed by what he said, but Madamerlides looked
harshly angry still, and she turned her virulentzeggan Rona once
more.

‘It will not happen,’ she vowed in her harsh voicill not allow it to
happen!

The last two days had moments that Rona would rdtinget, but
also she had enjoyed them in some ways. It wastibgdaon the
island and taking care of Anna-Maria was no trowlall.

She found mealtimes rather an ordeal, although Gotistantine and
Demetrius did their best to put her at ease, arett ®amon replied
to. his sister-in-law in English when she spokedkrédis support in
this way was somehow unexpected and therefore hall more

welcome, although she was far less at ease withtham with either
his brother or his nephew.

She had heard no more mention of the mysteriowentbgince her
first day there, and its sinister implications madeded to the back of
her mind for the time being. The little girl provadlelightfully bright
and intelligent child, and Rona enjoyed visiting theach with her,
and exploring the thick lush vegetation near thaskeo They had not
so far ventured too far afield.

Anna-Maria informed her that she could swim quitdlwbut that her

Uncle Damon had forbidden her to swim from thendldbeaches

because of strong currents. Damon Leonides, Rocidete seemed
to rule his idyllic little island with a rod of iroband no one, not even
his brother, seemed disposed to question his aesalihority.

It was while she was on the beach with Anna- Manider fourth day
there that she noticed another, and much smaliese)duilt at the far



end of the island and only just visible from wh#rey sat because it
was built on a slight hill among a thick growthtodes.

Her curiosity was aroused, because she had thdbghkeonides
villa the only residence on the island, and thesgnee of another
intrigued her. She decided against questioning Aviaga about it,

but made a vow to ask Demetrius at the first opjoity.

While Anna-Maria lay sprawled in the sun after awergetic game,
Rona sat beside her, hugging her knees and gaizihg ereamy roll
of the sea where it licked the whites and gentlyDAmon Leonides'
insistence she had telephoned her uncle on heefiening there and
managed to convey at least the gist of the ideaathavould be well
with him, if she stayed with the Leonides familyaalsind of nanny to
little Anna-Maria.

She thought Rex was dubious about the whole thimg, her
reassurances must have done something to lightesmiful sense of
impending doom that had haunted him since the degoof his
theft. She had promised to keep in touch and faty ¢lose to tears
when she replaced the receiver.

She had never been so alone in her life beforeeard the quick,
impulsive friendship she had with Demetrius coutdd compensate
for the company of her beloved uncle. Perhapsttsigght ruefully,

Damon Leonides had been right in stating that staghere in such
circumstances and cut off from life as she knemoitild be more of a
punishment that she had first realised, whethdrdtkanything else
in store for her or not.

No matter if she was to be an employee, it seemmedtrbatment was
to be little different from that of a guest, ane stas still occupying
the same luxurious room with her own bathroom ¢hat - had been
given on her arrival.



The bedroom was large and cool, decorated in pakeng white and
gold, and its windows shaded by slatted shuttessdowhich red
roses pushed their heads and filled the room waigir scent. If this
was her punishment and that room her prison, theas surely the
most beautiful prison anyone could wish for.

'Rona! Rona!" Constantine Leonides' tolerant gaetie toward his
little daughter allowed her to use her christiamaaas Demetrius
did, although Madame Leonides did not approve thieei

She looked up hastily in answer to the child'samg followed the

direction of her pointing finger. A car was drawing on the road just
above the narrow beach and it took only a secondetognise

Demetrius. With a cry of delight Anna-Maria was affross the sand
towards him and Rona, powerless to stop her evéisiawished to,
got slowly to her feet.

She watched him walk towards her with Anna- Ma@aagding on to
one hand and chattering incessantly, and feligetiof pleasure at the
sight of him. Demetrius was everything the cladsiGeeek god
should be and yet he was not at all aloof and uraghable, but
warm and friendly, which only made him even moreit@xg.

He-smiled as he came closer and the warmth in his byes
encompassed the brief yellow and brown dress sihe ayprovingly.
‘This is an unexpected pleasure,' he said, takamghéand in his and

raising it to his lips. 'l should not have notigexli, perhaps, had it not
been for your hair.’

‘My hair!" Rona put up a hand to touch the sofpp=r-red silkiness
beside her face. 'l can't hide it, can 1?'

'It is beautiful,’ Demetrius said softly, heedlesfs Anna-Maria's
interested gaze. 'But | wish it was some otherumlimvely Rona. |
would be so much happier about you being here'then.



Rona frowned and shook her head. She had not thafgthe

consternation caused by her hair for days, andsh@wvecalled all too
clearly both Madame Leonides and Constantine benmpgessed by
it. 'l don't understand,’ she told Demetrius. 'tfuythink it's so
beautiful, why do you wish it was another colour?’

Demetrius smiled and brushed her hair back fromférehead with
one hand. 'l do not wish to change you at all, ip¥ona,' he said
softly. 'But the legend-' He shrugged and Ronadettickle of ice
shiver along her spine at the mention of the mimtsrlegend again.

‘The legend?' she echoed, and little Anna-Mariavared her, her
eyes round and wise as she nodded her head.

'Fotya to pooli,'she said. 'You are the Firebird, Rona, it is like
legend.’

Demetrius shushed her hastily, but Rona was alreadgh too

curious to simply leave the matter there and sbkdd to Demetrius
to enlighten her further, although her heart wamrharing anxiously
In her breast as she looked at him. 'Tell me,'sstiié. 'Tell me about
it, Demetrius—you promised, and you've never sanbed about it

again until now.'

Demetrius shook his head, kicking at the hot, weaad with one
foot. 'Perhaps Constantine is right,' he said stoiilamon will tell
you in his own time, if he wishes you to know.'

' wish to know now,” Rona insisted, her eyes brighthw
determination, and for a moment Demetrius looked har
uncertainly, then he nodded, a hint of a smile ismtouth.

"Very well,' he told her, 'when Anna-Maria is wither tutor
tomorrow morning, | will take you to the templetbg Firebird, and
tell you our legend.'



'You promise?' She smiled, half teasing, it appbadespite the

anxiety she felt at the prospect of learning d@tidsat seemed to be so
important about the island legend and its effectttosm Leonides

family.

'l promise,' Demetrius said softly.



CHAPTER FOUR

RONA took a last look at her reflection in the mirrmdanodded her
satisfaction. A brief, fairly full- skirted dress ipale green silk
complemented her red hair and soft creamy skinflatined her
shape—a dress that had cost far more than anystagvould be
able to afford from now on, and a gift to her fr&ex.

She sighed as she walked down that impressive dustarcase
again and prayed she wasn't so early that she wimddherself
breakfasting alone with Damon Leonides as she Ied first
morning. As she passed Constantine's room she cbelr
Anna-Maria's voice chattering as usual and probiabiyg her father
about Rona's proposed trip to the temple with DaosetShe had
supervised the little girl's bathing and dressiafple attending to her
own. and then left her to come down to breakfastanown time as
she liked to.

To Rona's relief Demetrius was sitting alone atltimgy table under
the cool shade of the wisteria, and he got todes liastily, smiling a
welcome, when he saw her approaching. ‘Good morRaga!' Blue
eyes approved the pale green dress, and he bowdtead briefly
over her hand in a way that was far more European Greek. 'You
look very lovely this morning.'

Rona smiled, responding to the flattery as an wornmavitably
would with Demetrius. It was incredibly good forrhmorale having
him so attentive, and she appreciated it far mbaa the probably
realised. 'Thank you, Demetrius,’ she said, tathegseat beside him.
"You're very good for me first thing in the morning

‘You are good for me,' he countered swiftly andagdly. "You are
good for any man's eyes, lovely Rona.' He pouré@edor her when
the young manservant brought it, and sat watcheigwhile she
sipped the strong sweet brew cautiously. She wagamminds about



her liking for Greek coffee, but she had not soHad the nerve to
declare a definite dislike of it. 'Are you readyaimcompany me to the
temple?' he asked as she spread butter on arrdiRana nodded.

A strange curling sensation in her stomach seeme&ehtn her that
the promised visit to the temple of the Firebircswaore than a mere
casual way of passing a pleasant hour in the coynpiBemetrius,
and she hesitated a moment before venturing aiqneds—is it
very important?' she asked, and Demetrius shruggkitie uneasily,
she thought.

‘My family think so," he said.

'It's not still in use?' He shook his head andfebhad herself heaving
an inward sigh of relief. 'A ruined temple—it sosmglite romantic.’

'In one way itis a ruin," he conceded, 'butwesl cared for also. Thia
Alexa makes sure that flowers grow there always arel well
tended.’

"Thia Alexa?'

A smile revealed his excellent teeth and made himnemore
good-looking. 'Aunt Alexa,' he explained. 'She & @d as—oh.
sometimes | think she has been here for ever.lguteample is very
beautiful and | think you will enjoy seeing it, Rah

Rona shook her head, a thousand and one misgiwagsing a
fluttering curl in her stomach that she could dthimg about. She felt
tense with a sense of excitement that made her igadand she
could find no real reason for such extreme reastion

'I'm—wary,"' she confessed, watching him throughlbeg lashes. 'l
don't really know why, but something—I don't knomhave a—a
premonition about this visit to the temple, anddathers me.'



'Rona-' He reached out a hand and gently touchedheek, then
slowly shook his head as he drew back his hand, less had been
about to say something he feared he might regret.

‘There is something, isn't there?' Rona asked, and lookelinat
appealingly. She had to trust Demetrius, there measne else she
could turn to. 'Tell me, Demetrius, please tellwiteat's behind all the
talk about the legend and—and the temple!

' will," Demetrius promised, 'as soon as you Hareakfasted. No one
will know where we have gone, so no one will trystop us.'

'Stop us?' She looked at him, only half believiBgit why on earth
should anyone want to stop us from going, Demetrilisdoesn't
make sense!'

His only answer was a few words spoken in his conigtie, softly,
and Rona forgot for the moment, as he obviously, hhat
Anna-Maria knew of their plans and was highly uelkto keep the
knowledge to herself.

The road rose slightly as they travelled along @nietrius' car, with
the sea on one side and the lush vegetation witkhwthe island

abounded, on the other. The sea was a deep, silkgn blue

glinting with gold where the sun touched its restlesurface, and
ruffling cream foamy edges where it rolled lazily i the sand.

On their right a riot of oleanders, hibiscus anel slveet fluffiness of
mimosa thrust their way to the very edge of thelyodile taller trees
like orange and lemon crowded in behind them. Tdentsas they
drove past was as heady as wine, and Rona feliidagtbeat quicken
even more as she sat close beside Demetrius akd tdbin.



Who would have believed, even a month ago, thatvetdld be

living here on a beautiful little island in the Agan and driving in the
company of one of the all-powerful Leonides familghe could

scarcely believe it herself.

Their approach to the temple was sudden and unegend she
caught her breath when it appeared suddenly anfenfyishness of
flowering trees and shrubs. At the very summit @freen-clad hill
she could see the white house she had glimpsewratthe beach
when she was with Anna-Maria, standing in solisendour amid a
riot of colour and scent, with tall, dark cypresstanding guard
against the encroachment of the rampant vegetatioife just below
it, on a small grass plateau, stood the templeg be more accurate,
the remains of it.

‘The temple of the Firebird," Demetrius said softy/he braked the
car to a halt on the surrounding plateau. "Will geti out and look at
it, Rona?'

The grass was soft and cool underfoot, and Ronedgamound her
with an ever-mounting sense of occasion as sheeddltwards the
ruined temple. Slim, fluted lonic columns stood &ald white against
the blue sky, but most of the roof was missing anobably lay
somewhere among the moss- grown mounds of crungbtete on
the remnants of a tiled floor.

A statue, much better preserved than anythingielsight, stood tall
and graceful on a plinth at one end of the temlelfully carved
features suggested cool, immortal beauty and adefipite female
form had exquisite marble drapery covering only tred well curved
bosom.

One slender arm extended over what had probably lbeen an altar,
and on one slim wrist perched a bird, its wingsprgad, as if it was
about to take flight. The dazzling whiteness ofstetue told of good



care, and a small stone canopy sup- - ported onciumns in the
front and a curved wall at the back protected tbedgss from the
elements, while a riot of jasmine and hibiscus gliges offerings at
her feet.

'She's beautiful,’ Rona said, standing before thadgss, as many
must have done in the past. 'Who is she, Demetrius?

'‘Why, Polyxena, of course,’ Demetrius said sofflgzing up at the
tall white marble goddess. 'This is her island asimor more than, it
Is ours. We are inseparable, thanks to the legend.'

‘The legend you promised to tell me about?' Rokedsand he
nodded, though she thought she detected a himawrtainty in his
manner now that he was faced with the actual moni2emetrius?'
she prompted him gently, but he walked over anoldstio the shadow
of a tall cypress, its shade lending dark curves lamilows to his
good-looking features as he leaned against it«trun

He took a cigarette case from his jacket and f@and held the slim
tube between his fingers, then, almost hastily,itpoi&ck in the case
and thrust both hands into his pockets insteada#t almost as if he
had suddenly remembered it was a temple they stgazhe of the
ancient holy places, and Rona was jolted into wandeif the
Leonides, in their powerful isolation, still worgipied one of the old
goddesses.

‘Thia Alexa would not approve of my smoking hehe'explained,
catching her puzzled look. 'To her, as to the oéshy family, the
temple of the Firebird is still a very special @ac

"The Firebird?'

Again Rona prompted him and at last he looked Bs ivas going to
explain. With one hand he called her over to sthedide him,
curving the extended arm about her shoulders sstigawas pulled



close against the warmth of his body, her heartitg®reathlessly
hard in her breast as his long fingers curled beerarm.

Anna-Maria had referred to her as the Firebirdadhetrius himself
had mentioned it more than once since her arrsmthat she could
easily attribute some significant meaning to itséthere was a bird
perched on the extended arm of the goddess.

'‘Polyxena is—was, an hospitable goddess,” Demetiymdained,
gazing across at the marble statue on her plikiény, many years
ago she had this island to herself, except fonfedens, but anyone
who touched on this island was made welcome anedcfor, in
return for which they offered a prayer and madenallsacrifice to
Polyxena, then went on their way again.

‘The story goes that she grew very lonely aftema,tand that Zeus,
the father of the gods, promised her a mortal noama fhusband, the
handsomest he could find. His name was Zeno, and Bad him

washed ashore on Polyxena's island where he wasadsnd cared
for by her maidens. Polyxena fell in love with hah once, but

unfortunately Zeno, in the way of man, fell in low&h one of her

maidens, and declined to marry the goddess.

'He knew that he was taking a chance, for the olisglid not like
being crossed in their plans, but before Zeus cstiikle him dead as
a punishment Polyxena threw herself into the flanfehe holy fire
and destroyed her human form while Zeno looked on.’

Rona looked across at the cool marble goddessrigadtd imagine
passion enough in that chillingly beautiful facediave her to Kkill
herself because a mere mortal rejected her loke.lt&®ks much too
cool and sure of herself to die for love,' she néw@d, and turned to
look up at Demetrius' dark handsome face. 'Do yoou+yamily
really believe the legend?' she asked.



Demetrius said nothing for a moment, but he tod&daloat the statue
with a strangely helpless look in his eyes. 'Thgeta only really
begins to concern us at that point,' he told @&mo was appalled at
what he had witnessed and he begged Zeus for andthece, to
restore the goddess to her human form and he vmoasidy her. When
the flames of the altar fire died a small red biedv from the ashes,
and before it flew away Zeus told Zeno that Poly&mould return
time and again, but if he ever rejected her agaia,island would
disappear beneath the waves and no one would egétr again.'

Demetrius' blue eyes looked at her steadily andaRmuld feel her
heart beating so hard that her head throbbed tsittiamour. 'No one
knows how long the Leonides have been here,' liehet quietly,
'but some say ever since Zeno.'

Rona shook her head slowly, finding such fancidseliavable and

yet facing the fact that in this lush paradise,@tranything seemed
possible. 'lI—I don't know how much to believe," daad. 'It's an

ancient legend, of course, and most old places heyends and
stories based on fact, but-'

‘Believe it or not,' Demetrius said softly. '‘Butns® time in the
seventeenth century a beautiful red-haired womars Vaaund
wandering on the shore just below here and, acogrtdi the family
records, no one knows where she came from or waevsls, but the
eldest son of the family married her because it ba®ved she was
the reincarnation of Polyxena. Having no name ofdven she was
called Polyxena, and apparently everyone was gappy about it.'

‘Including that poor woman?' Rona asked, and Deanseshook his
head slowly, as if it was a question he had comsdlenany times
before.

'l do not think her reaction to the situation isaeled,’ he said. '‘But it
Is almost certain she was shipwrecked and she wioal@ been



thankful not to have her throat cut. They chosse®her arrival as an
omen, and the Leonides do not take chances withr tf
inheritance—she would not be asked, but told whatvgas to do.

‘Also," Demetrius went on, 'that seventeenth- agnolyxena was
almost certainly not the first one to be used tpeiate the legend,
although the records only go back as far as tl&re.certainly was
not the last, for seventy years ago my own greanamother arrived
in similar circumstances.'

Stunned with dawning realisation, Rona staredrat hier eyes wide
and unbelieving. 'Tell me," she said huskily, ararigtrius shrugged.

It was a shrug of resignation rather than cared@ssRona watched
him closely as he brought the Leonides legend dlom$o date. 'My

great-grandmother was Austrian,' he said, 'althgughwould never
guess it to look at Damon.' He moved restlesslyyaaghe spoke,
leaving her alone by the shadowy cypress. 'Her naaseGerda von
Leitzen and she was one of the earliest lady bakt®— she too
landed on Polyxena, and she also had red hair asd/ery lovely, if

the stories about her are true.'

‘You—you never saw her?'

Demetrius shook his head. 'She died when my grémelfavas
born— Damon's father— and my great-grandfather iechiagain.'

She was afraid to ask, but she had to know. Althougthing had
been said about such a thing, she had the strafegdisty that her
own destiny was Wing laid before her and it gave daéreathless
sense of panic suddenly. 'Was she—did she willimgarry your
great-grandfather?' she asked, and Demetrius adaiumgged his
shoulders.

'l do not know, Rona, such things are not recotdégl came back to
her suddenly and took her hands in his, his blus elarkly serious



and his handsome, Greek god-like face marred bsowanf as he

looked down at her anxiously. 'Rona!" He bent liad) but as his lips
brushed hers she became aware of someone else idldhring

besides themselves.

With stories of gods and goddesses still fresh en imind, and
surrounded by the trappings of ancient cults ardefise she was
tensely alert and thought for one moment that drileeoancients had
joined them, perhaps to remind them of the sanofithe place.

