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   [bookmark: Chapter1]CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
    
 
   Ariana Leotokos lifted the gauzy curtain away from her bedroom window to watch her father’s yacht pull up to the dock. The vessel held another willing victim for her father’s childish and vindictive game, another desperate soul. There had been six so far, some cautious, some arrogant, all of them trying to solve the puzzle of the Minotaur. All of them had failed, and all of them had been publicly humiliated and financially ruined by both their folly and her father’s power.
 
   Would the seventh be any different?
 
   The yacht had moored, and Ariana leaned closer to see who would disembark. First Aries, one of her father’s many henchmen. And then...
 
   He looked different. He didn’t, she acknowledged, look like a computer geek. Her father had enticed some of the brightest, youngest minds in the IT world to attempt to disarm the Minotaur virus. Most of them had looked anemic and underfed, sporting goofy, graphic tee-shirts and glasses. This man didn’t look like that at all.
 
   She couldn’t see him all that well from this distance, but she still got a sense of innate power and authority. He was tall, for he had to duck underneath the yacht’s awning as he came onto the dock. His hair was dark and cut close, and when he lifted one hand to shield his eyes from the sun Ariana saw the muscles ripple underneath the cotton fabric of his pressed polo shirt and khakis. 
 
   Her breath caught, and she cursed herself for a fool. He was just a man. And yet, if he were different, he might be her one chance at freedom.
 
   She felt her breath catch again when the man dropped his hand from his eyes and looked upwards... straight at her. From this distance she couldn’t see the color of his eyes but she felt the intensity of his gaze. Or was she just being fanciful? How could he even see her from such a distance? Belatedly she realized she almost had her nose pressed to the glass and she stepped quickly away from the window, letting the curtain fall back into place. Yet her heart still thudded, and her palms were slick. He could, she thought with a thrill of fear, be the one.
 
    
 
   Theo Atrikes surveyed Miles Leotokos’s villa with cold dispassion. Clearly the man was trying to impress-or really, intimidate--him, but he refused to be wowed by any of it. Not the multimillion dollar yacht, nor the private island in the Aegean Sea, nor the sprawling villa in front of him. So the man had money. He'd always known that, and anyone with a little brawn or brains could make money. 
 
   Still, he felt something--a pulse of awareness--as he stepped off the dock onto the gravel path that led up to the villa. Someone was watching him.
 
   He glanced upwards, and saw a dark outline at one of the upstairs window. The sunlight gilded her figure in gold--for it was surely a woman. A tall, slender woman who still possessed ample curves. 
 
   Interest flared. Was it Leotokos’s wife? He didn’t know much about the man’s family. The billionaire tycoon was intensely private, and wisely so, since Theo had his own doubts about how legitimate his business was.
 
   His mouth curved in a grim smile. No, not doubts. Certainties. And he intended to act on those certainties tonight. 
 
   Dropping his gaze from the upstairs window, he set his mouth in a grim line and followed Leotokos’s underling into the villa.
 
   Theo hadn’t actually expected Miles Leotokos to meet him, although he could not deny an intense curiosity about the man who had, without knowing it, dominated most of his life. The man who had picked him up at Piraeus in the yacht left him at the door to the villa, and a stony-faced butler type took over, leading him into a spacious reception room with a lot of pricey antiques and old art.
 
   "Would you like a refreshment, sir?"
 
   "Just water, please." He paced the room while he waited, examining the obvious signs of Leotokos’s wealth. One of the paintings on the wall looked like an original Van Gogh. He heard the door open, and turned to accept the glass of water from the cadaverous Jeeves he’d seen before.
 
   Except it wasn’t the butler. It was the woman at the window.
 
   He knew this instinctively, felt it in his gut. And others parts, because the woman was beautiful, tall and straight with the bearing of a warrior and the lush curves of an Aphrodite.
 
   "Hello." 
 
   She didn’t answer, just eyed him up and down. Not as if she were checking him out, more like... she were assessing him. Amused, he wondered if he came up to scratch.
 
   He heard the sound of the knob turning and with silent swiftness the woman stepped back against the wall, so the door hid her from view as it swung open once again.
 
   Intrigued, Theo shifted his gaze away from her towards the butler.
 
   "Your water, sir."
 
   "Thank you." He took the glass, keeping his gaze fixed firmly on the butler. He wasn’t about to betray this woman’s presence, whoever she was. He was far too curious about her.
 
   The butler hesitated in the doorway, lines of disapproval or perhaps just weariness etched on his lantern-jawed face. "Perhaps you would like to retire to your room, sir? Mr. Leotokos will see you at dinner."
 
   "In a few minutes, perhaps," Theo answered easily. "I’m comfortable here for the moment."
 
   The butler’s mouth tightened. "As you wish." He left the room, and as the door swung shut behind him the woman stepped forward.
 
   She was, Theo thought, rather magnificent. She stood tall and proud, like a dark flame. Her eyes were slate grey, her mouth a perfect pink curve. 
 
   "Can I help you?" he asked, and she shook her head impatiently.
 
   "I don’t have time for chitchat."
 
   "Is that what that was?"
 
   "Or jokes," she snapped, and he arched an eyebrow.
 
   "What do you want, then?"
 
   "You’re here to attempt to disarm the Minotaur virus?" He nodded, and she bit her lip, studying him carefully. "You know six men like yourself have tried already?"
 
   "Those men weren’t like me."
 
   "No? They came here to try to disarm the virus."
 
   "They failed."
 
   She looked scornful, her eyes flashing haughtily. "You think you’ll succeed?"
 
   "I wouldn’t be here,’ Theo said mildly, "if I didn’t think I could succeed at what I intend to do."
 
   "Why did you agree to come? You need the money?" 
 
   The reward for solving the virus, Theo knew, was several million dollars--and employment with Leotokos. "No," he said coolly. "Money doesn’t interest me." And neither did working for his enemy. He'd come for one purpose only, and he didn't intend to reveal it to this woman, intriguing as she was.
 
   She looked almost comically disappointed at his admission. "You’re poor."
 
   He let out a surprised chuckle. "No, actually, I’m not."
 
   "You have money, then?" She looked hopeful now, her eyes lightening to a silvery softness, and Theo decided he’d had enough of this odd interrogation.
 
   "What do you want, Miss...?"
 
   "My name is Ariana." 
 
   He inclined his head in acknowledgement. "Theo Atrikes." He waited, but she didn’t explain herself and as gorgeous as she was he didn’t feel like playing guessing games. "Did you want something from me?"
 
   Her silvery eyes swept him from head to foot in cold, stark assessment. Even so, Theo felt himself react under that gaze, parts of him tense, tauten. With her flowing dark hair and silvery eyes, she was incredibly, icily beautiful.
 
   "I don’t want anything from you," she said slowly, "yet."
 
   A cold finger of suspicion crept along his spine. Was she some sort of spy for Leotokos? A Mata Hari of the IT world? He definitely didn’t trust her.
 
   "Well," he said and drained his glass of water, "it’s been nice meeting you."
 
   They both heard footsteps and like a shadow Ariana slipped across the room, to a door concealed behind a large portrait. Theo watched her go in bemusement, for he still had no idea who she was or what she wanted.
 
   "Sir?" The butler cleared his throat, and Theo handed him his glass.
 
   "I’m ready."
 
    
 
   Ariana gazed at her reflection in the mirror, resolutely satisfied. She wore a silvery sheath dress and her hair was caught up in a chignon. Elegant, refined, restrained. All as her father wanted. 
 
   Sighing she turned away from the mirror and gazed out the window at the placid Aegean Sea. The sun had begun to set and the tranquil surface shimmered with myriad lights. It was beautiful, and it was the only view she’d had for the last five years. She had not been off this island since she was eighteen and returned from convent school.
 
   Her life, she thought, not for the first time, had simply been a matter of exchanging one prison for another. But tonight she wanted to be done with prisons.
 
   She didn’t know if Theo Atrikes was the one who could help her achieve her freedom, but she intended to find out. In her few minutes’ hurried conversation with him he’d shown more finesse and authority than any of the other six she’d spoken with. One of them, she remembered, had actually stammered and backed away from her as if she were some Gorgon or harpy.
 
   But would Theo Atrikes be willing to break her out of this gilded cage? Would he accept her trade of information for freedom?
 
   There was only one way to find out.
 
   As she headed downstairs Ariana heard the muted clink of glasses and low rumble of conversation. Her father, with what she considered a rather sadistic impulse, liked to entertain his victims before they attempted to disarm the virus. He showed off his daughter and wife, provided a lavish meal, the best wines from his cellar.  
 
   Then the hapless hopeful was given one of the villa's best bedrooms, and when dawn rose and a last meal had been served, her father ushered him--they'd all been men so far--into the study where the virus-infected computer was kept. The man had just one hour to attempt to disarm the virus, and meanwhile her father set plans in motion to destroy the technowizard who’d thought he could best him. It was a devious and ruthless way to rid himself of any potential competitors, presented as no more than an entertaining challenge.
 
   "Ah. Ariana." Miles Leotokos turned to her with a shark-like smile as she stood on the threshold of the same room she’d seen Theo in earlier. Now he was dressed in a charcoal grey suit, the only splash of color a crimson tie. She felt herself, incredibly and ridiculously, start to blush.
 
   Had his cheekbones always looked so sharp, his eyes so dark, the twist of his mouth so sardonic? She was being absurd. The last thing she wanted to do was develop some kind of schoolgirl crush on this man. He was her possible means to an end, nothing more.
 
   Belatedly she realized she’d been too busy considering the hard angles of his face to pay attention to the introductions being made. Theo arched an eyebrow, inclined his head in acknowledgement.
 
   "I didn’t know you had a daughter, Miles."
 
   "She’s very precious to me," Miles replied. "I make sure she is protected."
 
   That was a rather innocuous way of referring to her imprisonment, Ariana thought wryly. She refused to give in to the dark bitterness that always lapped at the fringes of her mind, the edges of her soul. She would not let her father steal her spirit. 
 
   Theo raised his glass to his lips, his gaze resting thoughtfully on her. "A wise decision, I’m sure," he murmured, and she knew he was wondering why she’d sought him out earlier. Let him wonder. She would use this evening to decide if he was a worthy savior; only then would she tell him her intentions. Lifting her chin, she met Theo Atrikes's assessing gaze with a hard stare of her own, and yet she could not keep a shiver of awareness from stealing through her when, his eyes glinting, he slowly smiled back.
 
   




 
   [bookmark: Chapter2]CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
   Theo watched Ariana sit at the opulent table laid, apparently, for his benefit. Leotokos had clearly spared no expense in preparing for his guest--or victim, as the odious man most likely thought of him. With his paunchy middle, wet lips, and darkly flashing eyes, Miles Leotokos reminded Theo of a fat spider crouching eagerly in wait to entomb his victim in sticky threads. 
 
   He had no intention of being so ensnared.
 
   A blank-faced servant entered with the first course, slices of succulent melon artfully arranged with paper-thin slivers of prosciutto.
 
   "So, Atrikes," Miles began, leaning back in his chair as he eyed Theo speculatively. "What made you decide to take my challenge?"
 
   "Who can resist a challenge?" Theo replied blandly. It took a surprising amount of self-control to remain bland, even uninterested. Just the sight of Miles Leotokos in all his gluttonous avarice made Theo want to curl his hands into fists or even swing one of them right into that pouchy jaw. This was the man who had ruined his father, and sent Theo and his mother into stark and grinding poverty.
 
   "A first in computer science at Cambridge and CEO of your own IT firm," Leotokos said thoughtfully. "You certainly seem as if you might be up to the challenge."
 
   "I hope so."
 
   "I wonder, though, why you'd want to work for me?" Miles's eyes had narrowed, and Theo felt himself tense. He didn't want the wily old bastard suspecting him already.
 
   "Like I said, I enjoy a challenge. Once I solve your little puzzle, we can work out the employment details."
 
   Leotokos chuckled, the sound rasping and uncomfortably sinister. "You have confidence. I like that." Theo inclined his head in acknowledgement. "You know six have failed?"
 
   Theo let his gaze rest briefly on Ariana; she was staring straight back at him with narrowed, assessing eyes. What did she want from him? Because he knew it was something. Her lithe body was as taut as a bow.
 
   "Someone apprised me of that fact," he replied and let his gaze rest on Ariana for one more knowing beat before he turned back to the oily Leotokos. He also knew, although Leotokos had buried the evidence, that he'd ruined the careers of the six young men who had attempted to disarm the virus. A few well-placed phone calls and insidious, whispered rumors and they'd become virtually unemployable, all in their early twenties. One had attempted suicide as a result.
 
   "And yet you feel you are up to it?"
 
   "Like I said, I like a challenge." He smiled, meaning to put an end to this ridiculous baiting. "What about you, Ariana? Do you like challenges?" He turned back to her, let his gaze sweep over her slowly this time, from the crown of her shining dark hair, caught up on top of her head, to the delicate point of her chin, her lush curves hidden by a silvery sheath dress that Theo supposed was meant to be modest but made her look all the more enticing.
 
   "Not particularly." Her voice, he noted, was low, cultured, as attractive as everything else about her. Yet she almost seemed angry, as if she wished he hadn't brought her to the table's attention. 
 
   "As I said before, Ariana has been sheltered," Leotokos said, and even though his tone was oilily jocular Theo heard a note of repressiveness, even of warning. "She wouldn't know a challenge if she saw one."
 
   He thought of how tall and straight and proud she'd seemed, confronting him in the sitting room earlier, and doubted that Leotokos knew his daughter at all.
 
   Glancing back at Ariana, her veiled gaze now firmly on her food, Theo doubted she wanted to be known... at least by her father. Perhaps by anyone.
 
   "And what about you, Mrs. Leotokos?" He turned to the pale, silent woman who sat at the other end of the table and had offered not a word of conversation beyond a murmured greeting when he arrived. "Do you enjoy a challenge?"
 