She pushed Demetrius away with her hands on his ana looked
past him to where Damon Leonides stood at the efltfes clearing,
tall and lean and dangerous-looking as a big catsanely the most
virile and exciting man the goddess Polyxena haat eeen in her
temple.

Light fawn trousers fitted smoothly over those Idags and, unlike
Demetrius, he wore no jacket, only a light bluetsthiat showed the
dark, golden shadow of his body through its thixiues, and had
short sleeves that revealed strong brown arms. ®n&t was
encircled by a heavy gold watch that gleamed rigihthe sun and his
face was half in shade, so that its strong contaere deepened and
darkened by the shadows, and only those glitteblark eyes
remained undimmed as they looked down at her.

'‘How did you know we were here?' Demetrius' voied An oddly
resigned sound as he looked at his uncle and Damadg, stern
mouth curved briefly into a hint of a smile.

'‘Anna-Maria knew,' he said, and did not need tdargdurther.
Demetrius shrugged. 'Of course!

The black eyes had scarcely left Rona's face aadksbw that her
normally creamy pale complexion was flushed pinlslas bore the
scrutiny. 'How much have you told Rona?' he askesn&rius



quietly, and his casual use of her christian naewt fier heart
lurching in panic again.

'l have told her the legend,' Demetrius admitted.

'No more?' The black brows expressed disbelief ametrius' eyes
flashed resentment.

'l also told her about Polyxena and my great- graottier,’ he said
shortly. 'It is not a secret, Damon, unless youekava conscience
about it!"

The jibe not only went home but was resented fareramlently than
Demetrius had resented being .questioned. Therawasl hardness
about that chiselled face and his eyes glitteregtign 'l have no
conscience about any of our traditions,' he sardhha 'If you are
squeamish, Demetrius, you should not have madesgtitihe means
of serving the legend"

Rona, the helpless centre of the argument, codidstand and stare
at the two men who were both so intent on makirmgy tbwn point
that they neither of them seemed to be giving aghoto her at the
moment.

'l did not everthink of the legend!" Demetrius insisted angrily. "Yo
know | do not take it as seriously as you do! | \donever have
brought Rona-'

‘Arketal Demetrius stopped obediently, and Rona hersalftest
almost visibly at the sharp command. The black eyese on her
again and she shivered as she held their gaze foieh moment
before she hastily looked away. 'l would like thetgyou to meet an
old aunt of mine,"” Damon said, so quietly in cositrto his brief
command to Demetrius that she blinked for a mom@&idu will
come?'



It sounded like a question, but Rona did not stoponsider what he
would have done if she had declined. Instead shdfdherself

nodding her head, almost instinctively, glancindpametrius as she
did so. 'Will you be coming too, Demetrius?' sh&eds and he

glanced uneasily at Damon.

"You may come if you wish,"” Damon told him, althbug was
obvious from his tone that he would have prefehied not to.

Demetrius half smiled and reached for her handnadas fingers
curling tightly round hers, as if to reassure Hewill come," he said
softly.

They did not return to the car, as Rona expechked,went through
the trees, the way Damon had come, and in a fewtasnwere in the
lush, overgrown garden of the house on the hilvds smaller than
the Leonides villa, and less opulent-looking, bubhad an air of
tranquillity about it, and the door stood opengelithe shuttered
windows, as if in welcome.

Straight through into the hall they went and Roraes wtruck by the
differences in the two houses. Here there wasgrodiluxury, but of
age and mellowness. The tiled floor was worn by ynteet and
uneven in places, and the walls were stark andewtithout benefit
of decoration.

One of several doors leading from it opened as tlagye in and an
old woman came through, paused for a moment t@ staross at
them and then murmured something in Greek whichDeahetrius
shaking his head in silent protest.

‘Thia Alexa," Damon said gently, taking Rona's handis, 'this is
Miss Rona Forbes from England. Miss Forbes, myteaaat, Miss
Alexa Leonides.’



The hold of those strong fingers sent a curlingsagan all over
Rona's body and she felt the colour warm in herekkeat the
suggestion of possessive- ness it conveyed. Thiad{tk eyes were
sharp and almost as black as Damon's, and shed@atkgona for a
long moment, taking the hand that Damon gave hdrhading it

gently.

'Fotya to pooli,'she said softly, and Rona looked at Demetrius wi
wide appealing eyes.

Regardless of Damon and his usual air of cautiohisnpresence,
Demetrius shook his head. 'No, Thia Alexa,' he spigtly. 'Miss
Forbes is not staying. | am flying her back to Athén the morning
and she is leaving for her home!'

The old lady's wrinkled face looked shocked and kloked at
Damon as if he alone could avert the disasteh@®Bviously saw it.
‘Such a thing cannot be!" she said firmly, her amyext as fierce as her
great-nephew's could be. "You will explain theadikon, Damon, and
Miss Forbes will change her mind!

Damon's black eyes looked down at her steadily Roida felt her
heart beating so hard that she could almost beltavas audible to
the men who stood either side of her. 'Miss FoviaBsiot be leaving,
Thia Alexa,' he said quietly. 'There are reasong site will remain
here, and she will not go back on her promiseinkth

*You have no right!" Demetrius glared at him abBema's copper-red
head, his eyes blazingly angry. 'l shall take Ramay! You shall not
make her a part of your barbaric ritual, | will radow it!"

'‘Demetrius!" The old lady's voice was remarkabiprsg for one so
obviously ancient, and she could have cowed a g&toman than
Demetrius, Rona was prepared to believe. She sjgokam shortly



and harshly in Greek and he defied her in the dangue, but it was
evident from the start, that he would lose to tidomitable old lady.

'‘Please!" Rona put a hand on his arm and glanchktisatLeonides

briefly as she shook her head. 'Don't—don't quasremy behalf,

Demetrius,' she begged him huskily. 'I—I can't gokb As Da— Mr.

Leonides says, | can't break my promise, ther@srtoch at stake,
and | can't see Rex-' She bit her lip when it thehkand drew a
breath in surprise when it was Damon's strong fimdgfeat squeezed
hers reassuringly, not Demetrius'.

‘Blackmail!" Demetrius said bitterly, and Damon wa&saking his
head.

‘A bargain,’ he argued quietly. 'Rona is being kdémand you are
making much of nothing, Demetrius. | will not hdldr to the bargain
for ever, as | think she will understand, and wiktes purpose has
been served, then He shrugged his broad shoulaleidspnce more
Rona felt that her future had been taken out ofdvan hands and
handed over to these arrogant and autocratic people

She fought hard to keep her voice from trembling] &oped she
succeeded, addressing herself mainly to Damon, has ntain

character in the drama that seemed inevitablyuolwe her whether
she wanted it or not.

'I—I don't yet know what you're all talking abouwtje reminded him.
'l know you want me to remain on the island and itieas something
to do with your legend, but if someon&someone would tell me
exactly what is expected of me-'

She knew, she told herself, she knew well enougt tiey expected
of her, but she could still not quite believe thatnan like Damon
Leonides, a hard-headed business man, a man ofdHd, was

prepared to marry the niece of an employee whodefchuded him



of several thousand pounds, simply to keep up #efb of an
ancient legend.

Marriage was what they all had in mind, she fetiwinced, and she
had known it for some time, ever since Demetrius toéd her about
the legend, about his great-grandmother, but some$iee had
managed to detach herself from the idea, remaioughed by it as a
possibility. Now as she faced Damon Leonides it ttwl and

ancient hall, she saw it for the first time as &rle thing.

The black eyes were watching her still, they seltkftrher whenever

he was in the same room with her, and she had neaky wondered

why before. Standing close beside him she was dagaahed by that

Inescapable aura of masculinity about him, thessrswvareness he
aroused in her, and she kept her own eyes lowered.

'‘Demetrius has told you of the legend?' he asked,she nodded
without speaking. 'You know that every so often skery seems to
come true for us?' Again she merely nodded, ansebened to find
her silence irritating, for he lifted her chin seady in one large hand
and looked down at her. 'And you think us foolisb, doubt?' he
demanded. 'Or perhaps barbaric, as Demetrius Isays;'

Rona raised her eyes at last and looked at hindigt¢ar a second."
'If | refuse to—to do as you want me to,' she said small, shaky
voice, 'you will send Rex to prison. Wouldn't yayghat such a—a
bargain was barbaric, Mr. Leonides?'

The black eyes glittered at her for as long ad@ned herself able to
hold their gaze, and the fingers on her chin wevelly tight as he
held her firm, but surprisingly his voice was saftd almost gentle
when he answered her. 'l ask a few years of y@iirliexchange for
your uncle's freedom," he said. 'lIs that so unregtse a bargain,
Rona? Will you find it so unbearable being martedhe for a while
that you would rather run away and see your umgfgisoned?’



Aware that Demetrius was watching her as anxioaslthe old lady
was, although for quite a different reason, Rorkén up again at
the dark, chiselled features for a second and savething other than
anger and impatience. She remembered the toleeanttgentleness

he had shown to the little girl, Anna-Maria, andvsi& again for
herself.

Il marry you,' she said huskily, and heard tlodt snoan that
Demetrius gave as he turned away.



CHAPTER FIVE

IT was the hottest day Rona had ever experienced shadvas

thankful for the cool shade of the cypresses that their elegantly
slim shadows across the terrace as far as theaddbe pool. Even

the artificially blue water in the pool was so darg that it hurt her

eyes in the few moments she was without her sussgia and she
hastily replaced them.

She had been writing to Rex, her uncle, tryingital fwords that
would make sense of the bargain she had contragthdDamon
Leonides. Five days ago, when she had agreed toyrhan in
exchange for her uncle's freedom, Damon had inkibigt she ring
Rex and tell him the news first-hand. He had tgktrihe told her, to
be informed of the situation as soon as possiliefds the first time
in her life Rona had been reluctant to speak wathumcle.

Rex had hated the idea, of course, and had beggedoh to go to
such lengths for his sake, but she had assuredhaitrthe situation
was nowhere near as unhappy for her as he seentl@idkpand that
she was really quite willing to marry Damon Leorsdm the
circumstances.

Rex had believed her eventually to some extent tistheght, but it
was now, when she came to put it all down on pagenore length,
that she found it much harder to explain. Damomiigkes was a very
attractive man, she could safely assure him of twihout
contradiction, but she knew that her uncle woulthioeking about all
those reports in the press of his erstwhile employthe company of
many and various beautiful women.

Women older than Rona by some years; sophisticatddjlamorous
women who could match the worldly-wise Greek in rgveay.

Women he could amuse himself with for a few weaksionths and
then move on to pastures new with no broken hé&areproach him.



Rona was young, and in some senses very inexpedeishe had
always had boy-friends of her own age, young melh wiehin her
scope, but never a man as mature or as sophistiaatthe man she
had promised to marry after knowing him for onlyeav days. It
would be difficult to make Rex see that she wath@es under less
duress than she appeared to be, for it was somgethat she herself
recognised with some surprise.

Constantine Leonides had accepted the news withaianof
resignation, although Rona could not help noticitige half
reproachful look he gave his brother when he malbe 1
announcement at dinner that same evening. Constanitvife had
died only two years before, and he had never caasgikeve for her,
even though he did so mostly in private, so he camdt entirely
sympathise with his brother's determined effortsabide by the
legend, regardless of love or affection, althoughsaid nothing
within Rona's hearing.

Madame Demeter Leonides, on the other hand, hadl loed and
uncompromising in her condemnation, although mastigreek, so
that Rona had at least been spared her virulerdsv@emetrius had
taken it quietly, his prior knowledge preparing hifar the
announcement, but he was obviously unhappy abawmiitnot least,
Rona suspected, because of his own part in it.

It was about Demetrius that she worried most, bezahe felt a
genuine affection for him, although as yet nothmgre emotional.
She could see him now, coming across the terragartis her, and
she put down her pen and writing pad almost witiefteSooner or
later she must write that letter to Rex, but at t@ment she was
thankful for anything to distract her.

Looking more god-like than ever in only a pair oieb white swim
shorts, Demetrius smiled as he joined her, covdrerghand with his
own in a light gesture of affection, where it lay the arm of the



lounging-chair. His tall, slim body was bronzed anaboth, glowing
with health and stunningly attractive in the bresfstume, so that
Rona felt her pulses respond excitedly to the safhim.

Such a man, she thought, the god Zeus might hagseohas a
husband for the goddess Polyxena, and who couldhebllaer for
falling in love with him? He bent his head and I his lips lightly
across her forehead, his blue eyes smiling warmly.

‘Am | disturbing your letter-writing?' he askeddasat at her feet on
the tiled floor. 'Shall | go away again?'

His attitude suggested that he had no fear of leskgd to leave, and
Rona smilingly shook her head. 'No, of course yan'tvgo away
again,' she told him. 'I'm writing—I was tryinguoite to Rex.'

Demetrius' blue eyes looked up at her steadilyu'fiod it hard to
explain how you can marry a man you barely knowe?siiggested.
‘You should not try, Rona. Your uncle will know ytave been
blackmailed into this—this travesty of a marriage.'

Rona shook her head slowly, unsure what her arguoceeid be, but
wishing there was something she could say that dvoodke her
agreement with Damon sound less bizarre. She pldadehem of her
bathing robe between her fingers and looked dovwwhait she was
doing without really seeing anything.

'I'm trying to explain that things aren't as badresy might be," she
said quietly, and saw Demetrius' head jerk up emugly.

'‘No?' he asked. 'You do not mind being sacrificadtiee altar of

Polyxena? For that is what it is, Rona —you ammash a sacrifice to
that cold stone image*as any of those other hedplesatures were in
the old days, and | hate to see you walk into #sso willingly!"



'‘Demetrius, please!" She leaned forward and putard hon his
shoulder, the smooth golden flesh warm to her tarahbringing a
swift flush of colour to her cheeks.

'‘Oh, Rona!" He took the hand from his shouldersmedsed its palm
to his lips, while Rona bit her lip hard, foresegggomplications she
had not anticipated until now. 'l found you,' Dernet said in a deep,
husky voice that reminded her of the first timeytheet when he had
been bent on persuading her into his car witkelgdse on his mind
but to flirt with her. 'He has no right to take yfwsam me!'

For a moment Rona was not quite sure how to ré&iwt. had met
Demetrius only a few days ago, but she was alreadyfond of him,
as a friend, perhaps even more in time, but thatldvbave to be
something carefully thought about in the circumséasn That he felt
anything serious for her, she could not believe, H®isounded so
intense, so serious.

‘You—you don't mean that you—you can't mean angtlsarious,
Demetrius,' she said in a small and very unsteadyev'No one falls
in love in such a short time—it isn't—it isn't f@as."

'l love you, beautiful Rona,' he insisted, his nmgoutessed to her palm
again. 'lt could be such a paradise here with yatiwas not for
Damon!'

'Demetrius-'

'‘Such nerve to take my girl and marry her!" Demstrdeclared
indignantly, and she realised at last that his plams for her would
never have included marriage, or not in the imntedisture anyway.
Demetrius' mind did not take in marriage at the mombut he

objected to his uncle laying claim to a girl he sidered he had prior
right to. When she thought about it, Rona felt atrike laughing,

despite the fact that he looked so serious.



'l don't think | was ever your girl, Demetrius,'estold him quietly.
'You were merely instrumental in bringing me toy&eha, and I'm
grateful to you for that because it enabled meeip Rex far more
than | dared hope.'

'‘By becoming a sacrificial lamb?' Demetrius askeltesly. 'l care
what happens to you, Rona!'

'l know you do,' she told him softly. '‘But I'm nbé&ing sacrificed,
Demetrius—nothing so dramatic as that. It—it's d$ym@n
arrangement with advantages on both sides.’

Demetrius looked up at her with one brow raisedf && doubted

her. 'That was not your first impression,' he saiith certainty. "You

were horrified when you realised what it was thatrion expected of
you in return for your uncle's freedom.’

' know!" She admitted it readily enough, but stendered just when
she had stopped being horrified, as Demetrius saidl accepted the
situation, even faced it with a certain excitemaittiough she still

could not quite believe that it would ever actudlappen.

‘You are no longer horrified?' he asked, and tlveas a hint of
speculation in the blue eyes that regarded her.

Rona shook her head slowly, not looking at him bs spoke.

'l—shall we say that I've decided to accept theitable?' she said
with a faint smile. 'l might just as well, Demesjuhere's no other
way of making sure that Rex stays out of prisowl, #uat is the most
important thing in the world to me.'

'Of course!'

'Please don't-' Reaching out a hand to touch hiamaghe hastily
drew back when she caught sight of Madame Leonvdsking
slowly in their direction, her handsome featurestatied by a frown



as they so often were. Madame Leonides made netsédrer dislike
and for some reason Rona always felt guilty whensbe was in
Demetrius' company and his mother saw them.

Seeing her expression, Demetrius followed the tdorof her gaze
and smiled ruefully. 'Mama," he said wryly. 'One owkvould

cheerfully see you sacrificed in earnest, lovelyn&obut not if it
meant you marrying Damon, of course. This arrangenies
confirmed her worst fears, and she will not eafglgive either you
or Damon if this marriage takes place.’

'‘But why?' Rona asked, genuinely puzzled, and Denselaughed
shortly.

‘Why?' he echoed. '"Why, because, my lovely, myefatas the eldest
son and Mama expected me to inherit the Leonidas lwhen he
died. She did not realise that the Leonides dadnahings that way
—when a son dies he ceases to exist and the nextesmmes the
eldest and the automatic head of the family andbtistness—but she
still hopes I

Rona shook her head, still frowning over the puZztlgtill don't see
how my marrying Damon can affect anything,' shed,sand
Demetrius swept his blue gaze swiftly over heruesgt before he
answered.

'If neither Damon nor Constantine marries and pcedusons,’ he
pointed out quietly, 'then my chances are stilttgrgood, hmm?'

'Sons?' Rona stared at him, a small pulse throblnggntly at her
temple when she looked at the implication he wagimga "The
guestion of—of anything like that doesn't entewiitt where I'm
concerned, Demetrius. | have agreed to marry Dalimoas long as
he thinks is necessary to establish whatevehiéiseeds to establish
to satisfy that goddess of yours.'



‘Not mine,' Demetrius argued quietly. 'l prefer gnddesses of flesh
and blood!

‘Well, Damon's goddess, then,' she allowed, hed s&l spinning
with new and discomfiting prospects. 'Whatever lessp as soon as
I've—I've served my purpose I'll be leaving herel avhen 1 find
someone, | shall marry whom | choose, regardleghelikes and
dislikes of any wretched goddess 1'

Demetrius was looking at her steadily, his bluesesgeculative and a
faint curl on his lip as he shook his head slowfypu do not know
Damon Leonides at all,' he said, 'if you think hHi Mt his wife go to
another man once she has belonged to him—the Leshiold what
they have! Why do you think | am so anxious that go not go on
with this, Rona? You will only be released from tharriage if and
when Damon decides he will let you go, and no Leéesihas ever
divorced his wife yet!'