   She shook her head, stared at her plate. Theo felt a stab of sympathy. He'd never seen a more frightened, browbeaten woman in his life.
 
   "And what about you?" Theo met the shrewd gaze of Miles Leotokos with as much equanimity as he could muster. How he hated the man. He'd never met him before tonight, but he'd despised him for years for ruining his father, an honest man, if a tragically weak one. 
 
   Leotokos leaned back in his seat. "What about me?"
 
   "Do you enjoy a challenge? Creating a virus that no one seems able to destroy must have offered you a fair one."
 
   Leotokos laughed, the sound reverberating through the stillness of the dining room. "Some things," he said, his manner irritatingly patronizing, "are really amazingly easy."
 
   "Are they." Theo had intended to use this dinner as a way to ferret out more information from Leotokos, but he found he no longer had the stomach. He wasn't sure how long he could remain in the same room as the oily, arrogant man without punching him. 
 
   And that would certainly ruin both their evening, as well as make the job he'd come here to do all the more difficult. He forced himself to relax, and he felt Ariana's gaze on him. When he looked up she saw she was frowning slightly. He directed a smile at her.
 
   "Do you live on this island paradise, Miss Leotokos?"
 
   "Yes." Her lips pursed and her eyes flashed. She was certainly prickly.
 
   "Ariana is to be married in the autumn," Leotokos said. 
 
   Theo watched as she tensed, one hand curling into an elegant fist. Not a happy match, then. "May I offer my congratulations," he said formally. "Who is the lucky man?"
 
   "My second in command, Dion Paranoussis." 
 
   Theo knew the man vaguely. He was hard and ambitious, a thoroughly unpleasant character if flashily handsome. What did he offer Ariana? Or was her father putting pressure on her to wed? It seemed unlikely in this day and age, yet knowing the extent of Leotokos' power and corruption, Theo wondered.
 
   "Congratulations," he said again. "I wish you both happiness."
 
   Ariana's mouth thinned and she said nothing. Leotokos reached for his wine.
 
   This dinner, Theo thought, was going to be utterly interminable. Discreetly he checked his watch. He thought of making his excuses but he didn't want to raise Leotokos's suspicions. He leaned back in his chair, surveyed the increasingly tense Ariana.
 
   "And where will you live, once you are married?"
 
   "She'll stay here," Leotokos answered for his daughter. "I'm building the happy couple a villa on the other side of the island."
 
   Theo raised his eyebrows. "It's a rather long commute for Paranoussis."
 
   "He'll keep his apartment in Athens," Leotokos  answered with a shrug and Ariana still said nothing.
 
   It sounded, Theo thought, like a hellish marriage. Prison, essentially, for a woman he already sensed was strong and proud and most unwilling to be contained. He wondered again why she had agreed.
 
   The courses dragged on, and Theo felt himself getting more and more tense--as tense as the woman seated across from him. He could not stand exchanging pleasantries with Miles Leotokos for one more minute. This man was his enemy, had been his enemy since he'd gazed into his father's ravaged face and asked him who had done this to him. 
 
   Spiro had been near death, death by his own desperate hand because his business was bankrupt, his reputation ruined, and all because one man had coveted what he had had.
 
   Miles Leotokos, his father had whispered, and Theo's destiny had been sealed. He would avenge his father's death. He would ruin Leotokos. 
 
   He glanced up from his reverie and saw Ariana looking at him again, her eyes narrowed in something like suspicion. He suspected she bore no deep affection for her father, but he had no intention of letting her guess his real purpose here. Smiling blandly, he reached once more for his wine.
 
    
 
   Ariana rose from the table with her mother while her father ushered Theo Atrikes into the study for the usual glass of ouzo and a bit of a man-to-man chat after dinner. Her father did so love baiting these willing young victims of his, yet Theo had seemed to take it all in knowing stride.
 
   Yet what would tomorrow hold?
 
   She glanced at the pale face of her mother, her eyes depressingly blank. Her mother, Ariana knew, had given up on life a long time ago. She simply existed now, drifting through the days, as empty as one of the shells that washed up on the beach.
 
   And tonight might be the last time Ariana ever saw her.
 
   "Let me help you to your room," Ariana said and with a shrug of indifferent assent Sofia Leotokos let her take her arm and guide her up to her bedroom, separate from Miles's. Ariana helped her mother undress, plumped her pillows and pulled the covers over her as if she were a sickly child.
 
   Regret pulled at her as she knelt by the side of the bed and took her mother's cold hands in hers. "Mama..." She hesitated, because as much as she loved her mother, she did not trust her to be strong enough to keep a secret. 
 
   Sofia looked up, her faded gaze taking in her daughter's. "You don't need to say anything, Ariana," she said softly and with an icy flash of realization Ariana knew her mother already knew what she planned. 
 
   How...? 
 
   "You could come with me," she whispered, her voice so low she didn't know if her mother had heard those dangerous words.
 
   Sofia shook her head. "I do not have the strength. And I would not keep you back, not for anything." She leaned back against the pillows. "You were always stronger than I, Ariana. I pray you will remain so."
 
   Ariana blinked back sudden tears. She nodded, her throat tight, everything in her aching. "Goodnight, Mama," she said, and with one last squeeze of her mother's hands she left the room.
 
   The villa stretched silently all around her, although Ariana knew her father possessed far too many spies. No servant could be trusted, no secret kept. Her heart thundered in her chest when she considered what she would have to do tonight, how much she would risk by setting her plan in motion.
 
   Yet her life--her very soul--depended on it, for she could not remain here and marry Dion Paranoussis. She would, Ariana acknowledged bleakly, rather die.
 
   The hours passed slowly. A maid came into her bedroom to turn down the bed and Ariana changed into her nightgown, slid under the cool sheets as if this were a night like any other. The maid left, and she waited. One hour, then another. Midnight was not late enough; her father could still be working. She strained to hear the creak of a stair, the sound of footsteps as her father finally retired. A door clicked shut in the distance, and she finally relaxed, if only a little.
 
   It was nearing two o'clock in the morning when she finally stole from her room, her dressing gown wrapped around her, her hair streaming down her back--and her heart thudding so loudly she feared it might wake the house. Blood roared in her ears as she crept down the hall towards the wing of the villa that housed the guest bedrooms... that housed Theo Atrikes.
 
   She'd gone there earlier today to see which room was being prepared and knew it was the third door on the left, the one facing the sea. It seemed to take an age to make her way down that corridor, the slap of her bare feet on the tiled floor uncommonly loud. Finally her hand curled around the door knob and she held her breath, everything in her straining, as she turned it.
 
   In the next moment someone's hand curled around her wrist and she was yanked inside the room, pressed against a wall. Theo Atrikes's eyes glittered inches from her own.
 
   "We meet again, Miss Leotokos."
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   Theo stared down at the pale, shocked face of Ariana Leotokos. Her eyes were wide, her pupils dilated, her mouth slightly parted. He could feel her lush curves pressed enticingly against him, and his libido stirred.
 
   Quickly he dropped her arm and stepped away.
 
   "I don't think your father would be pleased to see you prowling into my bedroom."
 
   She straightened, her eyes flashing and her mouth pursing. "No, he wouldn't. And if you are inclined to apprise him of the fact, then you are not half the man I thought you were."
 
   Theo chuckled softly. "I would hate to garner such a low opinion. What are you doing here, Ariana?"
 
   He saw her react to the use of her name; she didn't move but he felt the shiver of awareness ripple through her. So she felt it too; this attraction, as inconvenient as it might be, was mutual.
 
   "I want to talk to you."
 
   "So talk."
 
   She glanced down at him, taking in his low-slung pajama bottoms, her eyes widening as she obviously realized he wasn't wearing a shirt. Theo smiled, stared evenly back. Thank God she hadn't come a moment earlier. She would have seen him prowling around just as she had been, and that could lead to some very inconvenient questions.
 
   She licked her lips, and Theo felt again that pulse of desire. She was an uncommonly beautiful woman, but more than that, she had a strength of character that intrigued him. If circumstances were different, and she were not the daughter of his enemy, he would like to get to know her. And, Theo admitted fairly, to take her to bed.
 
   "I have information you need."
 
   He quirked an eyebrow, surprise rippling through him along with a flicker of admiration. She sounded very sure. "I'm not aware of needing anything."
 
   She lifted her chin. "I know how to disarm the computer virus."
 
   "Do you?" He folded his arms. "And you are willing to give me this information--for what?"
 
   "For my freedom."
 
   "Your freedom," Theo repeated slowly. "Are you not free?"
 
   "I have not left this island in five years," she answered flatly, and Theo felt another ripple of surprise.
 
   "And your marriage to Paranoussis?"
 
   Her lips thinned. "Unwanted."
 
   He suppressed the pang of sympathy he felt for her. He did not have the luxury of such a soft emotion. He'd come here for revenge, nothing more. And yet... wouldn't the ultimate revenge be to steal Leotokos's daughter from under his nose? His precious, protected daughter whom he clearly used as a bargaining chip?
 
   Theo eyed her with new consideration. "And how," he asked, "am I meant to gain your freedom?"
 
   "You are not without resources."
 
   "You think I can buy it?" 
 
   Her eyes flashed scorn. "I'm not talking about financial resources. I mean creativity, courage." Ridiculously, he felt himself puff up a little at her words. 
 
   "You've assessed my character rather quickly, Miss Leotokos."
 
   "I had no choice. And I admit, it is a risk. For both of us." Her eyes shadowed with pain or perhaps even fear. "I am not naive about that."
 
   "So how am I meant to use my creativity and courage to free you from this place?"
 
   "You disarm the virus. My father will have you escorted to his yacht--"
 
   "How do you know what he will do? No one has successfully disarmed the virus before." She bit her lip, and his libido stirred yet again, more insistently, at the sight of her pearly white teeth taking that lush fullness into her mouth. "Perhaps," he conjectured, "he will ask me to stay, throw a party, celebrate such a victory." Her eyes narrowed and he continued softly, "or perhaps he will find a way to discreetly get rid of me."
 
   Her eyes widened now, her lips parting. He could still see the bite marks she'd made in the pink softness of her lower lip. "My father is not a murderer."
 
   "He is a destroyer of dreams, of lives. He might not draw blood, but he is still capable of killing."
 
   "You sound as if you speak from experience."
 
   "No," Theo said swiftly. He sought to even his tone, make it light. He would reveal nothing to this woman. "But his reputation is known."
 
   "Very well." She nodded, decisive now. "No matter what my father intends, all you need to do is get yourself on that yacht. I'll be hiding--"
 
   Theo's lips twitched. This sounded about as sophisticated as a girls' adventure story. "Hiding?" he repeated and she glanced at him sharply.
 
   "Yes. Once the yacht docks in Piraeus, you only have to distract Aries and I'll--"
 
   "You'll clamber off the boat and run down the docks of Piraeus?" he finished sardonically. "I wonder how long you'll last."  
 
   She paled and Theo wondered how she had not thought of this before. Was she really so appallingly naive? 
 
   She lifted her chin, her eyes glittering silver. "I'd need some money," she stated baldly. "Only a little. That would be part of our bargain."
 
   "So I'm meant to let you loose in Athens with nothing but the clothes on your back and a few euros?" Theo shook his head at her naiveté. No, not naiveté, he realized as he met her blazing gaze. Just incredible desperation.
 
   "I'll be fine," she said quietly. "You don't need to worry about me."
 
   "I never said I was."
 
   "Well, then." She drew herself up. "Will you do it?"
 
   Theo raised his eyebrows, still disbelieving. "Do what? You don't even have a plan, sweetheart. You don't have a prayer. Don't you think your father might noticed your absence, not to mention my involvement in this absurd plan? And as for when you get to Athens..." He shook his head. "It's idiocy. Suicide."
 
   "No," Ariana said quietly. "Suicide is staying here." Gazing at her face set in hard lines of determination, he realized with a chill that she meant it quite literally. "You do know," she said after a moment when neither of them had spoken, "you will be ruined if you don't disarm the virus? That is the price my father exacts. A few well-placed phone calls, a few whispers, and no one will hire you again."
 
   "Good thing I have my own company."
 
   "You will receive no new contracts--"
 
   "You think your father has that kind of power?"
 
   "I know it."
 
   And so did he. His father had been ruined by similar phone calls, a few whispers in the right--or really, wrong--ears. Innuendo and suggestion had had investors pulling out of his father's financial management firm and an accusation of insider trading had followed. It had been false, buoyed by manufactured evidence and one man's determination to rid himself a worthy competitor, but it had been enough to see his father's firm--and fortune--collapse.
 
   Would Leotokos try the same with him? Theo had no doubt. It was a risk he was willing to take to expose the man for what he was--a criminal. 
 
   "Knowing your father," he said, "it doesn't matter whether I disarm the virus or not. He will want to ruin me either way."
 
   "He has promised millions--"
 
   "Do you trust your father's promises?"
 
   She frowned. "His intention is for the victor to work for him. He would want that, he likes collecting trophies--"
 
   "Alas, I am not a trophy."
 
   Her frown deepened, shadows darkening the silver depths of her eyes. "Then why are you here?"
 
   "I told you at dinner. I like a challenge."
 
   "Then surely the challenge of getting off this island with Leotokos's only child in tow would appeal to you."
 
   He laughed softly, impressed with her quick rejoinder and her fiery spirit. She was a worthy adversary. She would, perhaps, be an even worthier partner... in all senses of the word.
 
   He just needed a workable plan, and it didn't involve hiding Ariana away on her father's yacht.
 
   "Your plan is madness, Ariana. The likelihood of no one noticing your absence--I assume you have no one you can trust to cover for you?"
 
   "If I did, we would not be having this conversation. Every servant is my father's spy." 
 
   He thought of the way she'd hidden from the butler that afternoon. "And yet you still intend to attempt an escape?"
 
   "I have no choice."
 
   "Your father is not a stupid man. He will suspect my involvement. Why would I risk that?"
 