With so much on her mind of late, Rona sought teacp of her

favourite little cove one morning while Anna-Mamas busy with

her tutor. It was only a short distance from theid® but it could

have been a hundred miles distant for the seng®lation it gave.

Palm trees clustered right to the water's edgetf@mghore here was
more rugged, with the waves breaking over low aygsrof rock and

shattering into a shower of jewel-like spray.

It was accessible only by foot and Rona had foaurmhé day while

out with Anna-Maria and agreed that it should bartkecret cove.
Only by leaving the road and making one's way tghaine thickness
of the vegetation could one reach the narrow cafgand, shaded by
its guardian palms, and today its quiet and ismatwere just what
she needed.



For several days now, ever since Demetrius haeédaisuch more
complicated prospects than she had ever imagitedhad wanted
some time on her own to think and today Demetrias iw Athens on
some business or other for the firm.

She had worn a bikini under her dress with thenind@ of doing no

more than sunbathe, but the lure of the water wastning too much
for her to resist, and she got to her feet at lsisading her eyes
against the glare of the sun on the water. Shemdraeed that Damon
had forbidden Anna-Maria to swim from the beachesabse of
strong currents, but the warning would surely ruyiha to an adult

who was a fairly strong swimmer.

She had no bathing-cap with her, but her hair wgoloh dry in the
sun, and she could wash the salt water from ibas as she got back.
Tossing it back from her face in a gesture that paatly in defiance
of Damon Leonides' instructions, she walked dovenstimallow curve
of sand to the water's edge.

Her swim-suit was emerald green and with her coppeihair loose
about her shoulders she was as bright and coloagwny of the
exotic blooms that surrounded her secret cove cesfjeagainst the
silken blue of the sea and the glittering whitedsan

Submerged rocks presented a hazard as soon aststrexldhe water,
but she managed to avoid anything more seriousaliséubbed toe by
treading her way carefully. The water was incredibarm, but
cooler than the intense heat on land, and sheleevl its buoyant
softness as she swam lazily out from the shore.

Turning over on to her back, she rested, floatiegtly, her eyes
closed against the dazzle of the sun on her faeead idyllic and for
the first time in several days she felt utterly andhpletely relaxed. It
was all the more startling, therefore, when shelenty realised that



her movements were no longer controlled by her dazy,
half-hearted paddling gestures.

She was being drawn by some strong, irresistibieefin the water
around her and she opened her eyes in stunnecateaii. The
current pulled and tugged at her body, preventergifom using her
arms and legs to help herself, and pulling her deavds until she
fought furiously against it.

It was a losing battle and she soon realised itrwiner limbs grew
heavy and tired, and she had difficulty in keeph®ey face above
water so that she could breathe. She heard hervowe, dull and
flat, sounding as if from a distance, calling falg) and the water
closed again over her head while her tired armggted to keep her
afloat.

'Sigha sighd!The voice nearby was familiar and blessedly atnft,
and Rona gave up at last, her body yielding limplyhe pull of the
current, only half aware of the hands that snatdimedfrom that
relentless pull and drew her to the safety of calwveger.

She opened her eyes and found Damon's dark, @uddettures only
inches away, his black eyes looking more anxioas tthe would
ever have believed possible. He trod water fomtieenent, needing
his strength to take her back to the beach, foolverwas completely
spent. Both hands under her head, the long, stinggrs held her
safe while he swung his head sharply to clear theback hair from
his face.

'I—I can manage now,' she whispered, wishing hkdddess stern,
despite those anxious eyes, and he tightened khdsomoher almost
cruelly.



'You are too exhausted to swim," he told her cuhiy voice dulled
and flattened by the water about them. 'Keep wtille | take you
back!

She made a desperate effort to prove that she blascago back by
herself, but as soon as she started to move, hes #mreshing the
water half-heartedly, he made a grab at her, mibgedand swore
softly in Greek.

It was so much harder than she had anticipatedstier had not
realised just how far out she had drifted and leefong she began to
tire so much that she was forced to tread wateinagasping and
shaking her head to clear it.

Damon was close beside her, his own strokes staodgsure, and
when she stopped he immediately lifted her heaslpporting hands
again. Without a word he began to swim towardssthere, using
only his powerful legs, his hands holding her hedule his body
worked below hers, propelling them both along.

It seemed like an eternity before they bumped errdleky shore and
Rona had just enough strength to pull herself upoahe dry sand,
her hands clawing at the glittering softness ahankfully. For a
moment she lay there on her stomach, completelytsper red head
lolled to one side, her hair clinging to her facel aneck like dark
seaweed.

Without warning she was suddenly scooped up andedalike a
baby up the narrow beach to where she had lethinggs, and it was
only then that she realised that Damon was molessrfully dressed.

He laid her down with surprising gentleness ornhibiesand and knelt
beside her for a moment, the black eyes lookingrdatsher with an
expression that she could neither interpret nortrf@every long.



One hand ran impatiently through his wet hair aaddt back on his
heels breathing deeply.

A white silk shirt clung to his wet body and becatrensparent so
that the broad chest was clearly visible heavirth Wie effort of both
swimming against the tide and carrying her. His Yeere bare, but a
pair of light trousers clung to his long legs l&kaecond skin and his
bare arms glistened like bronze with salt water.

'‘Why?' he asked at last in a deep, harsh voibavé told Anna-Maria
that it is dangerous to swim from these beaches-siasot told you
so?'

‘Yes.' Her voice was no more than a whisper, anthRelt suddenly
very small and very close to tears with reactioging scolded as if
she was no older than Anna-Maria was the last thiregwanted, and
she wished with all her heart that it had been Deuosewho rescued
her.

‘Then why did you not heed the warning?' he askaaely you were
not bent on suicide, were you, Rona?'

'‘Oh no!" She gazed up at him with wide eyes, heutmalready
trembling with the threatened tears.

'Did you then imagine that yomerea reincarnation of Polyxena, anc
that you could not drown?' he suggested with hesargasm, and
Rona shook her head, the tears at last rolling dmvrcheeks so that
she turned herself swiftly over on to her side viagn back to him and
her face hidden in her hands.

He let her cry for several seconds, her body slgakith sobs, then
he put a hand on her shoulder and attempted taheerro face him
again, his touch as gentle as possible. 'Rona!’



'‘Go away!" She shrugged off his hand and refuselletanoved,
refused to look at him, curled over like a weepicigld, her
copper-red hair rapidly drying in the hot sun andping into soft
curls on her neck.

'Will you not at least look at me?' he asked witlpsising gentleness,
and she shook her head. 'Rona?'

The pressure of the strong fingers on her shoyldesuaded her at
last and she turned over, looking up at him throwgt lashes, her
mouth still quiveringly unsteady. 'Why couldn't itave been

Demetrius who saw me?' she said huskily, and savguhft, angry

glitter in the black eyes that looked down at her.

He hesitated only briefly, then got to his feeime of those swift,
panther-like movements that always seemed to makeappear so
dangerously primitive in her eyes. 'Get up if yoa as able as you
appear!' he commanded sharply. 'l will take yowkladhe villa!'

For a moment Rona thought of defying the order Afiigr a second's
hesitation she sat up and, before she could réheiffhelp, two large
hands reached down and pulled her swiftly to hetr §e that she was
standing a bare inch away from him, those blacls syd regarding
her angrily.

He still held her hands in his and his grip wasigiat that she felt her
fingers growing numb. Making futile efforts to fréeerself only
seemed to anger him further, and he pulled hempshagainst him
suddenly, putting his hands to the small of heklkawd holding her
firmly, spanning her bare flesh.

‘Your contract is with methespinis,'he said in a dangerously sof
voice, his breath warming her lips as he spoke.nm&sfuture wife
you will not enter into a relationship with my neph do you
understand?'



‘There is no—relationship!" Rona objected, trying again teef
herself but finding it even more difficult now thhts hands were
spread against her back and forcibly keeping heomtact with him.

The contact was firm and disturbing and once aghanwas made
aware of that undeniable aura of virility about hithe sensual
promise in the lean, firm body and strong hande. i@ised her eyes
at last and met that steady black-eyed gaze, fberysowered her

long lashes when she found it too unnerving.

‘There is no relationship,' she said again in &yhwéisper, and he
made no reply for a moment, simply holding her elasd looking
down at her until she shivered with a sense otgattion.

'l hope you will continue to use such good sem¥@on told herin a
quiet but firm voice. 'l would not like there to bhay scandal either
before or after we are married, Rona.'

'‘Of course not, Mr. Leonides, you have your gooeh@#o think of!'

Heaven knew what made her react with such childiahce, but she
found some satisfaction for a moment in the swldting anger that
showed again in his eyes, and the grip on herdigdd, her flesh
bruised by the hard fingers on her back.

She half expected him to berate her about her avadl ggame, and
the loss of it through her uncle's actions, bufidenothing of the sort.
Instead the hands on her back swept her even dim$em and his
mouth came down with angry hardness on hers, omé imaving to

grasp a handful of her red hair and pull back leadh

Rona first struggled, then yielded to the urgeridhe assault and her
body moulded its softness to the steel hardnesis oivhile her hands
spread, moist-palmed against the wet shirt, ragldiyng in the sun.

Never in her life had she been kissed in such g way she felt as if



she was drowning all over again as she fought tairreher
self-control.

Then suddenly she was free, held at arm's lengthmouth tingling,

her skin burning from the strength of those longdsa He looked
down at her for a moment, then shook his head, mgoawvay to stand
with both hands in his pockets, looking stirringliyatical with his

bare feet and his clothes still damp and clingmgitn.

'l apologise,' he said in a cool voice that felblydon her ears in
contrast to her own chaotic emotions. 'l have nyadea promise that
our—arrangement will demand no more of you thahyba become
my wife in the eyes of the law.’

Rona was trembling, her legs felt barely able ttd Heer and her
hands shook like leaves as she stood facing himershg a little
despite the heat of the sun. 'l—I don't really knetat promises
you've made to me," she said in a thin husky voinze shook
alarmingly, and she sensed rather than saw théwasf he lifted his
head, as if in anger.

‘Do not play games with me, Rona,' he warned softlgyu do not
know what situations you invite.

You are very young and | will honour my promisettties marriage
Is for the sake of our traditions only, but | anman and | can be
provoked, even by such a youthful beauty as yoyouf provoke me
you can expect no quarter—do you understand me?'

The black eyes drew hers irresistibly and sheeltwarm colour, in
her cheeks as she nodded her red head slowhderrstand,' she said.

He stood for a moment longer, his eyes on thabfiobpper-red hair,
then he half smiled and she again experienceditbl bf surprise his
smile always invoked because it was so rare. "Yaue tyour red hair
to thank for much, Rona,' he said softly. 'Not teasur life, for it was



your hair that | saw and recognised from the rd&xlone else would
have been foolish enough to venture into the sea diad | tried to
call you, but-' Broad shoulders shrugged resignedly

'I—I haven't thanked you for saving me," she saia ismall voice,
and looked up at him again, her heart beating hapitien she met
his eyes. 'l should have been more grateful—I'mysor

He said nothing for a long moment and it seemelddoa that they
might have been isolated from the rest of the wbstdmillions of
miles as they stood there on that tiny beach,ddéstaways. Then he
shook his head slowly and reached out a hand fst he

'l will take you home,"' he said.



CHAPTER SIX

ANNA-MARIA was no more inquisitive than most little girls lodr
age, but sometimes Rona found her questions diffic.cope with.
The child's English was improving rapidly, for motly did she speak
it every afternoon in Rona's company, but her fanalso used
English far more often than in the past now thabdyonanners
decreed they should do so for Rona's sake.

Not the least embarrassing of her questions was whe asked why
she had been forbidden to speak of Rona being Ubmheon's lady
when it seemed that was exactly what she was. Regng her

confusion, Rona had done her best to explain witgoing into too

much detail, but she could see that the child wkpazzled.

'‘Will you enjoy to learn Greek?' Anna-Maria askete afternoon,
and Rona looked at her curiously.

They were sitting beside the swimming pool, althougnly
Anna-Maria was dressed for the water, and had Udesgwpily
tormenting Demetruis by splashing him, until hevdrdier from the
pool with a slap on her bottom. She now sat cusfetike a little dark
kitten on a cushion by Rona's feet, her dark ejgeard curious.

‘Learn Greek?' Rona frowned curiously. 'What malasthink I'm
going to learn Greek, Anna- Maria?'

The inquisitive little face was tilted sideways aste glanced
anxiously at Demetrius, as if she half feared skghtrbe speaking
out of turn. 'l have heard Thios Damon sayingsd®'confessed. 'Did
you not know about it, Rona?’

‘No, no, | didn't' Rona too looked at Demetrius the pool,
wondering if he was aware of this newest idea,ifihd was, why he
hadn't mentioned it to her.



Anna-Maria raised herself to her knees and gazBwbaa for several
seconds with her great dark eyes. 'You are notyhapput this?' she
asked anxiously. 'l am sorry, Rona, if | have maale unhappy.'

Gently Rona took the child's face in her hands ssmiled at her
reassuringly. 'I'm not unhappy about it, pet,’ sbld her softly.
'It's—it's a surprise, that's all, but it doesndk@& me unhappy.' She
ran her fingers through Anna-Maria's dark hairshiag it back from
her face and neck.

She could imagine very easily that this waif-likeld with her great
dark eyes and black hair was just as Damon's emldould be when
he had daughters. A moment later she shook hdrastily back to
reality, startled to discover the way her thoudiad been wandering.

‘It would be—nice, if you spoke Greek," Anna-Mat@d her,
carefully choosing her words as always. She reb@Edarms on
Rona's lap and looked up at her for several secahdsghtfully,
then nodded her head as if she had suddenly makerupind about
something. 'l shall ask Thios Damon to allow Pap@aéarry you,' she
said solemnly.

'‘Anna-Maria!" Stunned at first by the unexpectednet it, Rona
recognised a moment later the touching lonelinégbelittle girl.
Madame Leonides was surely no company for a tinyagid there
was no other female except the servants. Sincenbtrer's death she
must have been achingly lonely at times for thetlgaass of a
woman's comfort.

She put her own hands to cover the childish orgsgeon her lap,
and her own eyes were hazy when she saw the wietiklin the

child's. 'l like your papa very much, Anna-Marghe told her gently,
‘but—well, it simply isn't possible for me to maimm.'



Anna-Maria's head cocked sideways again, her frmmavidence.
'‘Because you have love for Thfos Damon?' she ask@tiRona bit
her lip anxiously, faced with yet another difficgliestion.

'‘Because—because I've promised to marry your UDal@on,' she
explained. 'lt—it isn't really necessary to lovgperson when you
marry, Anna- Maria.'

Briefly Anna-Maria glanced over her shoulder at [@émus, still
lazily swimming in the pool. 'Do you have love foemetrius?' she
asked, and again Rona shook her head, thoughi@ddss certainly.

'‘No,' she said. 'Not in the way you mean, Anna-i&jaalthough |
love lots of people in a different kind of way.'

‘My papa loved my mama," Anna-Maria told her wikytu'Thios

Damon wanted Papa to marry some other lady, bua Rdpsed, that
Is what Thia Demeter says, | heard her. She washesautiful, my
mama,' she added solemnly, and Rona's instinct twasug her
consolingly. Only a woman as hard and unfeelingDesneter
Leonides could say such things about a child's erotithin her
hearing.

She lifted Anna-Maria on to her lap and cuddled tlese for a
moment. In some ways her own situation was simitar
Anna-Maria's and she felt a rapport with the cthiat she felt with no
one else on this paradise isle at the moment. lsnmly kissing the
solemn little face, she smiled. 'Shall we swim? stsked, and
Anna-Maria clapped her hands.

'‘Ne, neRona!' she cried delightedly. 'We will splash Démos, yes?'
She looked at her cousin, swimming lazily aroundl ahouted
something to him in Greek, something that appaygridased him,
for he tossed back the wet hair from his face aisdwhite teeth
gleamed in a smile.



‘Hurry and change!" he called to Rona. 'Come injaimdme!'

Getting to her feet, Rona hastened to obey, wal&argss the terrace
with both Demetrius and Anna-Maria watching her arging her to
hurry. She was nothing loath to leave that stilvritien letter and
splash around in the pool with Demetrius and kg Icousin, and the
water would be blessedly cool despite the suntegla its surface.

She waved to them as she walked into the housghilag and
completely unaware that anyone was near until ttwong hands
gripped her arms above the elbows and brougholeehalt just short
of collision.

Laughing still, her eyes bright with pleasure, $&eout a cry of
surprise, her lips parted as she gazed up at timeroof the hands.
Damon's black eyes looked back at her with a glittat could well
have been laughter, and there was a hint of srbideitathe wide
mouth too, but the grip on her arms remained as dis ever and she
was reminded of those few emotionally violent moteeon the
beach when he had kissed her.

The memory shook her swiftly from laughter into @ment of
blood-tingling anticipation and she gazed up at mer head shaking
slowly in confusion. 'I'm—I'm sorry," she said.

‘You are in a great hurry," he said quietly. "Whame you hurrying to
so urgently, Rona?'

She glanced over her shoulder in the directiorhefgool, strangely
unwilling to tell him that she was changing for wirm with
Demetrius, but seeing no way of avoiding it. 'I'mMm-just going to
change for a swim in the pool,’ she said, and béditowed the same
direction as her eyes.

'With Demetrius?"



‘With Anna-Maria too,' she told him hastily. 'Shesgecting me.’

‘Then she will be disappointed," Damon informed dually. 'l have
arranged for you to drive out to see Thia Alexahwihe. You
remember her?'

It was the flat, unarguable way he informed hehisfplans for her
that made her react the way she did, and she higechin the way
she did purely by instinct. 'l remember her veryllweshe said
meaningly. ‘It was in her house that | learned wiwat had in store
for mel'

The fingers on her arms tightened briefly as ifvarning and there
was no suggestion of humour now in the set of hmutm 'You
promised to marry me in exchange for your uncle'sdom,’ he said
coldly. "There are surely much worse fates foragpwoman in your
present position!'

Rona could feel the weakness growing in her legshan pulses were
reacting with breathless urgency to those stromgdfidnolding her
firmly. His statement, however ruthless, was unabdytrue, and she
could not in all honesty claim that she found tihe=i of being married
to Damon Leonides at all repugnant. Her reactiors wae of

half-fearful excitement rather than repugnance, sredid not meet
his eyes as she spoke but looked instead at thenoobf brown

throat where it emerged from a white shirt, a srpalke throbbing

steadily at its base.

'I'm sorry,' she said in a small voice.

One large hand lifted her chin gently but firmlydaime black eyes
studied her face for a moment with a scrutiny thatle her tingle.
"You will notbe sorry, Rona," he promised softly. 'l know thai gee
me as ruthless and unreasonable at the momeni vblitkeep my



word to you. No action will be taken against yoocke, and you need
have no fear that | will go back on my word. Wity believe me?'

‘Yes, of course, Mr. Leonides.' There seemed kide she could say
in the circumstances, and the hand holding her jelnked her head
up suddenly, tilting her face up to him.

'‘Damon," he corrected her softly. 'Why do you ne¢ uny name,
pethi?'

Rona glanced up swiftly and met that disturbingegagain. 'l—I
don't know," she confessed.

‘Then try, hmm?' His voice was deep and persuasimpost
seductive, and Rona's every nerve responded iolénily.

'‘Damon,’ she repeated obediently.

‘Kalia," he said softly. 'Now please get yourself requithi,we will
leave as soon as you are prepared !

She was already half turned to go on her way wherremembered
Anna-Maria telling her about his arranging for berlearn Greek.
Prompted by his unaccustomed mixing of Greek angligmin the

last few minutes, she turned back and called after ‘'Damon!’

He paused in his stride, heading for the pool gobbavith the
intention of telling her erstwhile companions sheuld not be
rejoining them. One black brow questioned her dredtst her lip in
hesitation for a moment now that she had his attent—I hear that
you expect me to learn Greek,' she ventured, aadldck brows
drew swiftly together in a frown.

‘Demetrius?' he guessed shortly, and she shodkdaer hastily.

‘No, it wasn't,’ she denied.



He half smiled, wryly, his eyes warmed with briefusement. 'Then
it must have been the other indiscreet membereofamily,” he said
quietly. "The child hears too much, and says toohmu

‘You didn't think | had a right to know what youvieaplanned for
me?' she asked, and Damon looked at her steadilg fmoment
before he answered.

'l meant to tell you in my own time," he said cgplnd Rona felt a
warm flush of colour in her cheeks as she faced him

‘Like you did about the visit to your great-aust® asked. 'l'd feel far
more like a fiancee if you consulted me now andraghout what |
am to do!

She ignored the anxious beating of her heart altiihe gaze with

far more boldness than she felt, the pulse in twatiead throbbing
wildly until her head spun with it. It was the fitime she had ever
spoken or even thought of herself as being hicéanand it gave her
a strange sense of elation suddenly to face the fac

The black eyes held her gaze steadily, deep arathorhable, until
she could bear their scrutiny no longer and haktiyered her own
eyes. 'Very well,' he said, coolly quiet. 'Sincelyappear to be taking
the role of fiancee seriously, | will see to it thgou are
informed—consulted, about matters to do with yauurfe. Will that
satisfy you, Rona?'

‘Thank you.' She stood for a moment in the hugeteimall, feeling

smaller than she had ever done in her life, heseseneacting
uncontrollably to the man who faced her, and wighwth all her

heart that she need not always be so on the deéendih him. She
raised her eyes again and looked at him. 'l—I wasyihg to lay

down the law,' she said in a small husky voice, @athon shook his
head slowly.



'‘No one—lays down the law here except myself,'dhe lher softly.
'‘Now please go and get ready to come withmeéhi,if you will be so
kind.'

She hated his sarcasm because it put her firmhernplace and she
knew she had fooled no one, least of all Damon ldss) with her
stand for independence. Whatever he decided foshemould do,
because she had little choice in the matter, andgito assert her
own personality would simply result in more frustva for herself.

She sighed as she turned and crossed the halhgemhgry with
herself for refusing to accept the inevitable.

The sun was so strong that even in dark glassea Raah to narrow
her eyes against its glare, especially where msied the tops of the
waves with gold and dazzled her. She sat besideoDamthe big car
he drove and realised with a start that this waditst time she had
ever driven with him.

He wore a jacket today, despite the heat, andastieell, although he
must have been much too hot in both. The visith@TAlexa, she
thought with a flick of apprehension, must be a/\fermal one. The
last time he had taken her there he had been hor&sleeved shirt
and no jacket or tie.

When they passed the half-hidden temple of PolyXenturned his
head and looked at her, one black brow raised estipn. 'Would
you like to visit the temple again ?' he asked, Rwha, almost
without thinking, nodded her head. 'We can parkdae here and
walk through the trees to Isichi'a.’

He drove the car on to the edge of the plateaDeasetrius had done,
and with the cutting of the engine the quiet wasast unbelievable.



The scent of flowers lay heavy on the warm air #m&l sense of
anticipation she felt gave her a curling sensatidmer stomach.

Damon opened the car door for her and helped henoto the grass,
its spongy moss-like shortness absorbing theirsteps silently.

Over the mounds of crumbled stone he lent his tas&ie and each
time he touched her Rona felt her senses respdmdto

The goddess Polyxena stood on her plinth in sgléptendour and

Rona stood before her for several minutes, her rmbmbrbed with

the ancient legend that Demetrius had told heseéimed somehow
not quite real to think that the Leonides familywsher as the

reincarnation of this cool marble goddess and sbk advantage of
his preoccupation to study the man beside her psrmare critically

than she had ever done before.

Dark chiselled features, with a hint of hardnessualbheir contours,
and a wide, firm mouth below an arrogant nose. €hes were
perhaps the most striking feature if one saw hioe fan, black and
unfathomable with lashes as long as any woman wemny, thick

and black against the smooth tanned face.

Her heart began a rapid and uncontrollable beatihgr breast when
she reminded herself that this was the man shetavagarry. This
man had demanded that she give him several yedusrgfoung life
in return for the freedom of her beloved uncle. 8aé agreed to the
arrangement more or less without argument, buhslenever until
now stopped to consider if she would have beeniimgvto make
such a sacrifice for her uncle if Damon Leonides been other than
the man he was.

He turned his head at last and looked at her, diawthe intensity of
her scrutiny, perhaps, and he raised a querying.BRona?' he said
softly, and she shook her head, not prepared tangbne into her
secret soul at that moment, least of all this ddidturbing man.



‘How—how soon does your great-aunt expect us7asked huskily,
moving away from the shrine and stepping carefaoNyer more
mounds of moss-grown stone and marble. She had faoiy tall
heels as she had not expected to do any walkingamader or later
they were bound to let her down in these surrowggdin

She was slightly ahead of him, edgily nervous ablatimpending
visit and missing his helping hand over the unegesund, and
suddenly she missed her footing. With a cry of ssepshe slipped,
her arms clutching wildly at thin air trying to @g her balance or
find some means of support.

None of the slender lonic columns was near enooighshe did not
go crashing to the ground as she expected, indgradg hands
prevented her ! fall and a second later she wastigt in his arms,
her face pressed close to the smooth cloth ofdukeg, her heart
pounding uncontrollably while she clung to him.

Even through his clothes she could feel the hgawging of his heart
beat under her hands and she closed her eyes dredldespinning
sensation that threatened to envelop her completély hands
pressed her against him, and she was helpless anything about
the weakness that made her shake like a leaf indhis

'You are all right?' His voice sounded softly agaimer right ear, and
she shivered when the warmth of his breath toutleed¢heek.

'Yes—yes, I'm all right,' she said in a husky wkisp

He held her a moment longer, then eased her ts &&ngth and for a
second looked down at her with glittering blacksetfeat sent shivers
along her spine like icy fingers. 'Thia Alexa igexgting us,' he said
quietly, and one large hand brushed the bright eopgpir from her

forehead gently. 'Shall we gmikros mou?'



Rona nodded and, as by mutual consent, he tookdret as they
went across the temple, insuring against anothpr Bis fingers
strong and firm curled to envelop her hand complet&he

overpowering scent of jasmine was as heady as asnibey made
their way along the path through the trees.

Heavy-headed hibiscus, red and white oleander, douitjea—it
was like being in some exotic jungle, and Ronadedtrange sense of
isolation as she walked beside Damon, with his Hasiding hers.
Neither said anything, and yet it was not an unedsyce, and she
realised suddenly that never in her life before sta@lbeen so content
In anyone's company without a word passing betvieem.

When the old house appeared ahead of them amortigedseshe felt
her heart miss a beat, not knowing quite why sheseauneasy about
meeting Miss Alexa Leonides again, but sensing sbatehow the
old lady was to play a big part in her life fromwion. It was Alexa
Leonides who had called her the Firebird, even gelamon had
introduced her, and the old lady gave her a straegse of unreality.

The wide pathway leading to the house was wellccérebut much
less formally neat than the gardens at the viild,there was an air of
agelessness about the place that somehow added uoéasiness.

As on their previous visit, the doors stood widemps if in welcome
and their hostess appeared in the hall as theyedatk Taking more
note of her this time, Rona wondered just how oldsM_eonides
was. Her face was incredibly wrinkled and her thady bent at the
waist, supported by a stick held in one small, bloayd.

Only the eyes looked vitally alive, bright and gteag with pleasure
at the sight of Damon, and Rona guessed he wdavaIrite among
her various relatives. She had welcomed Demetriusnwhe came
with them last time, but not with the same warmth.



Damon held her briefly in his embrace, her fraildpoalmost

enveloped by his height and strength, and Rdnasilsaingled with

some heavy, spicy perfume. Heavy gold ear-ringglitom her ears,
glinting dully in the cool, indoor light, and hehin fingers were
heavily laden with rings.

'‘Kolos irthate,'she said in her firm, thin voice, smiling as hatldas
head and kissed her lightly on both cheédkslos orisate!

'‘Kolos sas vrikameThia Alexa.' He returned the greeting, then turne
and looked at Rona, a hint of smile on his mouthe'traditional
greeting, Rona, you must learn it.'

'I'll try," she promised, and smiled at the oldylad

Her fingers were taken and squeezed with surprisirength, while
the bright eyes looked at her speculatively. "Ylousband will teach
you,'" Alexa Leonides told her firmly. 'You will lea Greek, of
coursel’

It was not a question but an unarguable statenagwat,Rona felt a
tingle of resentment. She would have told the atty lthat she would
not have thought it necessary for her to learn kss@g®ce she did not
intend becoming Greek, merely being married fodero Damon.

Before she could say anything at all, however, Datook her hand
In his again and gave the fingers a brief but Soueeze.

'l am attending to that in good time, Thia Alexee'told the old lady.
'‘Rona will be learning a little Greek."'

'l don't quite see that it's necessary,' Ronarputatermined not to be
organised into anything without her consent—the ¥king she had
complained about before they left.

Damon raised a brow, obviously meant to be a cormmethe tone
of her voice. 'Do you not feel it would be a gobthyg?' he asked



quietly. They were both following the old lady assdhe hall and into
a salon that opened off it, and he spoke in a vapicet enough for his
great-aunt to barely hear.

'l suppose it could be useful,’” Rona admitted, again that black
brow was flicked upwards.

'You do not sound very enthusiastic,’ he said Shotiave you
something against learning our language?'

‘No, of course | haven't.' She tried vainly to dongsthing about the
way her pulse was responding to the firm hold ledraher arm, the
strong fingers so tight as to be almost a warnbwuaistepping out of
line, a gesture she resented but at the same tiomel fdisturbingly
stimulating to her senses.

‘Then why do you seek difficulties?' he asked dyistill so quietly

that it was obvious he did not intend the old lathpuld overhear
them, and for a moment she had the dizzying ndhahthey must
sound like lovers quarrelling and hoping not toolberheard.

Rona did not reply, merely glancing at him meaninfyfbm the
corners of her eyes as she walked with him intsstilen. The room
was bigger than she expected, and delightfully ,catih its green
shutters partly closed over the square windows thrdinevitable
vines of bougainvillea poking their way round theges of the
shutters and scenting the room as well as shating i

Unlike the rooms at the villa, this had no carpetlwe floor, and after
a second or two Rona realised why. It was tilechvaih exquisite
mosaic depicting the legend of the Firebird, takiqgmost of the
floor space and obviously very carefully preserved.

Noticing her interested gaze, Damon whispered inele.'Fotyd to
pooli,, he said. 'The whole story of the Firebird. M
great-great-grandfather had it laid down, over radned years ago.’



'It's beautiful,’ Rona said, and meant it.

The story of the goddess, Polyxena, was told irsthieections, each
part surrounded by a frame of licking flames, laiitly conveyed by
the artist. The goddess, looking exactly like tteguge that stood in
the temple, was portrayed here as a living womarvjmg among her
maidens, tending the doves in her temple and jiqkishing in the
flames of her own altar fire with the handsome artan that Zeus
had sent for her, standing by and watching in hasoshe died.

There was an uncanny resemblance to Demetrius anntan's
classically beautiful features, and Damon reals®el had noticed it.
His black eyes were watching her as she stood ngo#town at the
defiant but horrified figure of Zeno, and he waslshg his head
slowly.

"You are thinking that Demetrius is far more like iman Zeno than |
am, yes?' he asked softly, and Rona could not deShe did not
look at him but at the mosaic, her heart beatirth aliarming rapidity
when his fingers curled over her bare arm morelyiramd drew her
towards a chair. 'l am sorry to disappoint youwheépered in her ear
as he saw her seated.

She almost denied her disappointment swiftly arstinctively, and
only just bit back the words, feeling the colourmaner cheeks as he
left her to sit between her and the old lady. s great, half empty
room she felt actually chill after a few minutesdahe wondered if
the old lady could possibly live there alone, asht had servants.

She was obviously of a very great age and suradged someone to
help run the house, but so far Rona had seen ncelsee Alexa
Leonides leaned back in a huge, ornately carvecclaaimn and.
studied Rona with her bright, alert eyes for sehv&aonds, then she
nodded her head, saying something in Greek to Damoemark he
evidently agreed with, since he nodded his heaal\fir



'S0 you have decided not to run off with Demetrisfe said, and
Rona stared at her, too stunned for a moment tg.rep

'I-I have no intention of running away, Miss Leogsg she said in a
small unsteady voice. 'l—I have certain—certainigdilons and |
intend to honour them." She glanced briefly at Danmflom the
corners of her eyes. 'l have little choice but emdur them," she
added for his ears only.

'‘But Demetrius would have you run off with him, hi?irthe old lady
insisted.

‘The question does not arise, Miss Leonides!

Damon noticed the edge of defiance on her voiceneW his
great-aunt did not, and he reached out and touckedand, a gentle
touch, but a warning nevertheless, Rona thougbnaRuvill not break
her word to me, Thia Alexa,' he said quietly. 'N&w her!

‘Ah, kali, kali!" The grey head nodded satisfaction and she redghec
a small box standing on a table beside her. Holdlimgher hand for a
moment, she then handed it to Dambrera,' she said softly.

Damon opened the box and looked down at the catend moment
before tilting it to show Rona, leaning on the anhis chair towards
her, his eyes watching her as she too leaned fdrvé#e murmured
something in Greek, presumably seeking approval, sire could
only stare at the open box.

On a bed of red velvet lay a thick, heavy gold riragher bigger than
the conventional wedding ring, but similarly plaand smooth. It
looked rich and gleaming on its velvet setting, ahd gazed at it for
a full minute without saying anything. Then shengked up at Damon
and her cheeks were flushed, her eyes wary &
uncertain—somehow, suddenly, everything was goowyfast for
her.



Its identity seemed obvious and yet she was puzddd why Alexa
Leonides had it and not her great-nephew. 'Is—aswedding ring?'
she asked, and he nodded.

‘It will be your wedding ring," he told her quietly. 'It will have be
made smaller, of course, for your hands are vellsmikros mou,
but that is easily done.' He took the ring frombiex and held it for a
moment in his big hand, gazing down at it asfé#cinated him. 'Do
you know where this came from, Rona?' he askedshedhook her
head, a little dazedly.

'Itis very old," he said, turning the heavy gotdyrround in his strong
fingers, watching its dull gleam catch the softefigit from the
windows. 'Perhaps some would say it is desecratiose it as we do,
but as far as | know, no one outside this familgwa of its existence
and its use has become traditionally part of tgene.

‘The necklace it comes from consists of a seriesgs like this one,

strung together on a chain, and there are fivesrimgw missing,

which should tell you how often the legend has ctnme for us.' He

looked at her for a second while the old lady ikatdn ancient statue,
content to let him tell the story in his own. waylow much has

Demetrius told you of the legend?' he asked quigtlyu know there

have been others like you—other brides who haveedonus as you
did?’

'I—I know about two of them,' Rona admitted, schrtelieving any
of it was quite real, despite the very real presasfcthe man beside
her who was so soon to become her husband. 'l—W krmur own
grandmother was one of them,' she said, 'and hlea¢ twas another
poor soul-' She stopped hastily, about to sympatmsth that
seventeenth- century castaway, and saw the arched that
guestioned her sympathy, and the need for it.



‘Do you see yourself as a—poor soul too, Ronadsked, and she
hastily shook her head.

'In my case itisn't quite the same,’' she saide@dt | had a choice—I
doubt if any of the others did!

Alexa Leonides took a hand again, staunchly defentder family's
traditions, as she was almost bound to do. 'l kBenda von Leitzen
personally,’ she said in her thin clear voice. f€hgas no doubt that
she loved my brother Alexander. At first, perha@Ske spread
expressive hands to convey heaven knew what formoefcion
applied to the intrepid lady balloonist who had dmee Damon's
grandmother.

'‘She was unwilling?' Rona asked huskily, her mifiddf with all
manner of unimaginable pressures brought to behhanrevulsion
showing plainly in her eyes.

Alexa Leonides regarded her with bright, proud eyd® one is
unwilling to marry a Leonides!" she declared wittmfidence. 'In
time she loved Alexander and they were very welicimad.'

'"You actually knew her?' Rona asked, and the alg lrodded her
grey head, setting the gold earrings swinging agaiver lined
cheeks.

'l was here when she came,' she said in a thinvagdely distant
voice, a glitter in her eyes as she gazed out ewmdow at the
heavy-headed blossoms outside in the sunlighawlteer coming, as
| saw you comingmikros pooli.’

'‘Saw me coming?' Rona looked at Daman for explanatier eyes
wide and unbelieving.

She half expected him to look embarrassed, makasescfor the
ramblings of an old lady in her dotage, but insteadsmiled at her



confidently, quite unperturbed by the incredibla@mcement. 'Thia
Alexa forecast your coming almost one month befae arrived

here with Demetrius,' he told her quietly, and Rstared at him.
‘You do not believe it?' he asked, as if her reactid not surprise
him in the least.

'I—I don't know,' she admitted huskily. 'I—I fint hard to believe
that-'

'l saw the signs," Alexa Leonides told her in Hen,tclear voice. 'l
said that you would be young and beautiful and ybat hair would
be as bright as Polyxena's fire. | warned Damonhisabride would
soon be here, that he must marry you becauséi igsadition!'