   Color appeared high on each sharp cheekbone. "Do you want to disarm the virus? I can tell you how."
 
   "Is that my only prize?"
 
   The color deepened, but she still stood tall and proud. "I have nothing else to offer."
 
   "Actually, you do."
 
   She stiffened, and he knew that innocent though she was, she'd guessed the nature of his request. A request he had just thought of, and yet now wanted with a deep and abiding certainty.
 
   "I will help you escape from this godforsaken island," he told her softly, "and in exchange--" He paused, watched her pupils flare, her lips part even as her eyes glittered determination. She really was magnificent.
 
   "In exchange?" she repeated, her voice rising in challenge.
 
   "You marry me."
 
   




 
   [bookmark: Chapter4]CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
   Ariana jerked back in shock. That initial dousing of surprise was followed by a tidal wave of disappointment. She had thought, naively she knew now, that Theo Atrikes was a man unlike her father or her fiancé, and yet with one sentence he'd proved himself exactly, excruciatingly the same.
 
   "Never," she said flatly and he arched an eyebrow, clearly amused.
 
   "Never say never."
 
   "I will marry no man." She kept her gaze on his face, irritated that even now she had to work hard not to let it wander to the muscled, golden expanse of his bare chest.
 
   "You don't even want to hear my terms?"
 
   "I don't want terms," she spat. "I want freedom. Do you think I'd really exchange one prison for another? That's what I've been doing for my entire life." Her voice trembled and humiliated as well as annoyed, she turned away from him, her hair falling to hide her face.
 
   "I do not deal in prisons," Theo said softly, and she stiffened when she felt the whisper of his fingers against her face. Gently he tucked her hair behind her ear, his thumb resting on her jawbone, the touch seeming to carry its own spark that lit its way to her soul.
 
   "Don't," she whispered.
 
   He smiled and she knew he recognized the power he had over her. Considering their situation, the fact that she was actually attracted to him was incredibly galling.
 
   "What is it you wish me not to do?" he asked, and she didn't answer. She wasn't about to admit how much that tiny touch had affected her. 
 
    She jerked her head back and he dropped his hand, still smiling faintly. "Why do you wish to marry me?" she returned and his smile deepened, revealing a surprising dimple in the hard plane of his cheek.
 
   "Why wouldn't I?"
 
   "You don't even know me."
 
   "Perhaps you need to hear my terms."
 
   She didn't want to ask about his terms, to admit that she might consider such a ridiculous suggestion. Marriage...! It was impossible. Yet staying on this island and marrying Dion Paranoussis was impossible as well. She was trapped, Ariana thought, and she knew that Theo Atrikes knew it too. Caught as surely as Odysseus between Scylla and Charybdis.
 
   What choice did she really have? 
 
   "Fine," she said, and met his gaze directly. His eyes, she saw now, were a deep, dark green, the color of a forest. "What are your terms?"
 
   "I allow you to escape. We wed as soon as possible. We can have a prenuptial agreement drawn up that will safeguard both our interests."
 
   "Both our interests?" Ariana repeated, suspicion sharpening her voice. She didn't like the way he spoke, allowing her to escape. As if everything were under his authority, in his control. 
 
   "You asked me earlier if I had money. I told you that I do, and I intend to keep it."
 
   She swallowed dryly. "And what about my interests?"
 
   "On the eventual annulment of our marriage, you will receive a generous settlement. Enough to see yourself and your mother taken care of."
 
   Her mother. How had he known she intended to go back for her mother, when she was established? Belatedly she realized what he had said. Annulment, not divorce. "So this marriage won't be--"
 
   "Consummated?" Theo's mouth curved in a knowing smile. "Only if you want it to be."
 
   "I don't," she retorted even as a treacherous warmth stole through her, her mind already dancing with images of candlelight gleaming on golden skin. "That is," she amended quickly, "I wouldn't, if there was any chance I would agree--"
 
   "Sweetheart," he cut her off, his voice like silk. "Is there any chance you won't agree?"
 
   She inhaled sharply, hating that he was right. No matter how she might attempt to act otherwise, she really had no choice. "I don't understand why you wish to marry me."
 
   "I have my reasons."
 
   "I wish to know them."
 
   He cocked his head to one side, his gaze sweeping over her in lazy assessment. "It's practical."
 
   "Practical? It seems like the least practical--"
 
   "If we marry, your father cannot make some absurd case that I've taken you from here by force."
 
   "Self-protection?"
 
   "Of a kind."
 
   She shook her head slowly. "That can't be the whole reason."
 
   He smiled. "Suffice it to say, then, it would amuse me to annoy your father."
 
   "Amuse you? You marry to amuse?"
 
   "No, to annoy."
 
   "Why do you want to annoy my father?"
 
   "I don't like this little game he's playing. Some of the young men he's ruined would have had promising careers."
 
   She raised her eyebrows. "Why don't you employ them, then?"
 
   "I have. Two. The others are weak and lazy."
 
   She felt a ripple of surprised admiration. Theo was a man of decisive action. Yet marriage?
 
   "You're still not telling me the real reason."
 
   His eyes gleamed in admiration. "You really are formidable," he murmured. "That alone would be sufficient incentive for me to marry you."
 
   "Your standards are considerably lower than mine," she snapped, and he just chuckled.
 
   "How is it you have so much spirit, having been imprisoned on this island for so long?"
 
   "Why shouldn't I?"
 
   "Such conditions would try anyone."
 
   "Perhaps I am stronger than you think."
 
   "Indeed you are."
 
   His lazy drawl of a voice slid around her senses, seductive as silk, but she would not be distracted. "What do you really have against my father?"
 
   Theo lifted one powerful shoulder in a half-shrug, the movement enough for Ariana's gaze to be drawn inexorably downwards, to the golden ripple of muscle over bone, broad shoulders tapering to slim hips. "He's a competitor."
 
   "That hardly seems reason enough. We're talking about marriage."
 
   "What is marriage these days, but a slip of paper and a promise? Both easily dealt with."
 
   Stung and strangely hurt, Ariana could not keep herself from replying, "it means more than that to me."
 
   "Oh?" Theo arched an eyebrow. "It would have meant more than that, to be married to that pompous oaf, Paranoussis?"
 
   "You know him?"
 
   "I've seen enough of him to know I don't wish to further the acquaintance."
 
   She swallowed. "I don't want to marry him but I would have honored my vows."
 
   "And now you don't have to. You can honor your vows to me."
 
   "And be done with them when it suits?" The thought of such a sham marriage made her feel almost as sick as the unhappy union she would have had with Dion. She wanted more for her life. "How long would we stay married?"
 
   Theo's considering gaze swept over her, leaving a blush of awareness in its wake. "Six months."
 
   Ariana shook her head. She still didn't understand why. It seemed so ridiculous, so much. So dangerous. "I just want my freedom," she whispered, hating that it came out as a plea. 
 
   "And so you shall have it."
 
   "Isn't the answer to the Minotaur enough for you?"
 
   His eyes flashed humor. "No."
 
   "You don't ask for much, do you? Only my body and soul."
 
   "Not your body," Theo reminded her softly. "But if you wish to change my terms..." He took a step closer to her and instinctively Ariana pressed against the wall. She was suddenly, achingly conscious of the dark room all around them, moonlight spilling in from the windows that overlooked the beach, their shutters open to the sea air. And Theo. She was incredibly aware of him, the heat coming off his lean, muscular body now so very close to hers. She breathed in the almond scent of his aftershave and felt almost dizzy with a sudden, fearful longing.
 
   He stepped closer still, and touched the pad of his thumb to her mouth. Her lips parted instinctively, shamefully. "So innocent," he breathed. "Have you ever been kissed?" She didn't answer, which of course was answer enough. "And you were to be wasted on a man like Paranoussis."
 
   Gently he ran his thumb along the outline of her lips and Ariana trembled. "Don't--"
 
   "You cannot deny you're attracted to me."
 
   "It doesn't matter."
 
   His thumb dropped to her chin and he tilted it to meet his inquiring gaze. "Why not?"
 
   "Because I will trust no man with my life." Taking a deep breath, she jerked her head from his gentle grasp and stepped towards the door. "You're right, Atrikes, I've never been kissed, not even by my fiancé. But I'm not innocent. Not by a long mark. I've seen far too much of the corruption and greed of men, and I will not be used again."
 
   "In the business arrangement I am suggesting no one will be used. It's to our mutual benefit, Ariana."
 
   He caressed the syllables of her name, not lewdly but knowingly. Lovingly. No, she was being ridiculous. Love had absolutely nothing to do with this discussion. She barely knew this man.
 
   "Even so," she said, because her thoughts had become too scattered to manage more.
 
   "You agree, then?"
 
   "You have not even said how it's to be done. How you'll allow me to escape." She allowed her skepticism to drip from every word but it didn't faze Theo in the least. He simply laughed.
 
   "No need to hide in the boat like some desperate stowaway. Simply be waiting by the front door."
 
   She stared at him in disbelief. "Waiting by the door?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "In full view--my father will suspect--"
 
   "That does not concern me."
 
   She shook her head slowly. "He will ruin you."
 
   "Let him try."
 
   She felt a shiver of unease, like a cold finger, creep along her spine. For a moment, his eyes narrowed, his lips compressed, Theo Atrikes looked like a most forbidding and formidable man. Gone was any lazy suggestion of humor, of lightness. In that moment, as the moonlight bathed him in silver, she knew him to be ruthless.
 
   "How am I to trust that you will be capable?" she asked. "With no sort of plan?"
 
   "I have a plan," Theo assured her. "And I promise you, I am most capable."
 
   "But if it fails--"
 
   "I never fail." He took a step towards her, his green eyes gleaming jade as he smiled down at her. "And I always keep my promises, Ariana. So know this. I will free from you this place." Before she could form a thought much less an answer, his hands curled around her shoulders and he drew her firmly to him, pressing his lips against hers for a mere moment.
 
   As brief and chaste as it was, every sense she had blazed suddenly and painfully to life. He might as well have electrocuted her. Too late she jerked back.
 
   "What was that--"
 
   "A kiss, to seal a promise." He smiled, opened the door to his room to usher her out. "And at least now you have been kissed. Go quietly now. It would be most inconvenient if you were discovered."
 
   She was halfway out the door before she realized, and whirled around. "I haven't told you how to disarm the Minotaur!"
 
   "That doesn't matter," Theo said, and shut the door in her face.
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   "Good morning, Mr. Atrikes."
 
   Miles Leotokos waited at the bottom of the stairs when Theo came down with his bag in hand. 
 
   "Good morning," he said easily, although in truth he was both exhausted and hyped up with adrenalin. He hadn't more than an hour or two of sleep; after Ariana had left he'd spent the rest of the night considering the best way to get her out of this godforsaken place. 
 
   And also why he'd asked her to marry him. It had been a decision of a moment, a whim. No, not a whim, for that suggested a lightness of purpose that Theo had never felt when it came to the Leotokos family. No, marriage to Ariana Leotokos would be the dessert to a dish best eaten cold. Twenty years' cold. 
 
   Miles Leotokos had taken his father from him; it was only fair he steal his daughter in return. And as for the woman in question... Marriage would offer her instant security--and freedom in time. As he had promised, it would be an arrangement to their mutual benefit.
 
   And it would be even more beneficial if she decided she wanted to consummate the marriage. Theo still remembered the warm press of her body against his, the softness of her parted lips against his own eager mouth. She desired him and she'd possessed enough strength of character to admit the fact. Perhaps it would not be such an onerous task to convince her to make the marriage a true one, if temporary.
 
   A divorce was as easy to obtain as an annulment.
 
   "You slept well?" Leotokos asked. He rubbed his hands together, clearly anticipating another victory this morning. Seven victims instead of six. The man, Theo thought, was as deadly and dangerous as the legendary Minotaur his virus was named after.
 
   "Well enough," he replied, and followed Leotokos into the dining room. Ariana was already seated at the breakfast table, her dark hair plaited into a braid. She wore a modest sundress, and, Theo saw, sensible court shoes. Appropriate clothing for an escape without drawing unnecessary attention to herself. She glanced searchingly at him for one taut second before she return her gaze to her plate.
 
   Smiling Theo helped himself from the dishes on the sideboard: eggs, cold meats, yogurt, and several different varieties of fresh fruit. A servant poured himself a cup of thick Greek coffee as he took a seat opposite Ariana.
 
   "How did you sleep, Miss Leotokos?" he asked formally, and she lifted her gaze to stare at him, annoyance flashing in their silvery depths. She was so afraid of being suspected, Theo thought with a pang of bemusement. Didn't she realize not speaking would draw more attention? Or did Leotokos really expect his women to be completely silent?
 
   "Fine, thank you."
 
   "Will you marry on the island?" Theo asked as he dug into his eggs. "Or in Athens?"
 
   She pressed her lips together, and her father hissed in annoyance. "Answer the man, Ariana."
 
   "On the island."
 
   "A beautiful place to wed," Theo remarked and her eyes flashed again, gunmetal gray.
 
   "Indeed."
 
   "And have you planned a honeymoon?"
 
   "Ariana doesn't need a honeymoon," Leotokos intervened. "Dion cannot afford the time away from work, in any case."
 
   "Shame." Theo smiled for her alone, letting his gaze linger on her deliberately. "Perhaps you will have another opportunity."
 
   "Perhaps," Ariana agreed, and looked away.
 
   They ate the rest of the meal in silence, and when Theo had taken his time over his coffee--he would operate on no one's timetable but his own--he pushed away from the table and stood up.
 
   "And now I shall face the Minotaur."
 
   Leotokos's eyes gleamed with feral malice as he rose as well. "You know the terms?"
 
   "I have one hour."
 
   "If you succeed, you will win a million euros and employment with Leotokos Enterprises."
 
   "And if I fail?" Theo asked, daring the man to admit his nefarious scheme.
 
   "Failure is its own punishment, is it not?" Leotokos replied with a shrug. "Everyone will know you have failed, and that brings its own consequences."
 