Rona's head was spinning with the chaos of incleddct that was
being presented to her, unable to grasp that iddeasibly be true
and yet knowing it must be or Damon would neverehased the
methods he did to make her stay on and marry hima kBew he was
watching her too, wondering how much she believetilow much
she doubted.

'‘But a month before | didn't even know I'd be cogriiere,’ she said in
a small, shaky voice. 'That was before Rex-'

'‘Before anyone could possibly have foreseen youvadron this
island,” Damon put in swiftly and smoothly, andvis obvious to
Rona that his great- aunt had not been informeleofreason for
being there. Any more than Constantine and Demeaer 'Thia
Alexa sent for me and told me of your coming," Dament on, and
that deep, quiet voice seemed somehow reassuriitgtaenchaos of
disturbing facts she was faced with.

The black eyes held hers steadily for a momenhcEiit was
apparently certain that you would be very young,'went on, 'l
suggested that Demetrius would be a more apprephiadegroom



for you, but-' He spread his big hands in a gest@iteelplessness. 'l
am the eldest son since my brother died, and | theséfore follow
tradition.'

He picked up the ring again and once more turnad his long

fingers, then looked at Rona steadily, his blackseynfathomable,
then he held out his left hand. 'Give me your haedhi,' he said

softly. 'The ring must be made to fit, for therevésy little time until

the wedding.'

Obediently, almost automatically, Rona gave himtend and the
warm gold slid on to her finger, - guided by hisvad fingers. It felt
smooth and almost sensual as he put it on herrfangeshe shivered,
so that he looked at her again, this time in qaastut she shook her
head hastily.

'You wish ithadbeen possible for Demetrius,' he said in a lowt, Sc
voice, and she hastily denied it, without evenkimg.

‘It would never have been possible for Demetralg'said. ‘Madame
Leonides would make sure of that, just as she'kemsure | don't
marryyou,if she sees the opportunity.'

The black eyes held hers for a second longer, dnsl inolding hers
with the heavy ring still circling her finger. "Whé have | hold,’
Damon said softly but firmly. 'Demeter knows thattid Rona again
shivered, though not from fear, she was sure df tha



CHAPTER SEVEN

IT was a beautiful night, as so many nights were, ievady with the
scent of blossoms and blessedly cool after thedfdae day, with a
soft breeze that blew in off the sea. The treeasestias it passed
through them, and the soft whispering rustle oirthvement with

the sound of the crickets had a sleepy, peacefattedgainst the
background of the sea.

Rona had seen Anna-Maria safely into bed, therthefthouse for a
solitary walk rather than join the rest of the Lel@s family in the

salon. She skirted the swimming pool, a small ghikstfigure in her

long pale dress, her sandalled feet swishing sofilyhe tiles of the
terrace.

In the moonlight her copper-red hair looked dagkdark as any of
the people she had left behind in the house, andy®s too reflected
the shadows of the trees and appeared more blackltlue. The
dress she wore was appropriate to her surroundisgsmple style
copied from the classic lines of the Greek tunicath&s of white
jersey silk that fitted close over her young breaath gold ribbons,
then drifted down to ground level where her samdialleet just
peeped below as she walked.

Leaving the terrace, she made her way througiréles tvhere it was
much darker because the moon was hidden, and #mssof the

blossoms were even more heady. It was hard tovedtiet only four

weeks ago she had known the island of Polyxenaasfyname, and
Damon Leonides as no more than a name and a faite ipress

pictures. Now, after a month on the island, she dslif she had
known both the man and his island since the beggnaf time.

Demeter Leonides had no more liking for her nowntishe had
initially, and she made little more attempt to hitle fact, but Rona
had formed a friendship with Constantine that waser in one way



than that she had with Demetrius, although lesstiema. It took a

great deal of self-control sometimes not to succuonbemetrius'
blandishments, for he still seemed unwilling tadnet that she really
meant to marry Damon. His frequent and indiscréetvts to flirt

with her made his uncle angry, she was well awdret,oand

sometimes she wondered whether it was possible jdabusy

prompted at least part of Damon's anger. It wa®ssipility that

disturbed her not unpleasantly.

There was only another three weeks now until stetoée married

to Damon and she was filled with an increasing serfisexcitement

that she could do nothing to diminish. She saw poenof him than

she ever had, and their relationship was exaclysfme as it always
had been. She still took care of Anna-Maria ashd was simply an

employee and no more, but somehow she had a groseinge of

belonging with every day she was there.

Reaching the edge of the trees, she rested awdal@ing against the
cool slimness of one of the cypresses, her harfuadéer, her head
back against its smooth bark, gazing up at the luigenoon. The
moonlight on the sea gave it a dark, fathomles& bwtth a long
bright finger of silver lying across its placid faoe like the beam of a
spotlight. It was like something in a dream—sonmggmot quite real,
and she sometimes wondered if she would wake uglayand find
it all gone.

Suddenly aware of movement behind her in the treles, hastily
pushed herself away from the supporting trunk amded, her eyes
narrowed to peer into the darkness. She saw no#tifigst but the
pale faces of the blossoms below the shading tbeg$hen someone
moved and she almost resigned herself to it beiagérius. If he
had any notion at all that she had come out hereeahe would have
come and found her.



She said nothing, but watched the intruder comgec|dhe red tip of
a cigarette glowing like a single eye in the dagseStill almost

certain it was Demetrius, she sighed resignedén started suddenly
when she realised that it was not him but Constanti

He came nearer, flinging the cigarette from himhascame, the
whiteness of a smile gleaming at her briefly. 'Mgyin you, Rona?'
he asked softly, and she nodded.

'Yes, of course.'

She stood beside the cypress whose support sheduwaght, and
smiled. Constantine was always a welcome comparaod, she
perhaps needed someone to talk to to bring her dovearth after
those daydreams the moonlight had inspired. In iagedress and
seen in this light, she could have mistaken hinDfamon in the first
few seconds, but he lacked that strong, sensual @umasculinity
that was an integral part of Damon, and her seresgonded much
less violently to him.

'You wished to—escape?' He smiled as he askediistign and she
knew that he understood her occasional desire tdrdee of the
essentially overpowering personalities of his fgmHile would not
blame her for it, nor think her weak for escapingy, realise that she
sometimes needed to find her own level.

'l like to be alone sometimes,' she told him, aachddded.

'l know," he said quietly. Smilingly he raised aWwrn question. 'Are
you sure you do not mind my company?’

‘Quite sure,' Rona assured him. She looked upeatulye full moon
again and smiled to herself a little wryly. How rgayoung girls
engaged to be married in a few weeks' time would themselves
having to take a romantic moonlight walk with thedbgroom's



brother rather than the bridegroom himself? 'lbgautiful night,' she
said, glancing at his shadowed face, and Constaatmled.

‘Very beautiful,' he agreed quietly. 'And | am siggd that | am able
to walk with you like this, Rona. My brother mus¢ kingularly
lacking in imagination to let you come out herenaldike this.’

The-remark would have come as less of a surpriseingp from

Demetrius, but Constantine was usually much ledstappass
remarks, and she stared at him for a moment, unsii her
response should be. 'The situation's hardly—walidlly the normal
one,' she reminded him. 'Damon doesn't mind my kgraut alone,
or with anyone else, the usual feelings and emstawon't enter into
it.’

‘Then it is a pity!" Constantine declared, forcféidr him, so much
so that Rona blinked in disbelief for a moment.

His strong features, so very much like Damon's asthways, were
set into a more fierce expression than she hadegt there, and his
eyes had a bright, dark gleam in the moon's softghat reminded
her of his brother. The outburst was so unexpebicshe was bereft
of words for several moments, and before she camswer he
offered an apology, something that Damon would neage done.

‘I am sorry, Rona,' he said quietly. 'It is nonenofy concern, of
course, what goes on between Damon and you, bist-shbulders
shrugged briefly and resignedly. 'l dislike seeiagyoung and
beautiful girl treated as no more than a means &nal, it is not—not
natural!'

They were walking now, along the narrow white sahsleore where
the sea ruffled creamily just inches from theirt fead the soft wind
lifted her hair and blew it about her face and neétk convenient,’
she explained, her voice small and cool as sheddoigreasons why



she should not let Constantine into her secretHsowas as much
part of the Leonides firm as Demetrius and Damorewand so far
he was the only one not to know the real reasohdoibeing there.

‘No more than convenient?' Constantine asked sdftyput a hand
under her elbow as they walked, his finger tip$ jasching her soft
skin, and she felt a faint echo in her heart ofdh@os Damon could
arouse there. 'l do not know how Damon keeps yaoe, ligona,' he
said quietly. 'But | know that you would not be myarg him in less
than three weeks' time if you had a free choice.lAwt right?'

'In a way," Rona admitted slowly. 'But there's beenreal duress,
Constantine. Damon gave me a choice—a choice Hamnlly really
make in one way, | admit, but it was a choice artié circumstances
| was grateful for it.'

'l will not press you for explanations,’ Constaatsaid hastily, but
she smiled and shook her head.

'l don't mind telling you,' she said. 'You haveragh right as Damon
and Demetrius to know. My uncle, Rex Forbes, wasagar of the
Leonides Line London branch and he—he was lessltbaast.’

She saw him nodding his head, as if the situatias &l too clear to
him suddenly. '‘And it is something to do with yauncle that enables
Damon to put you into such a position?' he guessed.

Rona nodded. 'l know it was—criminal, what Rex didt{ he did it
mostly for me and | can't forget that. It was certee could have been
charged with embezzlement and given a prison seatemd | came
here to try and plead with Damon on his behalf.'

'‘But Demetrius brought you here?"



'He did,' she agreed. 'Because | happened tolspaebnides car and
acted on impulse. I'd no idea how to get to see arDemetrius
was sheer good luck!

‘You really believe so?' he asked, and Rona noddadsitatingly.

'Oh yes, of course,' she assured him. 'I'd newex haen able to help
Rex otherwise. Damon put it to me that if | stapadere, Rex would
go free, although of course he'll work hard to pagk the money he
took—he's promised me that.'

‘A choice of marrying a man you scarcely know aisg your uncle
go to prison,' Constantine said bitterly. "Whatraet prospect for a
young girl!'

Touched by his sympathy, Rona smiled and shoolhéad. 'But at
least | had a choice,' she told him. 'l never yelald much hope of
helping Rex when | started out, now | know he whiavte to go to
prison, and that means a lot to me!'

'l would call such a choice blackmail on the pdrtmoy brother,’
Constantine said in a firm hard voice, 'but Damayuld sacrifice
anything and anyone for the old traditions! Haks bld Alexa!"

''ve met Miss Leonides,' Rona said. 'She's vedyish't she?'

'‘Almost ninety-three years,' he said. 'She is tlariarch of this
family despite her single status. She has devatedifa to the cause
of this island and its legend—and that wretchedigsd!'

‘The goddess I'm supposed to represent,’ Ronavgaid wary smile.
‘Don't you support the legend too, Constantine?'

He did not answer immediately, but after a momenstrugged his
shoulders with an air of helplessness. 'l suppa$®'lhe admitted.
'We all do in varying degrees, even Demetriusafbhe would have



you believe otherwise. It is born in us, you sealyXena must be
served and we are her servants!" He looked dowreigthis eyes
gleaming in the bright moonlight. 'Do you not thin& primitive for
holding such beliefs, Rona?'

Rona shrugged uneasily. The longer she was on @uwdyxisland, the
more she felt the influence, spiritual or otherwisé the ancient
goddess, even though she was kept alive only by domides for
some deep-rooted reasons of their own. 'I'm nad suhvat | think
about it,’ she confessed. 'l know that Damon andsMieonides
believe in it firmly and | suppose one strong fakeno worse than
another.’

‘Even when people's lives are sacrificed to itasieed shortly, then a
moment later shook his head and touched her arne finonly. 'l
cannot pretend that Damon will make a bad husbhadgld her in a
more gentle voice that was much more like the Gontste she was
familiar with. 'At least he will not neglect or-iteat you,pethi,that
much | can promise of my brother!

' know!" She smiled up at him reassuringly, hexselgright and shiny
in the moonlight. 'And | don't really mirtdo much marrying him for
a while, Constantine.' She sought to lighten thesiner sober mood
by changing the subject and picked up the endedrheehad called
her, recognising it as one that Damon often us#&tiat doesthat
name mean?' she asked, smiling. '‘Damon calls mi, land I've
never got around to asking him or Demetrius whatiually is.'

'Pethi?'He smiled and shook his head. 'lt is child, tkall,' he told
her. 'Does Damon call you child?’

'‘Presumably,’ Rona said dryly, rather let down thatname was not
really an endearment after all, but merely a refeedo her youth. 'He
also calls me something likeikros moupn occasion— what's that?"



He shrugged, obviously recognising her resentnietiitink he sees
you as a little one, a child,' he told her. 'Whighather foolish of him
in the circumstances—there are many men who waualdl dther
names for you, especially in his position!

She laughed, shaking her head at the practicalndovearth attitude
of her prospective bridegroom towards her. 'Perliaigsvedding is
as much punishment for Damon as it's supposed forbme," she
guessed. 'After the kind of life he's used to itstnbe rather a
comedown to be ordered, more or less, to marnnikee of a man
who's robbed him!" She laughed again, shortly.rP@omon!

'‘Poor Damon!' He echoed the sentiment harshlyamed her to face
him, his hands on her arms, ! his eyes gleamindpeatin the

moonlight with both anxiety and exasperation. '#ipaor only in that
he cannot see the opportunity he is wasting!' lveegel firmly. 'Such
blindness makes me angry, Rona, and especially Wken it in a

man who is to my certain knowledge, clever andlligent in most

other directions!'

‘Constantine!" His fervour surprised her, alarmedih a way, for he
sounded so much like Demetrius did when he conddrhiseuncle,
and she had attributed his outbursts to youth@dtfation because he
could not have the girl he had looked upon as his.

'l am sorry, Rona!" His dark eyes looked at heaglegly, his face
shadowed in the moonlight, woeful with regret fes butburst, and
she felt a moment of compassion for him. His owtoved wife was
gone and the same brother who had tried to stomé&isying her was
now, in his eyes, about to make another unforgevdidinder and
spoil Rona's life.

'Please—don't be!" she begged softly. 'l know hoou Yeel,
Constantine, and | appreciate your concern for loog,honestly, |
don'tmind!’



‘You are a very lovely girl!" He spoke the wordétlgyaand one gentle
hand reached out and touched her cheek with tigerfitips. '‘Much
too lovely to be married to a man who is blind ® dpood fortune.'

Trying to find words to answer him, Rona glancedrdver shoulder
when some faint movement caught her eye, and almststctively
stepped back, pushing at his caressing hand wheeresbgnised the
long, cat-like stride of the man approaching alahg beach.
Constantine, quick to suspect the reason for herraalso looked
back the way they had come.

They waited there, as if unable to move, two shadfigures in the
bright moonlight, standing on the silvery whitenedsthe narrow
beach, still quite close together, although nowouahing. Rona's
heart was hammering wildly in her breast and sliestee she was
about to be called upon to account for her beiegeth

In a few long strides Damon covered the lengtheddh they had
taken several minutes to walk, and his face wakeddahan ever in

the shadowy light, his eyes glittering as he calase; his hands at
his sides looking oddly dangerous, as if he wadyéa strike out.

Constantine murmured a few words in Greek and Rooél almost

believe they were a prayer.

'l have been looking for you," he said without pnehary and
ignoring his brother for the moment. 'When Demetiuas still in the
salon | assumed you must still be in the house.'

The jibe about Demetrius was deliberate and uriigdfiand Rona
resented it whether Constantine did or not. Shediher chin in
defiance of it, almost without realising she dicand her eyes shone,
darkly angry in the pale light. 'I'm sorry | didisk permission to
come for a walk!" she told him pertly. 'I'll try dmremember next
time!'



He said nothing for a long moment and neither streGonstantine

moved, then Damon looked at his brother and indlines head

briefly towards the way back to the house. '‘Wiluymease leave us,
Constantine?' he asked quietly, and for a momenaRelieved he
was going to refuse.

Constantine looked at his brother for a moment) th@wvn at Rona,
his eyes dark with indecision, then he inclinedh@ad in a brief nod
of agreement and looked at her again. 'l will sea pack at the
house, Rona," he told her quietly. Without anotherd he turned on
his heel and walked back the way they had comejngaer there
with Damon.

‘You wished to walk on the beach?' Damon askedduiat voice,
after a moment or two, during which she watched Startine
disappear with mixed feelings.

'I—I felt like walking," she said, a slight husksse betraying her
sudden nervousness.

'‘But not alone, obviously!"

It always angered her when he was sarcastic agxpsanse and now
was no exception. She looked up at him angrily,dyes bright and
shining, her soft mouth hinting at temper as shikediher hands into
fists. "There's no need to be sarcastic,' shehiotdsharply. 'l don't
have to apologise to you just because | came favakk with
Constantine, even Ifhad meant to come with him!'

‘Explain!

The short command angered her further and shestiglther fists,
ready to defend her independence. 'l don't havexgain,' she
declared firmly. 'I'm neither a child nor a prisdnéou can't expect
me to explain my every move to you, as if you hawhe sort of—of
feudal rights over me!



‘And you cannot go walking off with any man whodakour eye!' he
countered harshly. 'l had warned you about beirge fuwith
Demetrius, | had not thought of my brother as beihigterest to you
as well!'

'How dare you! Howdareyou!" She was shivering with temper an
almost on the point of hitting out, and yet theraswa definite
mistiness in her eyes that told how much the jéx turt too, and she
shook her head angrily to clear away any suggesfitears. 'l started
out for a walk alone and Constantine caught up migli she said in a
small, choked voice. 'And | can't see that walkamgthe beach with
your brother on the privacy of your own island canse any scandal.
No one's likely to be spying on us here, are thex@ept you, of
course!’

The jibe was irresistible and she saw the harddighg of his mouth
and the glitter in his black eyes as they lookedrdat her. 'Demeter
will know that you were with Constantine,' he tbler harshly. "That
Is sufficient to ensure that all Athens knows bytngeek this time,
when she pays a visit to her friends.'

‘And you dislike the idea of me being talked akinudonnection with
your brother?' she asked, and wished she waserabling quite so
much, for it was not only with temper, she recogdisvell enough.
‘Well, I'm sorry," she said, 'but | like Constaetiand he's been very
nice to me through all this!"

‘Constantinés very nice,' he said. '‘But | dislike Demeter haviagise
to prattle to her friends about him and my fiandesbject to being
made to appear a cuckold even before we are maisetthat so
unreasonable?’

Rona stared at him, her brain spinning chaoticalen she thought
of the importance he apparently put on her beirth Wonstantine.
‘To appear—oh, but that's nonsense! How @my one make



something out of a perfectly innocent walk on tleadh? You don't
know-'

‘I know Demeter," he interrupted harshly. 'Her asrto stop this
marriage at any cost, you have recognised as motsgif; do you
not realise that incidents such as this are playgtg into her hands.'

'l didn't realise,’ Rona admitted softly. Her temp&s subsiding as
rapidly as it had been aroused, as always. 'Andwented someone
to blame, so you blamed me.’

'l do not entirely blame you,' he denied, his owite less harsh and
angry now. 'Perhaps in this case | should blamestaotine, for he at
least is old enough to realise the pitfalls, andsgay you are not.
You are very young, Rona, and you do not alwaysktbf the effect
of your actions.’

'So young that you call me child?' Rona suggesiétlysShe tilted
her chin defiantly, resenting his well-meaning esesifor her and
remembering the translations that Constantine hederof the names
he called her. 'Child is hardly a suitable endeatrf@ your fiancee,
surely!" she said, and again saw the swift, brgditter in his eyes.

Her heart was beating urgently, making her head apd her body
tremble with a blood-stirring surge of excitemetde swore softly
and virulently in Greek-and at the same time reddoe her with
both hands, strong and relentless on the softridss bare arms. His
mouth was even more fierce than on the first oocalse had kissed
her, and she struggled instinctively at first agtits harsh demands,
her hands beating at his chest and her body tgistihis hold as she
tried to escape.

His hands slid down from her arms to the small &f lback and he
pressed her hard against him, lifting one handregféér a moment to
cradle her head in his strong fingers so that slédaot move, and



she yielded at last. Breathless and with her Hesating so violently
hard that she could not control the spinning semsat her head, she
slid her own hands up round his neck and allowadbdy to mould

softly against his hardness, as if she had nogttnesf her own.

It was when she felt as if she would never be &bldraw breath
again that he released her, slowly and with obvielhsctance, but
carefully and deliberately putting her at arm'sgkn His black eyes
looked down at her for a long, breathless moméet; he shook his
head and there was a harsh kind of smile on his widuth that did
not reach his eyes.

'l warned you, Ronenou,'he said softly. 'l can be provoked, like an
other man, and if you behave so then you must tdie
consequences!' Rona was still too breathless to pratest at being
blamed for the incident, and she made no objeatibaen he turned
her towards the house.

She went with him automatically, walking back aldhg silver sand,
his sleeve just brushing her bare arm and keeparghkart beat
rapping urgently, even at such slight contact. &é sothing, and she
wondered if his silence was because he was sglyaor caused by
some other emotion.

It was after they had turned and started back tirdkie exotic tangle
of shrubs and trees that he spoke at last, hievigep and firm as
always but raised in question instead of makintpadtatement as
was more usually his way. "You would like to seeriimg now that it

has been made to fit you?' he said, and Rona toaknaent to get her
bearings before she answered.

‘The ring?' She looked up at him, meeting the bé&es head on. 'Oh
yes, yes, of course!'

‘You had forgotten all about it, hmm?'



She shook her head to deny it. '‘No, of course hth&argotten about
it,' she denied. 'But | wasn't thinking straightrméan I-'

‘Do you mean you can be touched by a kiss from ypoaspective
bridegroom?' he asked softly. 'I am delighted tarhe mikros eros
moul’

'l hate you when you're sarcastic!" Rona exclaidespairingly. 'And
I'm not a child, Damon, | don't like being calledt¢ one, or
whatever it means!'

'You do not like!" He echoed the words softly, aviten she looked
up at him there was a hint of smile on his moutt glittering in his

eyes. 'There seem to be so many things you dakegoRona, but you
surely do not object to being called an endearrgiyour fiance!'

For a moment she looked at him uncertainly as ¢émegrged from the
trees and on to the tiled terrace again, makinguich more easy for
her to see his face. 'l asked Constantine wikatos moumeans,' she
told him. 'So | know it isn't really an endearmanall, not in my case,
you're simply trying to put me firmly in my place!

His mouth tightened briefly and she thought he g@sag to lose his
temper again. Instead he stopped them both in tlielenof the
terrace and held her by her arms, his fingers daddstrong on - her
soft flesh. 'Your place at this moment, the way goel behaving,' he
said harshly, 'is across my knee being spankedthikechild you
claim not to be! And the next time you are learniaggek from my
brother perhaps you will ask him to translatesfor you, although
you should be able to guess that for yourself—yenela statue to the
god of that name in London!'

He held her there for a moment longer, his eydseghg down at
her, then he bent his head suddenly and broughiduigh down hard
over hers, while his hands pulled her to him antdll ner there.



Murmuring a few harsh words in his own tongue, heéd and
strode off across the terrace and into the houlkig ®Rona stood and
watched him go, her legs suddenly too weak to mane,her mouth
still pulsing warmly from being kissed hard forecend time in one
evening.

It took her a moment or two after he had disappksreven think of
the statue he referred to, her mind was in sucbg;Hait after a while
she recognised the Greek pronunciation of a namd&at known all
her life and, quite involuntarily, she smiled- Ertise winged god
whose statue stood in the very heart of London,the$reek god of
love.



CHAPTER EIGHT

DEMETRIUS had obviously been fully informed by his mothepab
her walk on the beach with Constantine, and Rospestied he was
angry about it as Damon had been, although obwdosldifferent
reasons. For two days now she had been given mzeha speak to
him alone, but his frequent expressive glanceseindirection had
conveyed his feelings plainly enough, and there svasaliciously
satisfied look about Demeter Leonides that toldvis story.

At the moment, however, Rona had more pleasangshon her
mind, something to distract her from the more distg reasons why
she was there. On Damon's instructions she had digen a free
choice from a fabulous collection of clothes braughker from

Athens specially by Demeter's couturier.

Such generosity in providing her with what amounteda very

expensive trousseau surprised her and also plé&sadordinately.

Apparently he wanted to see her well dressed andvwe wardrobe

was of necessity rather sparse, but it did crossried to speculate
on his reasons for having the clothes brought todtaer than let her
visit the salon in Athens. Perhaps he did not tnestto return to the
island once she had left it.

She had always loved beautiful clothes, but hemalhce had never
allowed her to indulge in any- * thing quite so erpive, and Damon
had given her a free hand to choose as many asasfted. She had
curbed a natural bent for extravagance becaudeafther unusual
circumstances—no man other than her uncle had leweght her

clothes before.

A couple of Paris-designed suits had proved irtigdesand several
exquisite Italian silk dresses, with a couple oftebreathtaking
evening gowns and she would have been more thesfiesdt but the



woman had insisted that Mr. Leonides had said sas w have
lingerie and nightwear too.

Ever since the woman and her assistant had dep&bea had been
in her room, trying the things on again and agama, she wondered if
she could possibly be dreaming. Once or twice sldechught the two
women exchanging looks and she wondered just witertpretation
they had put on her being visited on the islanteexs of going to the
salon. Demeter, she felt, would have made some @ntyrbut even
she did not argue with the decisions of her formlie#rother-in-law.

So far she had not seen Damon to thank him fagdénerosity, but as
she was leaving her room that evening on her wayndo dinner she
had the opportunity to do so. She closed the beadmor behind her
and whirled round swiftly, knocking into Damon alatting out a

small cry of surprise.

She Was wearing a dress she had brought with heshaoat,
straight-skirted one in yellow jersey silk, and sev the way he
looked at it while he steadied her with his hand&er arms. 'You are
not wearing one of your new dresses?' he askedslandblinked at
him for a moment, her heart thudding anxiouslyeatribs.

No matter how she tried to control the sensatiersthl had the same
devastating effect on her and she trembled in bid while her

pulses responded violently, as they always didolild never do for
her to fall in love with her husband when their nage was to be
merely one of convenience and meant to last onlipag as was
necessary to satisfy his precious goddess andddtions, and she
shook her head hastily.

She looked down at the yellow dress and then atddari—I
thought the new ones were for—I mean, | didn'tkHid be expected
to wear them until after—the wedding.'



‘They are for you to wear just whenever you wikh,'said, and the
black eyes warmed for a moment with a smile thathed his wide
mouth only briefly. "You must be rather tired ofitig out of one

suitcase, surely!

Rona looked down at the yellow dress and pulledce.f'l suppose
everyone's tired of seeing me in the same old #iiag, aren't they?'
she asked. She sought for words to thank him adelguand looked
up at the dark, chiselled features through thekitgss of her lashes.
Why, she thought despairingly, did she always firfthrd to talk to
him?

'I—I haven't thanked you for all those lovely desand things,' she
said hesitantly. 'l don't really knoowto thank you, but | really am
grateful, please believe that.’

Broad shoulders shrugged lightly, as if the matfea massive dress
bill was of little consequence, and for the fiiste, she realised that
she was soon to be the wife of a man to whom monegnt very
little, and who could have afforded to lose the antder uncle had
taken, many times over, without noticing its lo§ke irony of him
having spent so much on clothes for her did naagsder and it left
rather a bitter taste.

‘It was necessary to add to your wardrobe before ar@ seen in
public as my wife," he told her coolly. 'And yowedovely enough to
repay buying you good clothes.'

'Oh yes, of course, | have to make the right ingogs!'

She had not meant to sound quite so bitter, bugtsensitive ears he
had sounded as if he saw her as no more thanrantat prop to his
public image. Someone he could produce confideattiyne kind of
functions where a wife was required, and know slwlev not
diminish his reputation for having good taste imven.



Her sarcasm realised an expressive brow and hedod&wn at her
curiously. "You do not like compliments?' he aslatj Rona almost
laughed.

'l would have called that more an approval of gobdsght rather
than a compliment,’ she told him bitterly, and sae swift angry
glitter in his eyes.

He put a hand on her arm and the fingers gripped &s he swung
her round to face him. The lean, bronzed face wastsrnly and his
black eyes glittered like jet below frowning brovi&he could feel the
taut, angry tenseness of the lean body transneif its her via his
restraining fingers and a shiver of sensation taough her like
ice-water, making her tremble.

'l am a tolerant man," he said in a cold hard vdarel would make
you pay for that impudenceéopela mou You will do well to

remember that you are not in England! Here a manstkbeat his
wife and if you drive me too far | might forget nmyore civilised
manners and resort to basic instincts " The havididg her arm
shook her roughly, then turned her to face thersstaigain.
‘Now—you will accompany me down to dinner and yall tny not

to look and behave too much like a spoiled child!

'I'm not a-' she began, and he shook her again.

'Isiho!" Rona had heard the same admonishment used encsil
Anna-Maria many times, and she sighed. He was mated, she
thought, to treat her in the same way he did tie Ihiece and she
offered no further argument as she was led alortgecstairs. One
day, she vowed, she would show him whether or het\was a
child—if she ever had the chance.



Anna-Maria was busy with her tutor and Rona wastakdvantage
of her free time, pondering on the present luxdryey wardrobe and
remembering how angry Damon had been with henigkt over her
sarcasm. She had not meant to fight with him, lmmehow her
wanting to thank him for her new clothes had naotéd out at all as
she wanted. Her conversations with Damon seldom ahd she
wished she could be more cool and self-possessedewte was
concerned.

Damon could, she realised, cause her a great tibebatache if she
was not very careful, for she felt less and lelss being a bride of
convenience, and yet she knew that she could revanything else
to him. Demetrius offered the kind of relationskipe would rather
have had with Damon, a kind of warm closenesswaat not quite
love, and she sometimes wondered if she was beingogssarily
unkind in keeping him at arm's length—both for bam sake and
his. Yet somehow she instinctively kept up the ieasr between
them.

At ease on a canvas lounger beside the pool, sk@méected from
the full heat of the sun by an overhanging boweredf roses, their
heavy scent lulling her pleasantly into somnolerarel she started
visibly when Demetrius, padding up to her soft-&mht bent and
kissed her mouth.

'l have caught you at last!" he said, and smiledicioasly at the
uneasiness his kiss caused her. 'Do not worryl\id¥ena,' he teased
her, 'neither of my uncles is here to see me losd'y

Rona pulled herself upright in her chair and shbakk her hair,
brushing it from her neck with one hand. 'Sarcasmsd't become
you, Demetrius,’ she told him, determinedly coal aratter-of-fact.

He flung himself down at her feet on a pile of hilg coloured
cushions, his lean, bronzed body clad only in swimgnshorts, as he



so often was, with a white towelling robe flungedassly over them.
He looked incredibly handsome and god-like, evarawsled as he
was, and Rona felt her senses respond to him ai@yit

His blue eyes looked up at her broodingly whileréached for her
hand. 'You have been avoiding me,' he accused. I dodnot know
why, oreo moujunless it is because you do not want to talk to n
about Constantine.’

Being more or less prepared for him to raise thbjesti of

Constantine, sooner or later, Rona was not immelgligtartled into
anger as Demetrius probably expected, but neithsrshe inclined to
discuss it with him. She leaned back her head agadhclosed her
eyes lazily as if the subject was of no intereshao. 'l don't have
anything to talk to you about concerning Constantishe said
quietly. 'And neither have | been avoiding you, [2¢mus —you're
wrong on both counts!

But Demetrius was not easily deterred. He heldljirom to the hand
he had taken possession of, and looked up at eadiit. ‘Do you

deny that you went for a moonlight walk with Comgiiae?' he asked,
and Rona shook her head, opening her eyes andrdrdwer hand
away despite his grip.

'‘No, of course | don't deny it,' she told him. ldugh you make it
sound like a secret rendezvous instead of a stlatlg the beach. |
only deny the right of you or anyone else to objeany going for a
walk with Constantine if | feel like it!"

A dark brow flicked swiftly upwards and Demetriugllpd a face at
her. 'Did you tell Damon that?' he asked, as ifcbasidered it
unlikely, and Rona nodded.

'‘More or less,' she said coolly.



Demetrius stared at her for a moment unbelievintlgu did?' he
asked, and she nodded. 'But what did he say?'

It took Rona a moment or two to decide whetherairta tell him

what Damon's reaction had been, then she shruggkdad forward
in her chair, her hands clasped round her kneeswak angry, of
course,' she said. 'But it was perfectly innocamt,being out there
with Constantine, and he couldn't say it was ot

'Did he not—tell you off?' he asked, and the unatmued slang
sounded strange on his tongue and made her sHeldeft the salon
like the god of vengeance when he realised thah lyou and
Constantine were missing and Elani said where yeieWw

'Did he?' For a moment she pondered on that, censglyet again
the intriguing possibility of Damon being jealoasd dismissing it
yet again as ridiculous. 'He was angry becausedrmaad to think that
your mother would be telling the whole of Athenatthwas having
an affair with his brother.'

Her frankness shocked him, that much was evidet,Rona quite
honestly relished his reaction for a moment. If glas to hold her
own with the autocratic Leonides, she told hers#igé would need to
play them at their own game occasionally, no matteait sort of an
Impression she created.

'He must have been out of his mind,' Demetrius isadddazed voice,
and Rona shook her head.

'l don't see why," she told him. 'Isn't that muwod $ame as you had in
mind when you accused me of avoiding you and fiatgeyou about
Constantine?"

He said nothing for a moment, then he shifted e @f cushions
closer to her chair and rested his elbow on itssarnis hands
reaching for hers again, and pressing her fingeeslypto his lips.



‘Suddenly | feel that | do not know you any morg,Rona,’ he said in
that deep, seductive voice she always thrilleéven now when she
was thinking more of what Damon would do and sdaeitame on to
the terrace and found Demetrius in a far more comgging position
than Constantine had been. 'Are you trying to m&tto—to dismiss
me from your life?'

'l couldn't do that even if | wanted to, Demetrishie said quietly.
'‘But I'm going to marry Damon very shortly and hewd have every
right to object to you behaving as you are nowishwou wouldn't!’

She would have pulled away her hands, but he edairfirm hold on
them and there was a bright glitter in his bluesea&he again pressec
the warmth of his lips to her fingers. '‘Butylmuobject,eros mou?he
murmured, and Rona snatched her hands hastily.

‘Yes, | do!" she declared firmly. She wished heiceowvould not
tremble so, but there was little she could do alioDEemetrius was a
practised and determined flirt and he was very hangsist in this
mood. Her senses were responding to him despitddtermination
to remain cool and sensible and she sat forwan@rnchair, her knees
hunched and her hands tucked out of reach underims:, 'I—I wish
you wouldn't try and flirt with me, Demetrius," steéd him huskily.
'‘And—and please don't call me—that!

'‘Eros mou?The blue eyes glinted at her boldly, and a snigamed
whitely in his bronzed, good- looking face, as & was quite
confident that her objections were no more tharoatffor her real
feelings. 'Do you know what it means?' he asked,Rona nodded.

‘Yes—yes, | do, and I'm not your love, Demetrius !

'Do you imagine you are Damon's?' he demanded wuvigxpected
malice, and she shook her head, hugging hersattyigiefensively.

'No,' she said in a small, wistful voice. 'No, bknl'm not that either.'



Demetrius, as always, was quick to apologise fsrimpulsiveness.
'Oh, Rona! Lovely, sad little Rona!" He knelt besibder on the
cushions, his arms encircling her, one of thema@lkhe back of her
chair and the other across the chair arms, his gntaaned cheeks
pressed close to hers. 'l love yews mouwill you not believe that?'

Rona looked at him for a moment, her eyes wideahmost anxious,
feeling oddly lost suddenly among her own tanglewtons. ‘Do
you?' she said softly, and Demetrius kissed hertim@itmly but
gently.

*You know | do," he whispered. 'l love you as Damener will, for
he thinks of you only as that precious goddessspfiot as a woman!
If you marry him he will not allow me to come ngau, so why, oh,
why, my lovely, must you marry him?"'

Rona looked down at her hands, now clasped tigbtgther in her
lap, and wondered just how she really felt abounBeeius. He was
undeniably attractive and she was very definitelwah to him, but
always when she thought herself more than merélgcied to him,
she remembered the feel of Damon's arms arounduheithe fierce
ardour of Damon's kisses on her mouth. But if Delngt

She shook her head hastily. "You know why | mustryn&im,
Demetrius,' she said quietly. 'And—and | can'tlygag¢lieve that you
love me. not seriously.’

'Oh, but Ido I' he insisted, and turned her face to him agaumshing
her lips lightly with his own. "You know | d@reo mou!

Half convinced, but still very uncertain of her owmotions. Rona
looked at him for a moment uncertainly. 'Enougmiarry me?' she
asked softly, and watched him as his good-lookauce ftook on a
look of blank surprise.



'Rona—Ilovely, precious Rona," he said softly atkmg silence, 'itis
not possible that | marry you.'

‘Because of Damon?' she asked. 'If you really nieahen you say
you love me, Demetrius-'

He shrugged expressive shoulders and pulled aafabe curved his
left arm tightly around her shoulders.