   Was that how he explained the career implosions of the last six? Theo shook his head before he caught himself and smiled easily at the man he hated.
 
   "Indeed. Then I hope I shall not fail."
 
   "We shall see," Leotokos answered, and from the way his chest swelled Theo knew the man did not expect him to succeed. He really was impossibly arrogant, which was good news for him. It had made his own intentions all the easier to carry out.
 
   "Lead the way," Theo replied, and followed Leotokos out of the dining room. He paused in the doorway to turn back to Ariana.
 
   "Will we meet again do you think, Miss Leotokos?"
 
   "Only to say goodbye," Ariana replied evenly, and Theo gave her a wink. He watched with satisfaction as her cheeks stained pink and then followed Leotokos to the study.
 
    
 
   One hour. She had one hour to wait, for she did not think Theo would disarm the Minotaur without the knowledge she could have--should have--given him. Why had he not listened? Why had she not insisted?
 
   The man was insufferably arrogant. Did he actually think he could best her father and his entire staff, and get her out of this place? Or had he been toying with her last night, and had no intention of allowing her to escape?
 
   As for marriage...
 
   She had put her very life in the hands of a man she neither trusted nor liked. 
 
   Liar. No, it wasn't a lie; her physical attraction to Theo Atrikes was completely separate from her regard--or lack of it--for him as a human being. As a man.
 
   Ariana finished her breakfast, discreetly wiping her damp palms on her napkin before rising from the table. "I think I shall go for a walk in the garden," she told one of the servants clearing the breakfast things, and as sedately as she could she headed outside. 
 
   She wound her way along the gravel paths of the villa's extensive gardens, the scent of hibiscus and bougainvillea heavy on the still air. Although it was only nine o'clock in the morning, the air was drowsy with heat. 
 
   Her heart pounded. Her palms dampened once more. She still had thirty minutes to wait before Theo's hour was up. Before he left--and would he take her with him? How?
 
   The minutes passed with torturous slowness, until finally at five minutes to ten Ariana made her way inside to the cool stillness of the marble foyer. In the distance she heard the insistent beep of the timer her father had set and then his smug, self-satisfied chuckle. Atrikes had failed. Disappointment flashed through her. Had he really been so arrogant to think he wouldn't fail? And now that he had, would he renege on their bargain? She had no answers.
 
   "You are not the first, as you know," she heard her father say as he walked towards the foyer. "And you will not be the last."
 
   "I tried all my tricks," Theo replied with a laugh. He sounded so incredibly relaxed. "You are a clever man, Leotokos."
 
   They came into the foyer, Theo looking as relaxed as he had sounded, her father smiling smugly although his eyes were cold and hard.
 
   "I hope," Miles said, "you do not experience any adverse consequences with the news of your failure."
 
   "I have more faith in my clients than you do, I think."
 
   Miles's smile widened. "Indeed you do."
 
   Who would her father call, Ariana wondered numbly. Who did he know to ruin a man like Theo Atrikes, a man who seemed powerful and rich and utterly unafraid? Yet she did not doubt that her father could ruin him. Would ruin him.
 
   Theo turned to smile at her. "Ah, Miss Leotokos. You have heard of my failure, I trust?"
 
   "I have," she said tightly.
 
   "It's a clever little puzzle, and one I cannot solve, to my own shame. I told you I liked challenges, so I suppose I shall have to find another."
 
   "Indeed."
 
   "Would you do the kindness of escorting me to your father's boat?" Theo asked, the question slipping out so innocently, so innocuously that Ariana had to blink at its smoothness. He turned to her father. "Can you spare your daughter for a moment, Miles?"
 
   Miles frowned, and Ariana lowered her gaze. "I do not think--she began, demurely, knowing her father would resist if she seemed eager.
 
   "No, go ahead, go ahead." He turned to Theo. "We will meet again one day, perhaps."
 
   "Perhaps," Theo agreed amicably, and stretched out one hand for her father to shake. "It was entertaining, at any rate, Miles. Thank you for your hospitality."
 
   "My pleasure." Miles's lips stretched in a sly grin and Ariana looked away. She could not stomach any more of the charade.
 
   "Shall we?" Theo asked, and she looked up into his jade-green eyes, lit with amusement. How could he find any of this funny?
 
   She nodded, tried to slow the steady drumming of her heart as Theo led her out of the villa. Freedom was so tantalizingly close, and yet still so unbearably far away. She squinted, saw Aries sitting in the yacht that bobbed by the dock, its engine idling. How was Theo going to to deal with him? How was any of this going to work?
 
   "Relax," Theo murmured. "You look terrified."
 
   "What are you going to do about Aries?"
 
   "Aries, is it? Don't worry." 
 
   Ariana listened to the crunch of gravel under their feet, her whole body vibrating with tension. Did Theo have a plan at all? It certainly didn't seem so.
 
   The boat loomed closer, and Ariana watched as Aries straightened. Tattoos riddled his powerful biceps and his face bore a wicked scar down one cheek. He was not, she thought with a lurch of panic, a man to be trifled with.
 
   "Hey there," Theo greeted him, all affability as he strolled towards the boat. "You're Aries, yes?" Aries jerked his head in an unfriendly nod. "Mr. Leotokos wanted to see you up at the house. I can wait here, no problem." Theo smiled, looking so friendly and relaxed, Ariana almost believed him. But Aries didn't.
 
   "Mr. Leotokos texts me if he needs me," he said, patting the bulge of a phone in the pocket of his black jeans. "I received nothing."
 
   "No?" Theo raised his eyebrows, shrugged. "I don't know, then. I'm just repeating the message." 
 
   Aries looked undecided, but then he shrugged himself and turning the engine off and pocketing the key, he stepped off the boat. Ariana stood on the dock, her whole body stiff with tension--terror--as Aries glanced at her.
 
   "Miss Leotokos, you should return to the house." He spoke with authority; all of the servants had been given the liberty to boss her around. 
 
   Ariana didn't answer. If she agreed, her slim chance of freedom disappeared. If she disagreed, Aries would suspect something. Maybe even forcibly take her back to the house--
 
   She wet her lips, her mind spinning and blank. "I--"
 
   "Actually," Theo broke in, his tone still conversational and light, "she'll stay here."
 
   Aries's gaze narrowed and he reached for his phone. In a movement so quick Ariana almost missed it Theo made a chopping motion aimed at Aries' neck and the man fell at her feet like a stone.
 
   She gasped, the sound tearing from her lungs. "What did you--"
 
   "You'd better get in the boat," Theo said calmly, and numbly Ariana watched as he reached for Aries's phone and keys. He tossed the phone into the water and jumped into the boat, holding a hand out to her.
 
   "Coming?"
 
   "Why did you do that?" she demanded as she half-stumbled into the boat. She glanced back at Aries who still lay crumpled on the ground. "Did you--did you kill him?"
 
   "Rendered him unconscious only," Theo replied. He slid the key into the ignition and the boat thrummed to life. "You'd better sit down."
 
   Ariana practically collapsed into the seat across from Theo. The wind ruffled her hair and sent it streaming behind in a long, dark ribbon as he maneuvered the boat away from the dock. Within seconds they were cruising through the wind-ruffled waves, her eyes stinging from the salty breeze.
 
   Free. She was free.
 
   "You shouldn't have done that," she said, shaking her head, but with the roar of the engine and the waves and the wind Theo couldn't hear it. She said it again, louder, and then she shouted it.
 
   He shrugged. "You wanted off the island, didn't you?"
 
   "Yes, but not like that."
 
   "Then how?"
 
   "You realize my father will report his boat missing? He'll have the Hellenic Police Air Force mobilized in minutes. We'll never get away--" She stopped, shaking her head, desolation sweeping through her. Theo didn't seem to understand her father's power, or the need for secrecy. How could she have trusted him?
 
   "I think you're overreacting just a little," he shouted back at her. He stood confidently at the wheel of the boat, the wind ruffling his hair, his eyes narrowed against the sun's glare. The wind also pressed his polo shirt and khakis close to his body, outlining every sleek, sculpted muscle. Ariana yanked her gaze upwards. She had no business looking--gaping, really--at his body, especially at a moment like this. "Given your history," he added, "it's understandable." 
 
   "You obviously don't know my father."
 
   "And you, Ariana, don't know me." He flashed her a quick, knowing smile. "Fortunately, we can remedy that situation."
 
   Ariana just shook her head, knowing there was no point in arguing with him. Piraeus was at least five hours away by speedboat. There was absolutely no way they could evade the police for that long.
 
   The police would come, she acknowledged bleakly, by helicopter or by boat, it didn't matter which, and force them to stop. They'd arrest Theo and return her to her father. It seemed horribly, unbearably inevitable.
 
   They rode in silence for awhile, and Ariana could not keep herself from scanning the skies and seas, looking for an ominous black speck that would turn into an enemy. The law. 
 
   All they saw were a few pleasure boats bobbing along the water, and then a rocky landscape bloomed on the horizon. Another island.
 
   Ariana watched as Theo headed straight towards it. "Where are you going?"
 
   "Naxos."
 
   "Naxos?" Her voice rose in a shriek. It was the island nearest to her father's. "My father will have informed the police there first. They'll be waiting--"
 
   "Probably," Theo agreed, and she clenched her hands into helpless fists.
 
   "Are you amusing yourself at my expense?" she demanded, her voice hoarse now from shouting. "Is this all so very funny to you, Atrikes, when my life, my soul is at stake?"
 
   Abruptly he cut the engine, turned to stare at her with dark, serious eyes. "It's not funny at all, Ariana. But you seemed panicked enough for both of us."
 
   "Don't you realize--"
 
   "Trust me, I realize just what your father is capable of," he cut her off, his voice thrumming with something that sounded almost like anger. "More perhaps even than you do. But as I have said before, you don't know what I'm capable of, and I assure you, this situation is under control."
 
   Ariana thought of how quickly and brutally he'd dealt with Aries, and swallowed. "All right," she whispered and he smiled, reaching over to smooth a strand of windswept hair away from her face. Even that simple touch, brief as it was, dusted her with sparks. 
 
   "Thank you," he said quietly, "for trusting me."
 
   And Ariana realized he was right. She did trust him. Whether or not her trust was misplaced, she did not yet know.
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   Theo started the boat once more, scanning the flat horizon for signs of another boat. He knew Ariana had been looking for a police helicopter or speedboat, nibbling her lip till it bled as she scanned the sea and sky. Theo had kept an eye out too, for he knew it wouldn't have taken Leotokos too long to find Aries crumpled on the dock, and he possessed the power to see a force quickly mobilized in search of his daughter.
 
   He wouldn't find her.
 
   Theo cut back on the engine as he navigated closer to Naxos, avoiding the bustling harbor to come around the other, more secluded side of the island. He heard Ariana draw a sharp breath as he cut the engine back even more and approached a tiny cove surrounded by jagged rocks.
 
   "Where--"
 
   She stopped as Theo carefully guided the boat through two wicked-looking boulders and then towards a hidden strip of sand. He turned to Ariana with a smile.
 
   "Welcome to my home."
 
   "Your home?"
 
   "I have a villa on Naxos."
 
   She stared at him for a long, silent moment, and then she reached out and slapped his face, the sharp crack of her palm echoing through the sheltered cove.
 
   Theo stared at her in surprise and a little anger. "What the hell was that for?"
 
   "You didn't think," she demanded, her voice shaking, "that you could tell me you had a home here? You had a plan? Did it amuse you to see me so terrified? Do you get off on women's fear, Atrikes?"
 
   "No, of course not," he snapped. Remorse, an unfamiliar emotion, bit him. "I'm sorry," he said quietly. "I didn't mean to scare you."
 
   She sat back, her arms folded, eyes narrowed, her chest heaving, which he tried not to stare at. Even in the modest sundress she looked gorgeous, vibrant. Sexy. "Are you really going to try to tell me that it didn't even cross your mind to inform me you had a place here?"
 
   He considered her question. Why hadn't he told her? He supposed he had, without even realizing it, wanted to surprise her. Impress her even, somehow, by his sophisticated daring-do. He felt like even more of a heel. "I'm sorry," he said again.
 
   "Two apologies in the course of a minute. That must be record."
 
   "It probably is."
 
   Her lips twitched. "You have a handprint on your cheek."
 
   He touched his still-stinging cheek. "It hurts like hell, too."
 
   "Poor baby," she shot back, and shaking off his outstretched hand, she climbed out of the boat and leaped nimbly onto the sand.
 
   Theo watched her for a moment, admiring her straight, lithe figure, the wind blowing the dress to highlight the lush curves of breast and hip. He admired her courage too, and her spunk. She'd actually slapped him! He'd never been slapped by a woman before. His anger melted into amusement and admiration, and after securing the boat he leapt onto the sand. "Let me show you the house," he said and led her towards the rocky path that led up through the hills to the villa perched above.
 
   "What are you going to do with the boat?"
 
   "Return it to your father. I'm not a thief."
 
   She stopped mid-stride. "How? He'll arrest you--"
 
   "He's not the police," Theo cut her off. He was starting to get annoyed by how much she doubted him. All right, perhaps he could have been a bit more forthcoming, but did she actually think he was an idiot? "I'll do it during the night."
 
   "Don't you think he'll be on the--"
 
   "Ariana, stop. I can't have you second-guessing my every move."
 
   "Then maybe you should give me more information--"
 
   "I just did, and you still doubt me."
 
   She pressed her lips together, the wind blowing her hair into tangles around her face. "You don't know my father."
 
   "And I already told you, I did."
 
   "How?"
 
   "What?" He stared at her, nonplussed.
 
   "How do you know him? Why do you speak of him with such understanding, such experience?"
 
   "That's a conversation for another time. Now let's get inside."
 
   Silently they walked up the steep cliff path to the white stucco and terra-cotta tile villa. It wasn't huge, but it was built into the stone and filled with sunlight. Theo used it as his private retreat when he wasn't on business, but he'd never brought anyone here before.
 
   He disarmed the security system and ushered Ariana inside. She glanced around, taking in the soaring foyer with a skylight high above, the open plan living/dining area scattered with leather sofas and a large teak dining table. She smiled faintly.
 
   "I like it."
 
   He was ridiculously pleased. "Good," he said gruffly, and headed upstairs. "Let me show you your room. You probably want a shower."
 
   "I didn't bring any clothes."
 
   "I ordered some to be delivered."
 
   "So quickly?" she asked, and when he nodded  she bit her lip. "Can the sale be traced? My father--"
 
   "Enough about your father. An assistant whom I'd trust with my life selected them in Naxos and left them upstairs. Stop worrying." He turned away, back up the stairs.
 
   "I can't stop." She stopped on the staircase, and when Theo turned to look at her he saw, to his chagrin, that her eyes were filled with tears. "I'm still terrified," she whispered.
 
   "Oh, Ariana." Without even thinking about what he was doing Theo walked down the stairs to her and took her in his arms. She rested her head against his shoulder, her cheek pressed against his chest. He felt her tremble and knew she meant what she said. She was scared to death. "I will protect you, you know. With my life."
 
   She laughed softly, the sound a little too close to a hiccup or even a sob. "You barely know me."
 
   "It's a matter of honor."
 
   She lifted her head, tilting it back to gaze up at him with rain-washed eyes. "Are you a man of honor, Theo Atrikes?" she asked huskily.
 
   Theo didn't answer, didn't think. He lowered his head and brushed his lips against hers once, felt her still beneath him, like a trapped bird, a fragile butterfly. He brushed his lips against hers again, a question, his hands curling around her shoulders, drawing her more firmly against him.
 
   Still she didn't move, didn't respond, and his very life seemed to hang in the balance until she let out a tiny sigh and her lips parted beneath his. Theo deepened the kiss, his tongue sweeping into the sweet lushness of her mouth, his hands slipping from her shoulders to her waist to her hips, and then back up to cup the intoxicating fullness of her breasts. He heard her shudder, felt her melt in his arms, and then she went rigid and jerked back, staring at him with wide, startled eyes.
 
   "Don't slap me again," he warned, smiling even though his heart thudded hard. For a woman with very little sexual experience, she had an incredible effect on him.
 
   "Why did you do that?" she whispered.
 
   "You're a beautiful woman, Ariana, as well as strong and courageous. I couldn't help myself."
 
   She shook her head. "You said this would be a marriage in name only."
 
   "I said it would be if that's what you wanted."
 
   "It is." She sounded annoyingly vehement, yet also scared. Theo smiled. He was a patient man.
 
   "Let me show you your room," he said, and turned to go back up the stairs.
 
    
 
   Ariana's heart thudded so hard it hurt as she followed Theo up the stairs and down an airy corridor. Her lips burned from his kiss... the second kiss she'd ever had, both with Theo. By Theo.
 
   Was he toying with her? Amusing himself in a whole new and far more frightening way? Her heart pounded harder. She might be free, but she didn't feel free. She felt imprisoned by her own contrary thoughts.
 
   By her own desire.
 
   Taking a deep, calming breath, Ariana followed Theo into a spacious bedroom. A king-sized bed with a sand-colored duvet and half a dozen throw pillows in various shades of blue and green occupied the center of the room. Windows overlooked the cove, their shutters thrown wide open. A door led to a spacious ensuite bathroom, the black marble glimmering in the sunlight.
 
   "It's lovely," Ariana said and Theo smiled.
 
   "Make yourself at home."
 
   He showed her how the shower worked, gestured to several shopping bags by the bed, and then left her alone. As soon as the door had closed behind him Ariana sank onto the bed and let her head fall into her hands.
 
   The events of the day--the escape, the boat ride, the kiss--were catching up with her, and she felt exhausted, overwhelmed, and inexplicably near tears. 
 
   Straightening, she took another breath and headed to the shower. She would not indulge in theatrics or any emotion at all. She would not think about that kiss, and how Theo's lips had felt both soft and hard, how they had demanded and entreated at the same time. She needed to keep a clear head to get through the next few days--and weeks, months--until she was established, safe. Until her father--or no other man--could hurt her or control her.
 
   Her mouth now in a compressed line, Ariana turned on the taps, stripped off her clothes, and stepped into the shower.
 
   Twenty minutes later she was showered and dressed, having changed into a pair of pale blue capris and a silk mauve tee-shirt. Theo's trusty assistant had provided a full range of toiletries as well as clothes, so she felt thankfully clean and fresh as she headed downstairs.
 
   She found Theo in the kitchen, its granite and stainless steel work surfaces open to the living/dining area. He'd showered too, and his hair was damp, curling a bit on his neck. His eyes looked even greener and more vivid in his tanned face, and he dressed simply in a tee-shirt and faded jeans, both which hugged the lean yet muscular planes of his body. He paused, his hands flat on the counter top, as he watched her enter the kitchen area.
 
   "You look a bit more refreshed."
 
   "I feel it."
 
   "And relaxed."
 
   She lifted one shoulder in a noncommittal shrug. She didn't feel relaxed.
 
   "Do you want some lunch?"
 
   "Okay." She slid onto one of the chrome bar stool by the breakfast bar. "Do you cook?"
 
   "A little." 
 
   She watched as he took a lump of feta cheese wrapped in waxed paper out of the fridge, plucked a few plump tomatoes from a bowl on the counter. "Your assistant went food shopping as well, I suppose? Or do you live here most of the time?"
 
   "I don't come here as often as I'd like," Theo said as he set about dicing the tomatoes. "And yes, my assistant got the food."
 
   "Who is this paragon?"
 
   "A friend of mine from a long time ago. He's worked for me since I started my own firm."
 
   She was absurdly glad the assistant was a he, and not some siren in a short skirt and kitten heels. Ridiculous even to care, and yet in that moment Ariana could not keep herself from feeling a fierce dart of satisfaction. 
 
   "I don't really know anything about you," she said, propping her chin on her hands. Theo slid her a speculative look from under his lashes.
 
   "And I don't know anything about you."
 
   "There isn't really anything to know."
 
   "I don't believe that."
 
   She shrugged. "I've lived my life in a convent and on my father's private island. I haven't had many opportunities for excitement or adventure."
 
   "Maybe that will change now."
 
   Ariana willed herself not to blush. "Tell me about yourself," she said, mainly as a way to distract herself from thinking about just what kind of exciting adventures she could be having with Theo Atrikes.
 
   "Like what?"
 
   He wasn't, she thought, very forthcoming. "Where did you grow up?"
 
   "Athens."
 
   "Do you have brothers or sisters?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Parents?"
 
   "Both dead."
 
   "So you're alone," Ariana said quietly and he gave her a rather flirtatious look that felt like a way to distract her.
 
   "I'm not right now."
 
   "How did you come to start your own IT firm?"
 
   "A combination of luck and grit."
 
   She wasn't getting anywhere with these questions. She decided to try another tack. "How did you learn how to fell a man with one blow?"
 
   Theo's efficient dicing stopped as he hesitated, glancing up at her, his knife in mid-air. "On the street," he said after a moment.
 
   "On the street?" Ariana shook her head, not understanding.
 
   Theo resumed his dicing, albeit a bit more slowly. "I was in a gang when I was a teenager."
 
   This shocked her. "A gang? You mean--"
 
   "A street gang. Pickpocketing, thieving, that type of thing." He glanced at her, his eyes glinting amusement even as his mouth twisted and she had a feeling he was feeling far from amused. "Shocked?"
 
   "Yes, a bit," she admitted. "Were you--were you poor?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   She thought of what he had said earlier: I am not a thief. "When did you stop? Change?"
 
   "I was caught when I was seventeen. The man could have had me arrested but instead he gave me a chance. A job."
 
   "And that was that?" she finished with a little smile.
 
   "Basically."
 
   "From errand boy to IT magnate?"
 
   "It took a few years, but yes." He went to the huge stainless steel fridge and took out some cucumber and yogurt. "What about you?"
 
   "What about me?"
 
   "Did you ever try to escape before now?"
 
   She shook her head. "It was impossible. I've never had any money or access to money. Even if I'd manage to get off the island I would have had nowhere to go."
 
   "Nowhere?"
 
   "Nowhere," she said flatly. The few friends she'd made at school had lost touch. Her relatives would report to her father. She was and always had been truly alone.
 
   "Did you ask any of the other six who came to the island to help you?" Theo asked as he sliced cucumber and red onion for the salad.
 
   "No. I didn't trust them."
 
   "And yet you trusted me?" he asked softly and she felt herself flush.
 
   "I trusted you had the courage to help me, and you did. As for the rest..." She swallowed, shrugged. "I don't know."
 
   "You know I would never hurt you or put you in danger."
 
   "I don't know anything. I barely know you."
 
   "Yet still you came with me."
 
   She lifted her chin, met his gaze directly. "You were my last chance. My only one."
 
   "You will trust me," he said, and Ariana didn't know if it was a command or a promise.
 
   "Why do you care?" she challenged.
 
   "I told you, it is a matter of honor. You are going to be my wife. It's my duty to protect you."
 
   "That sounds like a typical Greek male," she answered. "Even if it's not a typical marriage." She'd almost forgotten about that part of the plan. She still didn't understand it. "So when is our big day then?"
 
   "Tomorrow."
 
   "Tomorrow?"
 
   "You think to wait? Your father will trace you here shortly, I'm sure."
 
   Fear made her insides tremble. "You think he'll find me?"
 
   "Of course he'll find you." Theo arched an eyebrow. "Surely you must have anticipated such a thing? Or were you thinking you would run forever?"
 
   "I..." She gave a shaky laugh. "I suppose I didn't let myself dwell on it. I thought if I had a little money I could find a place to stay, get a job..."
 
   "A job? What kind of job?" Theo's smile took the sting from his words. "You do know this country is in a recession? Many people with university and advanced degrees are unemployed."
 
   "And a girl with a convent school education and no experience wouldn't get very far?"
 
   "I'm afraid not."
 
   She shook her head, realizing the truth of his words. "You must think me very naive."
 
   "I did," Theo admitted, "but now I see that you are strong and determined. And desperate too, but that has made you even stronger."
 
   She glanced down at the granite countertop. "I don't feel very strong."
 
   "You are. Trust me on this, Ariana. To survive--to endure--and still to hope? That is strength."
 
   She glanced up, felt her breath catch in her throat at the tenderness softening his stern features. "Is that what you did?"
 
   "Me?"
 
   "You must have had a difficult start to life."
 
   His expression hardened, eyes veiling. "I suppose," he said after a moment. "But no more than many." She nodded, accepting, yet she felt as if he were not telling something. Hiding it, but what? And why?
 
   "What happens now?" she asked as Theo tossed the salad.
 
   "First we eat. And then we discuss tomorrow."
 
   Tomorrow. "Will we get married in Naxos?"
 
   "I've arranged a priest to come here to perform the ceremony."
 
   "You can just do that?"
 
   "I did. And a solicitor as well, to arrange the prenuptial agreement." He glanced at her, eyes narrowing. "That upsets you?"
 
   It did, and she was surprised he'd realized that so quickly. "You have so much power," she said quietly.
 
   "I thought that would have been a comfort."
 
   She shook her head. "Power scares me. It's easily abused."
 
   "And yet," Theo observed, "if I didn't have power, I wouldn't have been able to help you. You can't have it both ways, Ariana."
 
   She let out a little laugh. "I suppose you're right."
 
   "You must trust me not to abuse it."
 
   "But I don't even know you."
 
   He glanced at her, eyes dark and serious even as his mouth quirked in a little half-smile. "Yet you trust me."
 
   He'd said as much before, and she still could't deny it even though part of her wanted to. Didn't want to trust, even if she had no choice, because trust was frightening. Dangerous. And Theo had already shown how ruthless and even brutal he could be.
 
   When he'd been protecting her.
 
   "I don't know," she whispered and he reached out to place one heavy hand on her shoulder. "We've had enough of this discussion. Come eat."
 
    
 
   Theo took several dishes over to the table in the dining alcove that overlooked the beach. Pita bread, hummus, salad and yogurt dip, as well as some marinated lamb his assistant Lukas had bought from the market. A simple meal, nothing like the dinner they'd had last night, but nourishing.
 
   And Ariana needed to be nourished. Not just physically, but emotionally too. He felt a fierce surge of protectiveness as he watched her walk over to the table, her bearing as proud and straight as ever even though her eyes were dark and shadowed, and lines of tension bracketed her lush mouth. She was scared. Scared of him? Theo didn't think so, but he knew he'd plunged her into a whirlpool of uncertainty.
 
   Marriage.
 
   Why had he suggested it? He had never been interested in marriage before; he had not even considered such a thing with any woman until the words had come out of his mouth. Marry me. It had not been a romantic proposal, but then there was nothing romantic about their business arrangement.
 
   And yet that kiss... the memory of how she'd yielded to his caress made Theo's insides now tighten with need. He wanted her. Physically, yes, but something else too. Something more.
 
   Within the six months of their marriage, he hoped to explore the more they could both enjoy.
 
   And then?
 
   The question, sliding slyly into his mind, stilled him. And then what? Ariana walked away, into her own life? That was what he had promised her. That was what made sense for both of them.
 
   He glanced at her again, those dark, haunted eyes, that proud, tall carriage. And he wondered if in six months he would want to let her go.
 
   "You look very serious all of a sudden," Ariana said as she slid into one of the chairs.
 
   Theo handed her a plate. "Not at all." He pushed those wayward thoughts and sly questions out of his mind. He didn't need to think about six months from now; he needed to think about today. Tonight, when he returned the boat to Leotokos. Tomorrow, when he married his daughter. And the days to follow, when he put his plan in action to ruin Leotokos completely and forever.
 