‘At this moment,” he said, 'Mama and Damon are —hew
it?—negotiating. It is a family we know well, théiye in a small
place just outside Athens.’

‘Negotiating?' His meaning eluded her and her brais filled with
such a chaos of emotions that she could not themk elearly.

Demetrius laughed shortly, leaning over to kiss drerher mouth.
‘They are arranging a bride for nt#eo mou,he said softly. 'l shall
be married next year if all goes well. | have knoRersephone
Theodorus for most of my life and she is pleasaotgh, it will not

be too hard for me. If only it was not Damon thaiti yvere marrying,
it would have worked well enough for us, but Damdéte shrugged
again resignedly.

Rona, only half believing her own ears, staredimat blankly for a
moment. 'You're—you're going to be married?' shé saa small
tight voice that caught in her throat. 'To a gouwe known all your
life?’

'‘When the arrangements are complete," Demetrials aad looked
puzzled. It was obvious that he saw nothing untdwer his
announcement nor in the suggestion he had madedneg&heir own
relationship. 'If only you were not marrying Damon-

Rona shook off the arm that encircled her shouldedspushed away
the one that barred her from getting up from thairctshaking back



her red hair, she got to her feet and stood foomemt looking down
at a startled Demetrius still kneeling on the coshibeside her chair.

‘You have the—the temerity to suggest that |—' St@ok her head
slowly, anger showing bright and glistening in ges. "You actually
tried to persuade me to cancel my marriage to Dakmmowing how
much it means to me for my uncle's sake, just abytbu can have
an—an affair with me and still marry your—whoevbkess I'

'‘But, Ronapreo moupPersephone knows me, she knows-'

'l thought | knew you!" Rona said, almost tearfudlygry. 'It seems |
don't at all"

'‘But, Rona,' he begged, still sounding as if reagas on his side, 'it
was bound to happen sooner or later, that Damordafonwd me a
wife.'

Rona shook her head slowly, her eyes dazed buy asigl not quite

believing. 'Oh, Damon's very good at finding trghtiwife,' she said
in a tight, husky little voice. 'l know! But forgavme if | feel sorry for
your chosen bride, Demetrius—I feel sorry for angnvan who
marries into this—this cold-blooded, heartless, oeustic

family—including myself!'

Demetrius was on his feet, gazing at her incredilyoinis blue eyes
puzzled still, while Rona swallowed the bitter krutShe had
recognised Demetrius for a practised flirt from b®ginning, but his
urgent insistence that he loved her just a few nmisn@go had almost
convinced her that he was serious, and she way asgnuch with
herself for her gullibility as with him. He coulebhconsider her as a
wife, merely as a mistress.

'Rona!' He put out a tentative hand, trying to @seeher, but still
unaware of having done anything to warrant sucbudhburst. '‘Rona,
eros moul-'



'I'm notyour love," Rona argued angrily, her blue eyezibtpat him,

and quite unaware of anyone else within hearinthersunlit terrace.
'I'm no one's love—certainly no one on this islaadd | wish I'd

never come here!

'Rona!'

Damon's quiet voice behind her startled her, fomust have come
from the house unseen by either of them, his feptsstieadened by
soft-soled shoes. His black eyes were sharp amousuas he glanced
between the two of them, and Rona turned on hinmilgnOh, go
away!' she said shortly, her hands clenched.adenough!'

She would have run back to the house, but he curedingers
tightly round her arm and pulled her back sharihat is wrong?'
he demanded. 'What has Demetrius done to-'

‘Demetrius is no worse than the rest of you!" siiekhiim shortly. 'He
made a complete fool of me, but that isn't readligndifficult to do, is
it, Damon?"'

'l wasn't aware that anyone had made a fool of'y@amon said
quietly. 'And if you would tell me what it is thlxbubles you perhaps
| could-'

'Oh, it's nothing!" Rona cried, her whole body tbding with

emotions she seemed unable to control. 'It's reatithing at
all—maybe I'm just too— too old-fashioned or toogksh, | don't
know—Dbut as far as | can see Constantine is theare of you who
ever had the courage to marry for love! The regoafjust marry for
convenience or because it's expected of you anmd-toarry on as
usual!

'‘Rona!" His voice was edged with temper and it aiagous that he
was keeping his self-control only ' with great iduity. 'If you will-'



‘You even tried to stop Constantine from marryioghneone of his
own choice, didn't you?' she accused, before hiel doush. 'And |
don't imagine that being married to me is goingrtake such a
difference toyour life style!'

The fingers holding her arm tightened until sheedrout. "That is
enough!" he ordered harshly. 'Three times you hategrupted me
before | could finish speaking, and each time yavehmade silly and
childish accusations. If you cannot speak sengii#y do not speak
at alll! Now—sensibly and quietly, tell me what hgsset you so
much.’

Feeling more tearful than ever, Rona shook her,Headeeth biting
hard into her lower lip. As usual her tongue haa away with her
and she was already regretting it, as she always'lti—it doesn't
matter,' she said huskily. 'Please don't botheutbho

You are not thinking of leaving the island?"

She looked up hastily, wondering if she could havwagined the hint
of anxiety in his voice. "You -—you know | candtie said in a small
voice, and he nodded.

'‘But at this moment you would like to, hmm?' hegesgjed softly,
and she did not answer. He turned to Demetriusfiaehed. 'And
you know the reason for this, do you not?' he asked

Rona felt unaccountably guilty when she looked amBtrius and
saw the expression on his good- looking face. # inaredible to see
the awe in which his family held Damon Leonides ameéver ceased
to amaze her. 'l suppose | was to blame in some' Wwayadmitted,
and Damon nodded slowly.

‘As | thought,' he said quietly. He still held Raarm, although with
much less force now, and he studied her tearfud fac several
seconds before shaking his head. He murmured sorgetbftly in



Greek, then turned again to Demetrius. 'l will have you behaving
so badly that you upset Rona,' he told him firm{ou will either

behave yourself properly when you are with heraar will stay away
from her, do you understand me? | will not have yoaking her
unhappy!

Rona saw the defiance in Demetrius' blue eyes édf@runcle did,
obviously, for he seemed unprepared for his réinat do you care
if she is unhappy?' Demetrius asked in a tightsthatwice. 'Rona
herself knows you do not care for her, except as-y¢your goddess!

'‘Rona?' He allowed the defiance to go unremarkdekdsrned again
to her, turning her to face him, both hands onaners and a look of
genuine concern in the black eyes as they lookech @b her. "You do
me an injustice,’ he said quietly. 'l am not arensstive man, nor a
harsh one, as most of my family will tell you. Wtlg you judge me
s0?'

It was appallingly difficult to even think of an swer, and Rona was
trembling like a leaf as he looked at her in th@teerned and gentle
way. Her senses responded to him far more than ¢key did to
Demetrius, and she despaired of her own follytitnig him get under
her skin the way he did.

'I—I didn't suggest you were insensitive,' she ddmn a small husky
voice that shook so much she could not control it.

The black eyes watched her so intently that shealvasst bound to
look up at him and she saw warmth and gentlenesee tthat
somehow made her feel oddly helpless. 'l have beeefond of you
in these past weeks,' he said softly just as if €teos was nowhere
in sight. 'Do you not believe that, Rona?'

'‘As—as you are of Anna-Maria?' Rona asked shaliy. sorry,
Damon, | shouldn't have accused you of being ungaii's just that-'



'Hmm?' The gentleness of the wordless questionruadeher and
she shook her head, her eyes filling with tears,nfo really good
reason that she could think of except that it agaamnded her that he
saw her in much the same light as he saw his titdee.

She thought of the times he had held her in his@amd treated her
like a grown, warm-blooded woman, kissing her fycand
passionately, not as he would a child. Then somet@nvdea of
being married to him and being expected to befsatisith the same
rather off-hand affection he showed to Anna-Mand aeeing him
go off to other women was unbearable. Having himi@pse each
time he happened to forget himself and treat Her & wife would
make her far more unhappy than anything Demetoufdado or say.

Her own unfathomable emotions were too much forshedenly and

she turned swiftly, snatching her arms free andingacross the
cool tiles towards the house, heedless of her teee Only her

instinct guided her, for her eyes were blinded wetirs and she cried
quietly as she ran. The original goddess of thetemould have been
no more unhappy and miserable when she realiséchénachosen

husband did not love her, and she could have I&ex@ no more

desperately than Rona realised she herself lovaidbDa



CHAPTER NINE

IT was not always easy to avoid being alone with Dgraod Rona
hated doing it, but she simply could not trustdwen emotions where
Damon was concerned. She was always so afraidtofgeénim see

how much his kindly, almost avuncular attitude coulurt her

sometimes, without his meaning it to.

It was easy enough not to see him in the afterndmmsduring the
mornings when Anna-Maria was with her tutor and lsaé time to
herself she would have liked nothing better thaspend some time
with him when he wasn't busy in the office. Thew#s much more
difficult and she often went for solitary walksawoid seeing him.

Demetrius made less demands on her time now, andaiid only

guess that Damon had spoken to him much more dg\uben she

realised after her outburst. Once or twice whenngt® swimming in

the pool with Demetrius, Damon did not seem to mnd that was
probably because Demeter was there each time tasattaperone,
her sharp dark eyes hating every second they wggglter.

Demeter Leonides, Rona thought, would have givgreat deal to
see the wedding plans for her and Damon fall thnouoyt at the
moment there was very little chance of that happerfbthe made no
secret of her dislike and she would do almost angtto have Rona
leave the island for good, and Damon remain unmrri

It was easier for Rona in the afternoons, for thiem quite often took
Anna-Maria to the beach and they relaxed or indliligelong and
complicated games which Rona always seemed to lasea-
Maria” already gave her an insight into the languiéxgt Damon had
promised she would have to learn, for quite oftenlittle girl would
speak to her in Greek and then explain its meainifignglish and in
thaf way they progressed quite well, if rather spadically. When
Damon would decide on more intensive studies forshe had no



idea, but in the meantime she was grateful to Aviaaia for
breaking ground for her.

There was only a week left now until she was torgnBxamon and

Rona felt herself in a curious state of limbo. Nthat she was no
longer in any doubt about her feelings for him, frespect of

becoming his wife excited her more than she dadeditaBut at the

same time she had to face the fact that it woulwbgioly make

virtually no difference at all to either of theifie styles, and that could
hurt her far more than Damon would realise.

So far he had never left the island since her alrexcept for a few
flying visits to Athens, but no doubt before veond) he would be off
somewhere more distant, mixing business with pleasas he had
always done. Rona would be left on the island i rest of his
family, while he would no doubt follow his usualurse of escorting
beautiful women and getting his picture in the wrpress, looking
sternly attractive and sometimes faintly bored.

Rona hated the idea of his going with other woraend, yet it was not
reasonable to expect anything else of him in theuoistances. He
had after all promised that he would expect no nbreer as his wife
than he did at the moment, but she knew well endhghto a man
like Damon Leonides the company of women was iratspble.
Demetrius had told her so and she had no reasdoutat him —she
only wished that it did not hurt so much to thirdoat him with other
women and not herself.

Sometimes she wrote long letters to Rex, but alwhgamade light of
her position, telling him that she had everythirggracould want, and
that her future husband was very kind to her. Stve go hint at all of
her own feelings for Damon, or that his kindness wae of the
things she found most hard to bear. Sometimes\ahefelt tempted
to deliberately make him angry so that he wouldwslsomething
other than gentle tolerance towards her.



She looked at Anna-Maria, spelling out her nanténsand with the
tip of her finger, and smiled. If only she felt mwre for Damon than
Anna-Maria did she might be content to receive woenn return and
everything would be so much more simple. The Iugile looked up

suddenly and smiled, almost as if she knew sheinwhsr thoughts,
then she scribbled out her own name with the pdlireo hand and
began to write another.

'Rona Leonides,' she spelled out carefully as stoeew'Soon that
will be you, yes, Rona?'

‘Very soon now,"' Rona agreed, trying to keep tlewitable tremor
out of her voice. It gave her a curious curlingssion in her stomach
to see her name written there like that in the evisiind, and she
shivered involuntarily.

"You will like being married to Thios Damon?' Aniaria asked,
and Rona nodded. Naturally a child, and espedediyall girl, found
a wedding in the family very exciting, but it wastra subject Rona
wanted to talk about.

'l expect so,' she said non-committally. "Why dgota write all our
names in the sand, Anna-Maria? Make them into ong list, hmm?"'

Anna-Maria nodded, putting the name Damon Leonitesediately

below Rona's, then looking up at her curiously,dek eyes crinkled
and her head to one side. 'Will | have to call ybia Rona when you
are married to Thios Damon?' she asked, and Raak dter head.
She had no idea what Damon felt about it, but stenkher own

feelings in the matter.

'l don't think so,' she told her. 'I'd rather yalled me just Rona, as
you always have.'

For the moment Anna-Maria seemed satisfied, buthstdeput only
two more names in the sand before Rona saw heupskarply and



a pout of dislike spoil her mouth. 'Thia Demeteeslaot allow me to
do that,’ she said, nodding her head to indicateesne coming.

Rona turned her head curiously, her heart heavy gigmay when
she saw Demeter Leonides coming across the namrashltowards
them. It was so unheard-of for the older womanv/enecome near the
beaches that both Rona and Anna-Maria stared an ltesbelief as
she approached. It was only when she was almost thgon that
Rona recovered herself and hastily got to her teaf, smiling but
wary, for it was unlikely that the unexpected visés a friendly one.

Anna-Maria was much less disturbed and she meatlgack on her
heels and watched her aunt with a curious glitteindark eyes. Tall
and slim, Madame Leonides always dressed in a hatymhade her
slimness look almost thin, and she very plainhfikisl walking on
sand, judging by the expression on her handsonterésa

She wore a clinging silk dress that lent elegandest slender length
but looked sadly out of place on a beach and ag#iasackground
of lush, exotic flowering trees. Her smart towne$fidoo, were never
made for walking on sand and threw her usually gftdovalk off
balance.

She did not smile, even at Anna-Maria, but menetjined her head
in Rona's direction and completely ignored théeligirl at first. 'l
wished to speak with you alone, Miss Forbes," sire is her cool,
heavily accented voice. She added a few words @eksrdirected at
Anna-Maria and the child looked at Rona uncertainly

‘Where shall | go, Rona?' she asked, and Rona &dvier a moment
before realising that Demeter Leonides had toldibgo away and
leave them alone. Her reason for wanting to speaker alone
puzzled Rona and made her uneasy, but she smilkdra-Maria,
and nodded.



'‘Don't go too far, pet,' she told her. 'Only ddittvay along the sand,
where | can still see you.'

‘Nothing can happen to the child in the few momémised to speak
to you, Miss Forbes,' Demeter told her coldly.ill not take much of
your time.'

Rona would have liked to sit down again on the shaotlit was most
unlikely that Demeter Leonides would have done s she could
not very well sit while she was standing. Instdaglstood on the little
beach, her hands held in front of her in a gesthesbarely realised
was defensive, her blue eyes wide and wary.

Demeter was the only member of the family who sidled her
surname, and she felt herself go chill with appnsian as she looked
at her. 'lt really doesn't matter,' she said,fl ggare as much time as
you like, Madame Leonides.'

Whatever she had in mind Demeter seemed to firitaif to speak
about, for she hesitated for several seconds bsfeespoke again.
‘You have not been from the island since you adrhahe said at last,
and Rona frowned curiously.

‘No, | haven't,’ she agreed. 'But | really donhani

'You must be—bored," Demeter said, choosing hedsvoarefully.
‘Do you not like to see shops and go shoppinglas gbung women
do?'

‘Yes, of course | do,' Rona agreed, more puzzled #ver. There
could be only one reason behind such a conversatim thought,
and Demeter Leonides could hardly care whetherobrRona was
bored with being confined to the island.

‘Then you would like to visit Athens with me?' Ddrresuggested,
and Rona stared at her for a moment in disbelief.



"To—to visit Athens with-' She shook her head sigwkr eyes wide.
‘But you-'

'If you would like to go | will accompany you," Deter interrupted
with an impatience reminiscent of her brother-wla

The dark, glistening eyes were watching her cloaely Rona tried
hard to see the invitation as a perfectly norma om an older
woman to another about to become a member of hailyfa
Something, somewhere, was wrong, she felt sure, dfut at the
moment she could find nothing in the invitationréasonably object
to, so she nodded.

'I'd—I'd like to go very much, Madame Leonidesg shaid in a small
uncertain voice. 'Thank you.'

‘There is not very much time,' Demeter said, logkivith disgust at
the sand seeping into her elegant shoes. 'It migitaps be as well if
we go tomorrow.'

Even the Leonides by marriage, Rona noted dizady the habit of
telling her what had been arranged, rather thasudting her about
it. But she nodded her head in a rather vague wdyaoked along to
where Anna-Maria was playing a solitary game ingaed, her head
turning every so often in their direction.

‘Will we be going in the morning or the afternodrR®na asked. 'If
we're going in the afternoon | could take Anna-Mamith-'

'‘No!" The refusal was curt and unarguable, it sekrbat Rona was
not so easily over-awed in this instance and shé Deameter
Leonides' dark-eyed gaze steadily.

‘Until my marriage, Madame Leonides,' she reminded quietly,
'I'm in charge of Anna-Matria in the afternoons, dmad quite sure
Damon wouldn't mind my taking her with me.’



For a moment Demeter said nothing, then she shdubgeelegant
shoulders and almost smiled, a strange expressdeed on that
gauntly handsome face. 'l had hoped to evade Dastensaid with a
curiously uncharacteristic hint of humour. 'He daes wish you to
leave the island until after you are married, baié shrugged again.
'l had thought to make life a little more pleadantyou by taking you
with me, but it will have to be without Damon's kvledge.'

More uneasy than ever at the suggested subterRayeg hesitated.
Something in Demeter Leonides' invitation troubkert, and yet it
was quite true that Damon would not like her tos&ethe island, he
had made that fairly clear by having the couturimsit Polyxena
rather than let Rona go to her salon. Also she evenjoy a trip to the
mainland to see the shops and perhaps do a hilepsng.

'l don't really like going without telling Damorshe said. 'But-'

"You would like to go?' Demeter's eyes glowed darkhad thought
you would!"

'If Damon expects me to run away as soon as | tievepportunity,’
Rona said with a rueful smile, 'it will serve tocoghhim how wrong
he is! Yes, Madame Leonides, I'd like to come wibh, thank you!

‘Ah, kali." Demeter nodded, evidently well satisfied, and ¢gtah
along to where Anna-Maria was playing alone. '‘Dbsay anything
to Anna- Maria,' she warned. 'She will chatter tanion about it if
you do and all will be lost!