   He ladled some lamb onto Ariana's plate, a new, unwelcome thought sliding into his mind. She had no great love for her father, but what would she think about the scope of the revenge--the destruction--he was planning for the man? For his business, his life?
 
   "Theo?" she asked, and he knew he'd gone all serious and silent again.
 
   "Sorry. Just mentally reviewing the next few days."
 
   "I thought we weren't going to talk about that."
 
   "No, we're not." He sat across from her and served himself from the dishes on the table. "Let's talk about something else."
 
   She arched an eyebrow, that lush mouth curving in a way that made Theo's palms itch. She was incredibly sexy. Innocent yet sensual. He wondered if she knew the effect she had on men, her overwhelming allure.
 
   "How did you spend your time, on your father's island?"
 
   She shrugged. "Reading, writing. Some painting and pottery. My father has never been a slave driver. And it was in his best interest to keep me happy and amused."
 
   "And were you?"
 
   "Sometimes." She toyed with the food on her plate. "I learned long ago there's no point railing against fate, wishing things could be different. The only way to make them different is to change them."
 
   Exactly his own philosophy. He'd never met a woman with whom he felt so much accord. "And yet for many years you were essentially powerless."
 
   "Powerless but patient. And I used the time as wisely as I could."
 
   "How?"
 
   "Learning as much as I could. Reading every book in my father's library, whether it was on finance or economics or natural science. Listening to everyone, even the lowliest servant, so I could understand human nature. Dreaming of the day I would live my life as I wanted, free, because that kept my hope alive."
 
   "Dreaming can be important," Theo agreed quietly. Dreaming had been what had kept him going in those hard, lean years after his father's suicide. Dreaming of the day he could provide for his mother, give her back the silks and satins Spiro had clothed her in before Leotokos had ruined him. And not just material riches, but a sense of purpose and happiness she'd long since lost. He'd wanted to restore the light to her eyes, but he hadn't. She'd died when he was twenty. He'd started making enough money to provide for her then, but Andrea had never gained back the joy she'd known with his father. A stolen joy, an immoral one perhaps, but there could be no doubting that Spiro and Andrea had loved each other.
 
   Even if his father had been married to another woman.
 
   Swallowing, Theo looked away. His father's double lifestyle--a rich society wife in Athens and a mistress and bastard son in Piraeus--had cemented his own belief that he would never marry. That he didn't want to marry, didn't want to love, because it was complicated and messy and ultimately made you weak. 
 
   And even if he married Ariana--even if he bedded her--he wasn't going to love her. The reminder was sharp and necessary.
 
   He turned to smile at her. "After lunch we can relax by the pool. You deserve a little relaxation."
 
   And he felt a surge of gratification when she smiled, almost shyly, and he saw a new light steal into her eyes. He might not have been able to save his mother, but this woman's freedom and happiness were, for the moment, within his gift.
 
   




 
   [bookmark: Chapter7]CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
   Ariana lay in bed and watched the moon rise in the ink-black sky, higher and higher so its rays bathed her bedroom in lambent silver. Theo had left two hours ago to return the boat to her father's island.
 
   They'd spent the afternoon as he'd promised, relaxing by the pool, chatting and laughing and teasing about both nothing and everything. It had been no more than a few hours of simple pleasure, yet Ariana couldn't remember the last time she'd ever enjoyed herself so much--if ever. 
 
   Sighing she rolled onto her side and tucked her knees up to her chest. As the sun had set Theo had made souvlaki on the grill on the terrace overlooking the sea and they'd eaten it with sticky fingers as the stars came out, diamond pinpricks in a drop cloth of black velvet. Relaxed from a day in the sun and a few glasses of very good wine, Ariana had started remembering how soft Theo's lips had felt. Soft and yet so demanding. And she'd wanted him, quite desperately, to kiss her again.
 
   And then he had. He'd risen from the table, put his hands on her shoulders, told her he was leaving and would be back before dawn. Ariana had opened her mouth--to do what? Gasp? Protest? Beg?
 
   Theo had kissed her silent. One hard, swift kiss, and then he was gone--before she could ask him to stay, tell him it didn't matter about the boat.
 
   Yet as she watched him stride from the terrace, his body hardening and tautening with purpose, she knew it mattered to him. I am not a thief. Theo had come a long way, longer perhaps than she would ever know. He wasn't about to go back again.
 
   And neither was she. Fear seized her as she thought about Theo being discovered. Arrested. Imprisoned. And what would happen to her? Her father would come find her, take her back to the island. Force her to marry Dion.
 
   Ariana closed her eyes. It was all so awful, so horrifying, yet the possibility that made her rigid with terror was not her own fate but Theo's. She was worried for him.
 
   She cared about him.
 
   How had that happened? She barely knew the man. Was she such a love-starved innocent that a single afternoon of kindness made her start believing in fairy tales? In love?
 
   No, surely not. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, as if even now she could will sleep to come. She did not love him. Wouldn't love him. Tomorrow they would marry and in six months that sham marriage would be annulled.
 
   Six months. What would she do for those six months? Where would she live? And if Theo was just marrying her out of some twisted desire to annoy her father, what did that mean for her? For them? 
 
   There was no them, she reminded herself. Theo might have kissed her, might have made her laugh, but she was no more than a means to an end for him, an end she didn't yet fully understand.
 
   And that's all he'd be to her. A means to freedom and self-sufficiency. Taking another deep breath, she willed herself to relax. Still the minutes ticked by and sleep didn't come.
 
   Eventually she must have dozed, for she lurched upright suddenly, her heart pounding as she blinked sleep from her eyes. Downstairs she heard someone moving about, quietly, stealthily, and air bottled in her lungs.
 
   Was it Theo? Or one of her father's henchmen having found Theo--and a way here?
 
   Silently she slipped from the bed, looked for a weapon. A lamp? Ridiculous. She was ridiculous and completely unprepared for anything. She heard the sound of footsteps on the stairs and reached for a discarded shoe. Not much, but it would have to do. She pressed against the wall; if the door opened, she would be hidden--and ready to attack.
 
   And then the door did open, a cautious creak, and Ariana held her breath, the shoe raised--
 
   "Good Lord." Theo wrapped his hand around her upraised wrist. "What were you going to attack me with? A sandal?"
 
   She sagged against the wall, weak with relief. "It has a high heel."
 
   "True." He took the shoe from her nerveless fingers and examined the tapered point of the heel. "I'd rather not have this thrust in my eye, thank you very much."
 
   She let out a shaky laugh. "I was afraid you might be someone from my father."
 
   Theo clucked his tongue. "Have you no faith in me at all, Ariana?"
 
   "Did you return the boat?"
 
   "Of course." He tossed the shoe aside and moved into her bedroom, as comfortable there as he'd been anywhere. He wore a black shirt and black jeans, and in the moonlit room she could barely make out his features.
 
   "How did you get back?"
 
   "Lukas followed me in my own boat. I moored the boat to your father's dock and was gone within seconds."
 
   "And no one noticed?"
 
   He shrugged. "Not in time."
 
   Terror clutched at her. "What do you mean, not in time?"
 
   "Someone gave chase," he admitted, seeming rather unconcerned. "But we lost them before we'd even sighted Naxos."
 
   He turned, and with a shocked gasp she saw a long, livid line of red on the side of his face. "You're hurt!" Instinctively she started towards him, extending one hand towards the bloody scar.
 
   "Just a flesh wound." Theo wrapped his hand around her own, brought it to his cheek. Ariana's breath caught in her chest as she stared at him, her hand against his face. She was suddenly conscious that they were very alone, and she was wearing only a rather skimpy nightgown. The bedroom stretched darkly all around them, the king-sized bed only a meter away. "Were you worried for me, Ariana?" he asked softly.
 
   "Worried?" she repeated jerkily. "I was terrified. I still am. You could have been killed--"
 
   "But I wasn't."
 
   "How did you get that scar?" He shrugged and she said, numbly, "it was from a bullet, wasn't it? Aries has carried a pistol before. You almost had your head blown off."
 
   "He missed by a mile."
 
   "You're bleeding--"
 
   "Ssh." He drew her closer so her breasts brushed his chest. She felt the heat of him through the thin cotton of her nightgown, felt an answering heat rise up in herself. "Don't fuss," he said softly. He drew his hands through her hair, brushing the heavy mass away from her face. "Not when there are so many other, better things we could be doing."
 
   And then he kissed her, not the swift, hard kiss of earlier this evening but a sweetly passionate kiss that promised much so more. The kind of kiss Ariana had been aching for.
 
   Her hand crept up to bunch on the hard muscles of his shoulders, her fingers slipping underneath the neck of his tee-shirt to smooth the hot, satiny skin beneath. Her mouth opened under his like a flower in sunlight and he took full possession, his tongue sweeping inside as his hands slid from her hips to her breasts, the thin cotton of her nightgown already too much of a barrier.
 
   "Theo..."
 
   He smiled against her mouth, gently hooking one leg behind her knees as he laid her on the bed. He pushed away from her for a moment, gazed down at her with that faint smile. Ariana blinked back at him, her heart hammering with both anticipation and nervousness.
 
   "You are so very lovely," he murmured. He stretched out next to her, feathered kisses along her cheek, the corner of her mouth. Ariana stilled under those gentle touches, for she felt instinctively that this was an end rather than the beginning she so badly wanted it to be.
 
   "Theo...?" 
 
   "I'd be a brute," he told her, kissing  her jawbone, "if I were to take advantage of you now. You're tired, emotional, and overwhelmed, and tomorrow is our wedding day. I can wait, kardia mou. So can you."
 
   Kardia mou. My heart. A careless endearment, yet it still made that wayward organ tremble. She didn't want to wait, even as she acknowledged that Theo was right. Everything had happened so fast, been so much. She didn't know what she felt for Theo, for their future, if they even had a real one. And yet her body throbbed and ached with unfulfilled desire, with desperate need.
 
   Theo had been right, she was desperate. Desperate for him.
 
   He started to rise from the bed and she caught his face in her hands, reveled in the feel of his stubble against her fingers.
 
   "Don't go," she whispered and he gazed down at her, a faint frown between his eyes. "Do you mind? I want you to sleep with me.  I mean, just sleeping."
 
   The frown smoothed out and he smiled as he tucked a tendril of hair behind her ear. "I knew what you meant."
 
    "Then--?"
 
   "It will be an exercise in self-control, but yes, I will." He gestured to his still-bloody cheek. "Just let me go get cleaned up."
 
   Ariana nodded and climbed into bed, her body thrumming with both remembrance and anticipation. A few minutes later Theo came back into the room, his face washed of blood, wearing only a pair of low-slung pajama bottoms. She swallowed dryly, unable to tear her gaze away from the broad, bronze expanse of his chest, the slim hips and powerful legs encased in loose cotton. He was beautiful, utterly and mouth-dryingly gorgeous. She turned back the covers.
 
   Theo slid it next to her and for a moment Ariana lay there horribly rigid, unbearably awkward. She barely knew this man. Why had she asked him to spend the night with her? She'd never shared a bed before, not with anyone. How was this supposed to work?
 
   Then Theo, so very easily, pulled her into his arms, fitting her back snugly against his chest, her hips cradled in his. One arm slid under breasts, the other rested on her hair. And Ariana knew why she'd asked. Lying there with her body fitting so closely and perfectly to Theo's, she knew she'd never before felt so comfortable. So safe. So loved.
 
   No, she couldn't think about love. Could not even dream about it when she'd come this far, had freedom within her grasp. Loving a man would only provide another prison. She wanted to stay strong, independent, not weaken herself in thrall to a man. A man like Theo, who now held her in his arms, and she feared, in his power.
 
   She felt his lips brush her hair. "Relax, Ariana," he said softly. "Go to sleep."
 
   And with his arms still around her, she finally did.
 
   The next morning Ariana woke to sunlight spilling in from the open windows and an empty bed. Theo had gone.
 
   She rolled over, tried to ignore the swamping sense of desolation she felt at his absence. It shouldn't matter. It didn't matter.
 
   Then she remembered, with both a jolt of panic and a shaming thrill of excitement, that today was her wedding day. She showered quickly and went through the clothes Theo's assistant had bought her, wondering bemusedly which one should serve as a wedding dress. Finally she selected a casual sundress in pale green cotton and left her hair loose.
 
   Downstairs Theo was showered and dressed in pressed gray trousers and a silk button-down shirt in a paler gray. He sat at the table laid with pastries, yogurt, and fresh fruit, rising when he saw her.
 
   "You look lovely."
 
   "So do you," she answered, meaning it, and then tripped over her words to correct herself. "Not lovely, that is. I mean, you look nice." She sounded like an idiot. She felt like one.
 
   Theo just smiled. "Thank you. Now come, eat." He poured some thick Greek coffee and Ariana sat across from him and reached for her cup.
 
   "So when is the priest coming?"
 
   "The lawyer is coming first, in about twenty minutes, to draw up our prenuptial agreement. Then the priest will come an hour later."
 
   She nodded, her stomach churning with nerves. "And the prenup? What will the arrangements be?"
 
   Theo took a sip of his coffee. "On either the annulment of our marriage or in the case of our divorce, you will receive five million euros."
 
   Ariana choked, spluttering coffee most inelegantly. With a little smile Theo dabbed at the spills on the table with his napkin. "Five million...! I never..." She shook her head. "I don't care how rich you are, Theo. It's way too much."
 
   "I disagree."
 
   She leaned forward. "We've known each other for three days."
 
   He arched his eyebrows. "So?"
 
   "Why would you..." She shook her head again, helplessly. "You barely know me."
 
   "I know you," Theo said, and he sounded so certain, so intimate, that Ariana felt a shiver of--what? Longing? Hope? Fear? All three. 
 
   She thought of his words last night: I can wait, kardia mou. So can you. Would they consummate the marriage tonight? Such a technical term for so intimate and incredible an experience.
 
   For she knew, with Theo, it would be incredible.
 
   "Don't hyperventilate," he said mildly, and her gaze flew to his face.
 
   "I'm nervous," she admitted with a laugh and he nodded solemnly.
 
   "So am I."
 
   She laughed again, this time with disbelief. "You aren't."
 
   "Marriage, no matter what the circumstances, is a big event."
 
   No matter what the circumstances. She would do well to remember that. This marriage wasn't real. Even if they slept together, it wasn't real. They didn't love each other.
 
   Except, Ariana thought with a sharp pang of fear, she was afraid she might be falling in love with Theo already.
 
    
 
   Theo watched emotions flit across Ariana's face: fear, hope, excitement, terror. Yes, terror. He felt it too. Last night had, bizarrely, changed everything. Shaken up all his certainties and turned them in doubts.
 
   He sipped his coffee, felt a pressure build in his chest. This was a bad idea. A very bad idea, because he didn't want to become emotionally engaged with Ariana, and yet after holding her all night long he knew he already was.
 
   And that meant she would get hurt. 
 
   He wasn't about to fall in love. Not when he'd seen how love had controlled his father. Made his mother miserable and as for Spiro's wife--well, she couldn't have been happy, knowing he had a mistress and bastard son living in an apartment in Piraeus.
 
   Love was messy. Disastrous. And yet as he watched Ariana pick at her breakfast he was afraid she might be falling in love with him. He should have known it could happen. Despite her strength and independence, she was innocent. She'd seen so little of life, had so little experience of a good or honest man--she was bound to feel something when the first one strolled across her path.
 
   Except he was neither good nor honest, not really. He'd told her about his past working in a street gang, but he hadn't told her his intentions now. His complete and utter determination to ruin her father.
 
   Guilt picked at him, and he didn't like it. He didn't want anything to interfere with his plan for revenge. Yet as Ariana glanced up at him, those silver eyes wide and rain-washed with uncertainty, he knew something already had.
 
   Resolutely Theo pushed such thoughts--regrets--away. It was too late to wonder if he was doing the right thing. And he had spoken the truth, marrying Ariana would safeguard both their interests. Besides, five million euros was nothing to sneeze at.
 
   And it would be worth every cent when he had taken everything away from Miles Leotokos, even the person he loved.
 
   Just like he'd done to Theo.
 
   The doorbell rang, and Theo smiled. "Time to get started," he said and rose from the table.
 
   An hour later they had both signed the document that guaranteed Ariana would five million euros in six months--and not a penny more. 
 
   Theo had had his lawyer fly by helicopter from Athens, and he made sure the man--whom he trusted implicitly--explained everything in detail to Ariana. He did not want her to feel manipulated or tricked. She had a good brain, and she grasped the particulars with both ease and speed.
 
   With the document signed, all that was left was the marriage itself. Vows to be said.
 
   Guilt niggled once more. Marriage was a serious business. He'd told Ariana it was no more than a piece of paper and a promise, but he didn't really believe his light words. His word was his honor. 
 
   And he lost no honor in marrying her, Theo told himself. He would protect and provide for her. He'd been honest with her from the beginning about what to expect--and what not to expect.
 
   Not quite.
 
   He hadn't been honest about his intentions for her father. Yet Theo did not intend to reveal those now. Ariana might still possess some misplaced loyalty for her father. He did not intend to find out.
 
   "Do you want to freshen up for the ceremony?" he asked, for when the priest had arrived, dressed all in black and with a bushy gray beard, she'd gone seriously pale.
 
   "Yes. Thank you. I'll just be a few minutes."
 
   She went upstairs and Theo went outside, breathed in the salty air from the sea mingled with the dusty scents of lavender and thyme. He wondered what Ariana's marriage to Dion Paranoussis would have looked like. Would she have worn a wedding dress? Would her father have given her a proper wedding? Probably, if just for a show. Miles Leotokos liked to impress.
 
   This ceremony would seem paltry in comparison. Just the two of them, the priest, and the lawyer and Lukas for witnesses. All strangers to Ariana.
 
   Again, the guilt.
 
   His unfocused gaze rested on a clump of agapanthus by the terrace wall and without thinking too much about what he was doing, he picked a few for a rather raggedy bouquet.
 
   He heard Ariana's light footsteps on the stairs, and then the sound of the glass door sliding open. 
 
   "I'm ready."
 
   He turned and held the flowers out to her. "Every bride needs a bouquet."
 
   "Oh--" She blinked, and for a moment he thought she might cry. He shouldn't have given her the flowers, he realized. It made her think things. Expect things he had no intention of giving.
 
   She took them, smiling shyly. "Thank you. They're very pretty."
 
   "I just picked them from over there," he said gruffly, gesturing to the wall. He sounded surly now, and rather like an ass. "You look lovely," he said, his voice still gruff. "Shall we marry out here?"
 
   She nodded, and within a few minutes they'd all assembled on the terrace. Theo gazed at Ariana out of the corner of his eye, saw how tense and yet composed she looked. She was, he thought not for the first time, an amazingly resilient and strong woman. He genuinely admired her for all she'd done and endured.
 
   Admiration could be the basis for a marriage. A real marriage.
 
   The priest began speaking, and Theo turned the thought over in his mind. What if he stayed married to Ariana? Why not? Mutual admiration and respect was a fine foundation for a marriage. A better foundation, perhaps, than passion or love, both which faded in time. 
 
   If he stayed married to her, he could have things he'd thought denied him. A companion. Children. A happiness he'd never considered searching for.
 
   He just wouldn't love her.
 
   Yet would she agree?
 
   The priest placed a crown of ivy on Ariana's head, and then on his own. Linking her slender fingers with his, Theo walked slowly in a circle three times. He'd seen an Orthodox marriage ceremony before, but he'd obviously never participated in one. Never felt the gravity of what he was doing, the power of a promise.
 
   Whether they liked it or not, whether they meant it or not, these vows were real. This marriage was real.
 
   And Theo was beginning to think he wanted it to stay that way.
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   So it was done. Ariana lifted the crown of ivy off her head and stared at it in bemusement. She hadn't actually said a word, just nodded yes. In an Orthodox ceremony, a woman didn't speak. Yet she'd still agreed. Agreed to a promise, to a marriage. To a life.
 
   That would end in six months.
 
   Swallowing, she twirled the crown around her fingers. The lawyer and priest had both left, along with Theo's assistant Lukas who hadn't been anything like she'd expected. Tall and broad with a nose that had been clearly broken several times and a wicked-looking scar down one cheek, he was, Ariana guessed, a friend from Theo's street gang days. 
 
   She heard footsteps behind her and turned to see Theo coming onto the terrace where they'd wed just an hour ago. Afterwards Theo had produced champagne and koufeta, the Jordan almonds that one ate at a wedding to symbolize both the sweet and bitter in life. Then everyone had gone, and now they were alone.
 
   "All right?" Theo asked quietly and she nodded. Her throat felt tight and she didn't think she could manage many words. Theo took a step closer to her. "I know this wasn't the kind of wedding you were expecting."
 
   "Thank God for that." Ariana turned to him with a smile. "I'd much prefer this to marrying Dion in a big spectacle of wedding with nothing my own choice or desire."
 
   Theo searched her face, his eyes dark and gleaming with a sudden intensity. "And is this your choice, Ariana? Is this your desire?"
 
   She swallowed, wanting to dissemble yet craving honesty. "I don't know," she whispered. "I know--I know this is just an arrangement."
 
   "Arrangements don't have to bad."
 
   "But soulless.'
 
   "Not necessarily."
 
   Her breath hitched. "What are you saying, Theo?"
 
   He touched her cheek with the tips of his fingers, slid his hand through her hair. "I'm saying we are married now. You are my wife and I am your husband. That means something."
 
   She nodded, afraid now to ask just what it meant. Afraid to break this moment that had sprung unbidden between them, tender, fleeting, and sweet.
 
   "You agree?" Theo asked softly as his fingers wrapped around her head and drew her inexorably closer.
 
   "Yes..." The single word ended on a sigh of surrender. Her breasts brushed his chest and she let her head fall back, her lips parting in sweet expectation.
 
   She was not disappointed. He kissed her softly, his other hand coming up to her waist to draw her even closer. She felt the hard evidence of his arousal pressing against her belly and excitement--as well as nervousness--leaped within her. This was all so new, so strange. So wonderful.
 
   Theo deepened the kiss, his tongue sweeping inside her mouth as he brought his arms more firmly around him. The ivy crown fluttered from her fingers as she brought her own arms up to wrap around him, reveling in the exquisite hardness of his chest, his powerful body pressed so achingly close to hers.
 
   "Theo..."
 
   "Let's go inside," he murmured against her mouth, and threading his fingers with her own he led her inside the villa and upstairs to his bedroom.
 
   She paused on the threshold, taking in the king-sized bed with its navy satin duvet, the crisp white pillows. The windows' shutters were open to the sea, a light breeze ruffling the curtains.
 
   Theo turned to her. "Ariana? Are you afraid?"
 
   "Yes... a little."
 
   "I understand, but you don't need to be."
 
   She felt her heart begin to thud, because maybe she did need to be. Sex with Theo might change everything. She might not be able to keep herself emotionally distant--safe--if she gave him her body. Herself.
 
   Yet even as these thoughts tumbled through her mind she knew it was already too late. She already cared for him. Maybe even loved him. And she wanted this... so very, very much.
 
   "I want you to make love to me, Theo. With me." Her voice trembled only a little. 
 
   Theo gazed at her seriously. "You're sure?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Then come here, kardia mou." He held out his arms, and on wobbly legs she walked towards him. His arms closed around her and he pressed a soft kiss to the curve of her neck, making her shiver.
 
   Smiling against her skin he slid the strap of her sundress down her arm and kissed her neck again, his tongue and teeth nuzzling and nipping her. Sensation shot through her, weakened her at the knees and everywhere else, for she sagged against him and still smiling Theo laid her tenderly on the bed.
 
   She looked up at him with dazed eyes as he unbuttoned his shirt and shrugged it off, revealing the broad expanse of muscled chest she'd been so fascinated with the day before last. Had they really only known each other for two days? It felt like a lifetime.
 
   His hands rested on his belt buckle. "Maybe you should do this part."
 
   "Me?" A thrill ran through her.
 
   "I'd like," Theo said, his voice a low rumble, "for you to touch me."
 
   And she wanted to touch him. She swallowed and rose to her knees. "All right." Her hands shook as she undid his belt, her fingers brushing the hard thrust of his erection. Letting out a shaky breath, she tossed the belt to the floor and glanced up at him.
 
   "Button next," he said huskily. "Zipper."
 
   He was just as affected as she was, Ariana realized with a thrill of both desire and power. He wanted her as much as she wanted him.
 
   Stronger now, her fingers sure, she undid the button of his trousers and then slowly, tantalizingly pulled the zipper down so his erection sprang gloriously free from his boxer shorts.
 
   She glanced up at him from underneath her lashes, heady with power, dazed with desire. "Well."
 
   "Well, indeed," he growled and curiously she ran one fingertip along that proud length. Theo shuddered. "Ariana..."
 
   "I've never even seen one before, you know, besides on a statue. A penis."
 
   "Fascinating." His voice was a throb as he tangled his hands in her hair and pulled her up to him to kiss her deeply, a demand and a plea. Ariana responded in kind, breathless with need, barely aware of him unzipping her dress and sliding it off her shoulders. "Beautiful," he murmured as his hands came up to cup her breasts, his thumbs stroking over her nipples under Ariana shuddered. Then he undid the clasp of her bra and tossed the garment aside. "Now we're getting somewhere," he said and she let out a breathless laugh.
 
   "So we are." She gazed at him, taking in every perfect muscle and sinew, his skin bronzed and satiny, everything about him proud and strong. 
 
   "Seen enough?" Theo teased softly and she smiled, unashamed.
 
   "Almost," she said and pushed his trousers off his legs, the hair on his thighs crisp under her seeking hands. His boxer shorts followed, and Theo kicked them off so he was gloriously naked.
 
   "I haven't seen quite enough of you," he told her and gently pushed her back onto the bed. Ariana lay against the pillows wearing only a pair of lace panties. Theo stretched out on top of her, bracing himself on his forearms. He slid one hand from her knee to her thigh and then higher still, his thumb stroking over the silk of her underwear. Ariana gasped at the exquisite sensitivity of his touch and her own response. Theo growled with primal satisfaction and his fingers slid underneath her panties, his thumb stroking surely and deftly as Ariana arched off the bed, crying aloud at the shocking intensity of his knowing caress.
 
   "Theo..."
 
   "You feel so good," he murmured, his strokes surer and deeper and Ariana let out a choked gasp.
 
   "You feel so good," she said and her she clutched at him as he slid his finger inside her. She'd always expected the invasion of her body to feel like that--an invasion. An attack. Yet Theo's sure and gentle caresses felt instead like an invitation. A wondrous joining and she arched against him and cried out again as the pleasure overtook her.
 
   "It's so much--"
 
   "Let yourself," Theo murmured and he kissed her deeply, the action of both his tongue and hands sending her over the edge into an abyss of pleasure, so she felt as if she were falling and falling--until Theo caught her.
 
   His arms came around her and his mouth moved on hers as he slid slowly inside her, with no pain or discomfort at all. He filled her right up to completion. Now she understood the poems and love songs, the sappy movies and lurid-covered books. This. This was why; this was what everyone whispered and wondered about, wanted and knew.
 
   She knew him. He knew her. Completely. Utterly. Wonderfully.
 
   "Theo--" she gasped, and felt tears of both wonder and joy slip down her cheek. "I'm not sad," she told him quickly, gasping again as he moved inside her and the pleasure started to build once more. "I'm happy."
 
   "I know," Theo said softly as he wiped the tears from her cheeks. "I know, because I am too."
 
    
 
   Much later Theo lay with Ariana curled into him, her hair spread like dark silk across his chest. He'd had many lovers, but he'd never before felt so replete, so satisfied. So happy, just as he'd told her.
 
   She twined one leg with his and gazed up at him with sleepy eyes. "Is it always like that?"
 