It seemed rather a dramatic way of putting it, Raha followed her
meaning, and nodded. 'l won't say anything,' shenged. 'I'm very
grateful to you for being so—so thoughtful, Madameenides.'

'l am very pleased to be able to do something lp,'He@emeter said
softly, and again Rona's sixth sense sent a prumkigarning along
her spine.



It was the following morning at breakfast that Rdoand herself
alone with Damon for the first time since she hadmmmatically fled

from him and Demetrius on the terrace, and shdatedi when she
saw him there alone at the long table under theaewiégs The

temptation to join him, however, was too much fer,hand she
walked across the tiled terrace on legs that trechahd felt almost
too weak to support her.

As Sbhon as he saw her he got to his feet and shesheal again at the
virile grace of him. He wore a pale blue shirt thats open at the
neck, throwing his deeply tanned features into re@ttand fitting
closely across his broad chest and shoulders. $niiting cream
trousers looked elegantly slim on his long legs @&l the lean hips.

He stood waiting for her and Rona felt her heatrgling heavily in

her breast as she came towards him, her cheeltly ligished as she
bore the scrutiny of steady black eyes. 'Good mgrhihe said
quietly, as she joined him, and she smiled, a wgoyaus smile that
took no account of what might be but revelled mi¢dompany for the
moment.

‘Kalimera, Damon,' she said, and at once laughed softly mb\wa
pronunciation. 'I'm not very good yet," she addeal@getically.

He smiled, seeing her seated beside him, themgittown again
himself. ‘It was very good,' he assured her. 'Bob\Wwas been your
tutor, Rona?'

Again Rona smiled, a hint of mischief in the sntikcause she knew
he would be suspecting it was either ConstantinBemetrius and
she could deny it was either. 'I'm picking up a tenang of Greek
from Anna-Maria," she told him, and he nodded, apmly not
averse to the idea.



‘Excellent,' he said. 'l must commend her!"

It was going to be very difficult, she realised son as they sat
together eating breakfast, not to mention her pedadrip to the

mainland with Madame Leonides, and she fell intataer strained
silence after a few moments, so that Damon lookdxbacuriously,

obviously puzzled by her change in manner.

'Is something wrong?' he asked, after a momentvor &and Rona
shook her head hastily.

‘No, nothing," she denied.

The black eyes sought hers despite her evasiviedaatd he leaned
towards her, resting an elbow on the table betwiesm, so close that
his breath was warm on her face. 'You are not wdrabout the
wedding?' he asked softly, and she looked up sthas eyes wide
and suddenly shy.

'Not—worried,' she said in a small voice.

One large hand reached out and curled its stromgefs over hers,
sending a shiver of sensation through her wholeg/bdtu are not
afraid?' he asked gently, and she shook her héad.Have no need
to be,’ he went on in the same soft and gentleeyaand Rona
desperately wanted to tell him that she was neitleried nor afraid,
but merely longing to be a real wife to him instedthe nominal role
he was allocating her.

'I'm all right, Damon, really,' she assured himkiys She longed for
the nerve to clasp that strong hand with her owhpaess her lips to
its warmth, but that would probably anger him, oorse still
embarrass him, so she merely sat there and kepyesrdowncast
again for fear he should see some betraying expressthem.



'l have a surprise for you,' he said after a mono¢monsideration,
and Rona looked up at him curiously.

His black eyes were warm and glowing and she fdwardelf smiling
instinctively in response. 'l know that it is n@rpaps usual to have a
honeymoon when the marriage is an arrangement asicurs,' he
said. 'But | am flying to New York the day follovgrthe wedding and

| thought you might like to come with me. You hawever been to
America?' he asked, and Rona shook her head dazedly

'‘No," she whispered. 'No, | never have.'
‘And you would like to come with me?'

She nodded again, her mind in chaos as she trgzktthings calmly.
He was taking her with him when he went, so it walkely that he
would be indulging his usual activities, and theadf it was too
much for her to take in at the moment. She simglylere and stared
at him, her stunned expression seeming to amusefbimme was
smiling again.

'You seem bemused,' he said softly. One fingerhadis strand of
copper-red hair from her neck and its touch wasdilcaress that sent
shivers through her. 'Is it so extraordinary thstiduld take you with
me?'

Rona looked at him for a moment, trying to contret senses, then
she shook her head. 'lt—it just seemed a littlesual in the
circumstances,' she said. '‘But I'd love to comé witu, Damon.'

‘Kali,"” he murmured softly, and gave his attention toUdnesakfast
again. 'Now eat your breakfastikros mou,or we will have
Anna-Maria here before we have a chance to eahigyt



‘Damon-' She hesitated, wanting to tell him abbatgroposed trip to
Athens with Demeter, whether Demeter approved dr bot he
obviously read some quite different intent into hm@mner.

Reaching for another roll, he looked at her withttgentle, kindly
look that he reserved equally for her and Anna-MaiNou do not
have to worry about anything, Rona,' he assuredunetly. 'This will

not be a honeymoon in the usual sense of the worgiHhot break
my word to you, you may rest assured.'

Every nerve cried out to her to tell him that a é&gmoon with him
was her idea of heaven, wherever he took her, laaidshe wanted
him to break his word more than anything in theldio8he put her
trembling hands on the table and looked down ahtfoe a moment
before raising wide, anxious eyes to his face. 'G@afmshe began
softly, 'l don't mind in the least if-'

‘Thios Damon! RonalKalimerd' Anna Maria's childish treble
shrilled across the quiet terrace, drowning herds@nd drawing his
attention.

They both turned and looked at her, Damon with dustomary

tolerant smile, unaware of what Rona had been gaynd Rona
herself with a sickening sense of frustration. Bpgnshe would have
regretted letting Damon know how she felt about,p@rhaps he
would have been scornful or even embarrassed, Hautitne had

seemed so right somehow and she could have criedien

disappointment at having their intimate breakfasilsed.

The child's chattering soon banished any hoper@weng the former
topic, and before long both Constantine and Demeinined them.
Conversation became general, banishing any hoppersbnal talk
between them, and Rona was still feeling sad atimibrevity of
their moment of intimacy when she got up from tiae.



She was ready in good time for her outing with Dmand set off

down the path to where the boat was moored. A sstatle quay had
been built, not too far from the villa, and a étthoathouse, a copy of
the villa, sheltered the boat that was so seldogd.us$ had surprised
her rather to learn that they would be going by, be& apparently

Demeter Leonides had a horror of flying and hadendeen in an

aircraft in her life.

The path itself was slightly overgrown by the masBowering trees
and shrubs that spread prolifically over most @& island, and she
plucked a huge red oleander as she passed andl ikt the top
buttonhole of her dress where it made a brightssplaf colour
against the pale green poplin.

She was preoccupied with the prospect of going meedca with
Damon as she made her way down the shaded patlandyshe
blinked herself back to earth when the luxury mésanch came into
sight suddenly as she turned a last bend. Its ghepwhite hull was
dazzling in the hot sun and its narRelyxenawas blazoned in black
and gold along the bow, but she frowned curiouslyemv she
recognised Demetrius' familiar figure already oarolo

He spotted her instantly and waved a hand, a wigé sshowing
white in his handsome brown face. White trouserd shirt did
wonders for his already incredible looks, and Ré&iathe light,
familiar tingle in her blood when she saw him. "Yave surprised?' he
guessed as she came nearer, and Rona nodded.

She could see no sign of Demeter Leonides, noh@fman who
usually piloted the boat for her; instead Demetmas alone and
obviously waiting for her. Her heart was beatinghwincreased
urgency as she stepped on to the little stone cuay,she did not
immediately take the hand he offered to help heagat



'Isn't Madame Leonides here?' she asked, and Demshrugged his
eloquent shoulders.

'You can see,' he said. 'l am alone, Rona.'

For a moment she sought for reasons, for someetsrakought up by
Demeter, but then such suspicions seemed so aiflyualikely that
she dismissed them with a shake of her head. 'It dquite
understand,’ she said, seeking to sound mattefact: ‘Madame
Leonides asked me to come with her to Athens to-ddosome
shopping and to look at the shops. Isn't she wEl&heter, she
recalled, had not been at the breakfast table.

‘Mama is suffering from one of her headaches,' Deuseinformed
her with a solemnity belied by the glitter of latghin his eyes. 'She
asks that you forgive her, and begs that you wilklupon me as her
substitute." The blue eyes looked at her for a nmvrbeight and
challenging. 'l have told my mama,' he added, Ithatmost unlikely
that you will come with me, but she does not bdigvat any young
woman can resist such an opportunity.’

The bright silken blue of the Aegean glittered ahdne in the hot
sun and Rona saw its gently restless motion asvaation she found
very hard to refuse. It could do no harm to go vid&metrius for a
few hours, and surely Damon would not mind in tlreurnstances,
although it would have been better if she had khoid about going
when she had the opportunity.

Demetrius was watching her with his bright blue spalf closed,
waiting and anxious, she thought, for fear she sead She had
admittedly missed Demetrius' company lately andetheas really no
harm in him, merely a quite blatant thoughtlessiigsisshe could not
entirely blame him for.



"'l come," she said impulsively, and accepteditued that offered to
help her. "'Though | wish I'd told Damon | was cogin

‘Too late now," Demetrius told her, glancing updkatle slope of the
path, almost as if he expected to see his unckrgeful figure
coming for them. 'Shall we go, Rona?'

Resigned to anything that might happen afterwaRis)a nodded.
She saw no reason why anyone, even Damon, showalddult with
Demetrius standing in for his mother in the circtanses, and
Demeter would surely explain, whether she was rdissaot.

They had landed at Kalamaki, only nine kilometresf Athens
itself, and from there Demetrius was to drive therthe capital in a
car he had waiting. It was remarkable, Rona thqugiw everything
seemed to be on hand and ready for the Leonide$yfamenever
they went anywhere, and she could scarcely belieaeshe would
herself soon be entitled to the same privilegefason's wife.

The car was waiting, just as Demetrius said it wobé, and a
chauffeur in livery stood beside it. His face wamiliar and Rona
realised he was the same man who had met Dematrthe airport
the day of her own arrival, the same elderly maro wiad so
obviously disapproved of Demetrius taking her vitm when she
asked for his help, and she wondered what his apiwould be now
If he knew she was soon to marry his employer.

'l will send Milos away for a start,’” Demetrius ifured when he
spotted the man, and Rona looked St him swiftlynftbe corners of
her eyes.

'‘Why?' she asked as they walked across the naaoiwyhere the car
was parked, and Demetrius looked down at her angédgna wide,
knowing smile, one eyelid briefly lowered in a wink



'‘Because | have so few opportunities left to me ,qawo mou,he
said. 'l must make the most of them!'

Rona said nothing, but doubts came crowding imasisalked beside
him across the yard, and she wondered if it wasiplesto persuade
him that she felt unwell after the sea trip and Mqarefer not to go
too far afield.

There was a sign across the top of a low buildihgne the car stood,
and she noticed with some surprise that it was rapgplst a small
office of the Leonides Line. The name was on adhaaove the door
in Greek, but also printed, much smaller, in Edglisderneath. The
chauffeur, she noted vaguely looked uneasy asappyoached, and
he did not respond to Demetrius' brief but cheerbd.

He murmured something in Greek and Demetrius stbppehis
tracks, his eyes going swiftly to the door of thelding behind the
chauffeur, his fingers on Rona's arm tighteningehe swore softly
but violently in his own tongue and shook his head.

'l am afraid-' he began, but stopped short wherdtwe opened and
Damon came out.

His black brows were straight, in a frown, and éyes looked deep
and unfathomable as he stood for a moment in tbeagxy looking at
them, and Rona's heart did a somersault at theaighm. Obviously
Demeter had told him about her trip with Demetand he was angry
enough to come and find her. But when she lookathaghe saw not
anger but a kind of hurt behind those deep unfa#iieneyes, and
she held her breath as he came towards them.

He ignored his nephew completely and stood in fwiher only
inches away, that fierce, sensual aura of virii@king her shiver as
she was encompassed by it. He did not touch helobled at her



steadily for a moment, then inclined his head m direction of the
office he had just left.

'l would like to speak to you for a few moments,nRp he said
quietly. 'If you will please come with me.'

Rona bit her lip anxiously, glancing at Demetrigs]l standing
beside her and looking quite dazed at the suddarofievents. 'Yes,
yes, of course,' she said. 'But if you-'

'‘We cannot talk here," Damon said shortly, andapliéand under her
arm, his strong fingers curling tightly about heftdlesh as if he
suspected she might flee if he gave her the oppitytu

The office was small and was obviously not normalsed by
members of the family, but by much lower ordersvdis dingy and
airless and smelled of dusty paper, and Rona faumadfinitely
depressing. Damon stood by the small window, loglont at the
yard they had just left, although it was almost tidy to see
anything through it at all.

Nervously uneasy, Rona held her hands togetheromt fof her,
wondering if she was expected to explain withownmsting. 'You
flew over," she said, realised at last how he hadstalled their
arrival.

'l flew over.' He did not turn from the window bsitood with his
hands behind his back, his broad shoulders pulsak lunder the
same pale blue shirt she had seen him in at bretakfaither of them
said another word for several moments, then he esgdam shake
himself, and spoke again over his shoulder. "Whyydu not tell me,
Rona?' he asked softly, and she bit her lip.

'I—I tried,’ she said in a small, anxious voicavds going to tell you
that I'd arranged to come over with Demeter toatoesshopping, but
then Anna- Maria came out and | didn't have anathance.’



'‘With Demeter?' He turned suddenly and the blads ayere bright
and glittering, challenging her. '"You planned taneoover with
Demeter?'

Rona nodded. 'Yesterday, when Anna-Maria and | werethe
beach," she said, 'Madame Leonides came and spake-t+asked
me if I'd like to come over to Athens and lookta shops.'

He said nothing for a moment and she felt the blas searching
her face, looking for betraying signs of untruttheh he bent
suddenly and picked up something from behind thek diee room
contained, putting it down carefully on the scrattlsurface, and
Rona stared for a moment uncomprehendingly.

'My suitcase,' she whispered at last, and lookddnatwith puzzled
eyes. 'l—I don't understand, Damon.'

His eyes held hers steadily. '‘Don't you?' he adaty, then he
shook his head. 'No," he said, 'l don't believedouYour passport is
in it, so | do not think you meant to run away.'

'Run away!" Rona stared at him. 'l—I don't know tWau're talking
about, Damon. | honestly don't!' She felt very eltos tears and her
voice trembled almost as much as her legs, whitlageaf they could
not much longer hold her weight.

He turned right round from the window and faced had she stood a
couple of feet from him, stirred by the warm closes of him and

wanting to touch him more than anything in the worDemeter

came to me with some story of you having run othidemetrius,' he

said, and it was obvious that the cool, quiet veves due entirely to
iron self-control, for fierce anger glittered irshayes.

'‘Oh no!" Her voice barely above a whisper, andmtener hands to
her mouth, realising at last how easily she haggalanto Demeter's
hands.



'Your suitcase was gone and so was Demetrius @noloit, he went
on. 'lt was only when my man found your suitcasgdén in the
boathouse that | began to suspect that all waaswtappeared.'

Ronaiooked at him for a long moment, her blue ejesving hurt,
only concerned at the moment that he had not tlste not to break
her word. 'You—you didn't trust me?' she asked small, husky
voice. 'You thought I'd break my promise as easdythat—without
having the courage to tell you to your face theduldn't go through
with it?"

He looked at the rather battered suitcase on thk ded shook his
head. 'l did not know what to think, Rona,' he spicetly. 'l brought
your suitcase over with me and decided that | wayieé you the
choice—of going with Demetrius, if that was whatiywanted, or of
coming back with me.'

She looked up swiftly, searching his face, puzbediis attitude and
half afraid of what he would say. "You—you'd let g&?' she asked,
and he nodded slowly.

'If that is what you want,' he said. 'l could n@ka you unhappyeros
mou.'

Rona's heart was thudding wildly at her side arsl cbuld barely

breathe with the sudden storm of emotions thatezutgrough her

like a whirlwind. She looked up at him with her élayes bright and
glistening, on the edge of tears or of happinesssch depended on
him. 'Damon,' she said softly, 'l know wleabs moumeans.'

He neither moved nor spoke for a long heart- stagppiinute and she
stood there in that small dingy room with her tréindhands clasped
together, her eyes below their thick lashes anxmng pleading.
Then he moved slowly round the desk that stood &etvthem and
reached out his hands for her.



You will stay with me?' he asked softly, his fingstrong but gentle
on her arms, and Rona nodded.

'‘As long as you want me," she said.

Damon drew her slowly into his arms, his black egksving like
live coals as he looked down at her upturned fad¢mt will be for a
very long timemikros mou,he whispered.

He drew her still closer to him and suddenly ad ttoubts she had
feared left her as she swayed against him, so theseshe could feel
every muscle in that fierce hard body strainingtbdrim. His mouth
possessed her, parting her lips and drawing ewargeof willpower
from her as she was moulded to him by those itrbsarms.

His voice was soft and warm against her ear, pssdaressing on her
soft skin. 'l did not dare to hope that you coold me," he said. 'l did
not dare hope for so mucaros mounot when | had demanded sc
much of you already.'

Rona raised her face, her eyes bright, deep bl face slightly
flushed as she looked up at him, her arms rounddtk and clasped
together behind that beloved dark head. "You desdmibthing |
wasn't willing to give,' she told him softly. 'littk | must really be
your goddess, Damoerros mou-fell in love with my chosen
husband, just like Polyxena did, only I'm lucki&tle searched his
face for a brief, anxious secondathluckier, aren't I, Damon?"

He smiled and she felt a quickening of her pulggsma 'How could |
love anyone else once | had seen you, my littkebfrd?' he asked
softly, and Rona laughed softly, looking up throungi lashes.

'‘Poor Demetrius,’ she said. 'He didn't realise wieatvas starting
when he took pity on me, did he?' She glanced tirdke dirty little

window to the sunlit yard outside and then bacRatnon, suddenly
more serious. 'Damon—you won't be too angry witiinBeius about



bringing me here, will you? I'm sure he didn't knamything about
his mother's scheming.’

'l am sure he did not,' Damon agreed, and ranarge hand over her
silky-soft, copper-red hair. 'l will not be angrytivyou eithermikros
eros mouput do not run away again or | will not promisebi® so
lenient! If you want to come to Athens or anywhelsse, will you tell
me, and not make me suffer the anguish of thinkiog have left
me?'

'l promise,’ Rona said softly, and snuggled batk Imis arms again,
her face against the softness of his shirt, histhe=ating strongly
under her cheek.

Gently he pressed his mouth to the curved naperafiéck, brushing
aside the copper-red hair with caressing fingeet.us go home,' he
said.