   He laughed and drew her closer. "No, definitely not."
 
   "Will it always be like that with us, do you think?" she asked, and in the ensuing silence he felt her tense. The question had revealed too much.
 
   Always. With us. But there was no always, and there wasn't even really an us. Not a real one. Yet.
 
   He'd thought earlier to make this marriage real. He wanted Ariana more than anyone he'd ever met, enjoyed her company and admired her courage. And yet...
 
   And yet he was scared. That was the emotion he was feeling now, Theo silently acknowledged, pure, raw fear. Fear of letting himself feel anything for someone. For Ariana. Fear too that she would hurt him, hate him, leave him when she discovered his plan for revenge. Fear that just like his mother, he might end up heartbroken and alone.
 
   He was a mess, Theo thought ruefully. One afternoon of admittedly unforgettable sex and he was dreaming of fairy tales. Happily-ever-afters. Well, perhaps he and Ariana could be happy enough. And that was all he wanted.
 
   "Theo?" she prompted softly and he smiled down at her, kissed her lips.
 
   "I imagine it always will be," he said, a promise, and she smiled sleepily up at him.
 
   "You know, you never even asked me about the Minotaur."
 
   Still holding her in his arms, Theo tried not to tense. "The Minotaur?"
 
   "The virus. How to solve it. Why I knew how to."
 
   "I imagine you knew because you're an incredibly intelligent and resourceful woman."
 
   She laughed, the sound sleepy, happy. "Not about computers. I overheard my father talking. Gloating, really. It's so simple that no one would ever guess it."
 
   Intrigued despite his desire to stay away from any talk about her father, Theo asked, "so how do you disarm it?"
 
   "You switch off the computer."
 
   "That's it?"
 
   "If you do anything first, touch a key, initiate a scan, try a command--the virus duplicates. You have to switch it off first thing for it to be destroyed."
 
   "Clever," Theo murmured and she turned to him with a smile.
 
   "But you didn't even care about it."
 
   No, he hadn't. "I was more worried about getting you off the island," he said, knowing it was a lie, and knowing also she believed him. Smiling, she snuggled in closer to him and slept.
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   Theo woke close to dawn when his phone on the bedside table buzzed with an incoming text. Blearily he fumbled for it, Ariana still sleeping peacefully next to him, and blinked at the screen. Come to Athens asap. We're good to go. 
 
   Theo tensed and then slowly eased himself away from Ariana. She mumbled in her sleep and then curled into the warmth he'd left behind. Yanking on his boxers, Theo slipped out of the room and downstairs. He dialed and Lukas picked up on the first ring.
 
   "It's happened?"
 
   "I finally unscrambled the data off his hard drive tonight. He had a hell of a lot of firewalls in place."
 
   "And?"
 
   "There's enough to see him arrested. With the current economy, I doubt anyone will have sympathy. He could rot in jail for the rest of his life, Theo."
 
   "I knew it." Theo sank into a chair, raked his fingers through his hair. "I knew he was corrupt."
 
   "To the core, and now we have proof. We have to act quickly, before he tries to protect himself. You know how powerful he is."
 
   "Of course I know."
 
   "Can you come to Athens?"
 
   Briefly, so briefly, Theo thought of Ariana sleeping upstairs. Then he hardened his resolve. He'd been waiting for this moment since he was a boy of eleven years old. "Yes," he said. "I'm on my way."
 
    
 
   Ariana woke slowly, luxuriously, blinking in the sunlight that poured from the open windows. She stretched and then tensed when she realized she was very much alone. Then she smiled, both in memory of the wonder of last night and the anticipation of seeing Theo this morning. He was probably downstairs, making her breakfast just as he'd been doing yesterday.
 
   She showered and dressed quickly, combing her hair into a plait and putting a little makeup for vanity's sake. Then, her heart singing, she headed downstairs.
 
   She felt the emptiness of the villa like a physical force, hitting her in the face. Everything was deathly still, utterly silent. She glanced at the kitchen, empty, unused. A quick peek in the other downstairs rooms told her what her heart already knew: Theo wasn't here.
 
   He was outside, she supposed, maybe on the beach. She slid open the glass door that led to the terrace, and took the steps down to the rocky cove. No one was there either, and no boat was moored at the little dock. Of course, Theo had already returned her father's boat, but when she'd stood on the terrace yesterday she'd seen a powerboat that she knew was his. It was gone.
 
   Had Theo actually left her?
 
   A chill crept into her soul, wound its icy tendrils around her heart. She shook her head, tried to think sensibly. Of course he might have just gone out for a little bit, for food or something. He'd probably left a note.
 
   Yet when she went back up to the villa, she found nothing. No note, no sign at all that he wanted her to know where he was.
 
   Fear iced in her veins. What had happened? Had there been an emergency? Had he been hurt? Maybe her father had found them, someone had come in during the night--
 
   But how? And why not take her? Or even wake her? It was too farfetched to be believed.
 
   So what had happened? And why was Theo gone?
 
   Slowly Ariana wandered through the house, utterly at a loss. Her fear that something had happened to Theo was being steadily replaced by a far worse fear that he had abandoned her. He'd married her, used her body, got what he wanted, and now he was gone. Would he just leave her here to wait out her six months? Had she exchanged one villa--one prison--for another? How could she have been so stupid?
 
   She didn't want to doubt Theo. She didn't want to think the worst of him. She'd told him she trusted him, and she had. She did. So where was her trust now? 
 
   "Just wait," Ariana told herself, her voice sounding lonely and small in the empty villa. "Just wait and see what happens."
 
   Three hours passed and nothing did. She'd made herself breakfast, tidied the dishes, and then tried reading a book. Eventually she turned the television on, and as she was surfing through the channels she stilled at the breaking news banner running across the bottom of the screen.
 
   Miles Leotokos at center of corruption scandal.
 
   She froze, her finger still on the remote, and then turned the volume up and leaned forward, her numb brain taking in every word. Corruption... Embezzlement... Illegal trading activities... Officials have brought Leotokos in for questioning, taking him from his private island...
 
   Dazed, Ariana watched blurry footage of her father being taken in handcuffs from the villa she'd left only two days ago. She listened as the news anchor droned on about how Leotokos's crimes would be taken very seriously in this 'grave economic climate' and the camera cut away to the steps of an office building in Athens's business district, where an all-too familiar figure in a three-piece suit talked about how he'd suspected Miles Leotkos was corrupt for years.
 
   Theo.
 
   Ariana barely heard a word he said. He looked so different, so cold and forbidding and remote, and yet he'd held her in her arms mere hours ago. Made love to her--
 
   No, not love. Never love.
 
   Ariana sat back, her mind spinning. It was starting to make awful sense. Theo had married her out of revenge. Revenge against her father, whom he'd suspected for years of corruption. That was why he hadn't cared about the virus, why he'd taken her knowing her father intended to marry her to Dion--
 
   Why he'd left her now.
 
   Revenge. Vengeance. And he'd paid her five million euros for the pleasure.
 
   She tasted bile and swallowed hard. It shouldn't hurt so much, she told herself. She'd only known the man for a handful of days, and she'd suspected he had some deeper purpose to their marriage. She hadn't been that woefully naive.
 
   Yet she had been naive enough to give him her body. Her heart. She'd been innocent and deluded enough to fall in love with him.
 
   Ariana closed her eyes, tried to think. Breathe.
 
   What now? Theo had left for Athens, for vengeance. She doubted he was coming back, and he hadn't left so much as a note to explain his whereabouts or his intentions. 
 
   She was alone, but she was also free. And as Theo had said last night, she was intelligent and resourceful. She wasn't going to hide away and wait for her rescuer once more. She was going to rescue herself, starting now.
 
   Her stomach lurched with nerves as she rose from the sofa but she forced herself to think calmly, breathe deeply. She went upstairs and packed the clothes Theo had bought for her. She found a couple hundred euros in the top drawer of Theo's dresser and she took that too. She needed money, and Theo could just consider it an advance on the five million he owed her.
 
   Then she walked out of the villa, into the sunshine and the rest of her life. 
 
   Just like Theo, she didn't leave a note.
 
   She stood in front of the villa, blinking in the glare of sunlight, wondering what on earth to do now. A dusty track led through rock and scrub towards the horizon. She had no idea how far she was from the harbor, or any civilization at all. Taking a deep breath, Ariana hitched her bag higher on her shoulder and started to walk.
 
    
 
   Theo dropped a sheaf of papers onto his desk and raked a hand through his hair. He was utterly exhausted, bone-weary, and yet also restless. A hell of a lot more restless than he'd expected to be, now that he'd finally ruined his enemy, done the one thing that had been driving him for decades.
 
   So why did he feel so empty?
 
   "Five years ago he might have got away with it," Lukas said as he came into the office after Theo. He grinned, clearly enjoying their victory. "But nobody's going to turn a blind eye in this economy, Theo. He'll get a harsh sentence."
 
   Theo just nodded. He didn't even care anymore if Leotokos went to jail. He wondered about the man's wife, so care-worn and faded, and what she was doing now. Would she be able to cope on her own? He could send for her, have her join Ariana as he knew his wife had wanted.
 
   Ariana. He'd left her this morning, asleep and sated, and he knew by now she would have woken up, seen that he'd gone. Wondered. He should have left a note, but he hadn't known what to say. How to explain.
 
   Yet the news had broken all over the world and he knew it was only a matter of time before Ariana learned what had happened. What he had done.
 
   And then what?
 
   Theo didn't know how she would respond. He did know he needed to explain... as soon as possible. 
 
   "Theo?"
 
   Lukas had been talking but he hadn't heard a word. A sudden urgency had gripped him, made it hard to breathe. He had to get out of here now. He had to find Ariana and explain, make sure she understood--
 
   And if she doesn't?
 
   She had to. Last night they'd shared something far too special to throw it away with both hands.
 
   Even if that's exactly what he'd done this morning.
 
   Theo turned to Lukas. "I need you to handle things here for a few hours."
 
   By helicopter it took two hours to get to Naxos. He had a helipad on his property, and he scanned the beach and terrace for Ariana as he landed. Nothing.
 
   He ran through the villa, calling her name, but he felt the emptiness of the place sweep through him, leaving desolation in its wake.
 
   She was gone.
 
   There was no note.
 
   Theo stood in the entrance hall for a moment, wondering what to do. Where she'd gone. He didn't think she'd been taken by one of her father's minions; there was no sign of struggle and in any case Leotokos's staff were trying to save their own skins.
 
   No, she'd left him. She must have found out about what he'd done--orchestrated--and so she'd gone.
 
   On foot. She couldn't have gotten far. In one decisive movement Theo strode out of the villa and started down the dusty track that led to Hora, the capital of Naxos and nearest town, nearly ten miles away. He thought of Ariana walking alone down that empty road and he started running.
 
    
 
   Sweat trickled between her shoulder blades and prickled on her scalp. Her feet ached, her head throbbed, and her whole body felt prickly with heat. She'd gone, Ariana suspected, about a mile and a half--and she had no idea how many more she would have to walk until she reached a town. 
 
   Resolutely she transferred her bag to her other shoulder and kept walking. Her head was buzzing with pain so it took a few seconds for her to hear the crunch of approaching footsteps behind her. She whirled around, her heart lurching in her chest and then seeming to stop beating altogether when she saw the man behind her.
 
   Theo.
 
   "What are you doing here?" she asked shakily, and he stopped in front of her, his hands on his knees, clearly winded.
 
   He straightened, gazed at her soberly. "I'd say that's obvious. Looking for you."
 
   She lifted her chin. "Why? You clearly weren't looking for me this morning, when you snuck away to Athens."
 
   "I'm sorry, Ariana."
 
   "Sorry for what? For leaving me the day after wedding? For not even letting me know where you were going? Or sorry for betraying me and using me for your pathetic revenge?" 
 
   His mouth quirked in the smallest of sad smiles. "Sorry for all three."
 
   Tears stung her eyes and she blinked them back furiously. "Too late, Theo. Too little."
 
   "I know what it looks like--"
 
   "Do you? Why don't you tell me, then? Tell me what you think it looks like to me."
 
   Theo took a deep breath. "It looks like I didn't care about you at all. Like I asked you to marry me just as another way to avenge myself against your father."
 
   "And did you?" She didn't want to ask the question, was afraid of the answer, but she knew she couldn't live not knowing. 
 
   He met her gaze unflinchingly. "Originally, yes, that was my intention." It shouldn't have hurt or even surprised her, yet it did. Stupidly. She'd known he had some ulterior motive from the beginning. "Originally, Ariana. It changed. I changed."
 
   "When did you change, Theo? In the last five minutes? Because the man who crept out of my  marriage bed seems like the same man who planned to marry me just to get at my father."
 
   "I've worked for this for almost my whole life--"
 
   "So what did my father do to you, anyway?" she asked wearily. The sun beat down hotly and she felt utterly exhausted, emotionally and physically spent. 
 
   Theo was silent for a long moment. "He ruined my father."
 
   Surprise had her focusing on him again, blinking in the white glare of the sun. "He did? And my father didn't realize who you were?"
 
   "He never knew of my existence. I'm illegitimate, the son of my father's mistress. He loved us, visited us often, but it was a half-life at best. My father's wife was the one in the spotlight when his business collapsed." Theo paused, his face a granite mask. "He killed himself."
 
   Sorrow twisted inside her, but pity would only extend so far. "I'm sorry."
 
   "He did it just because my father was a competitor, for no more reason than spite and jealousy. He started rumors, had my father investigated. It was enough to topple everything. I know my father was a weak man in many ways, but he didn't deserve that."
 
   "No," Ariana said quietly. "He didn't. So you've been planning your revenge since that moment? How old were you?"
 
   "Eleven."
 
   She thought of what he'd already told her. "And when your father's business collapsed, you and your mother were thrown out onto the street. That's why you joined a gang." It all made such terrible sense.
 
   Theo nodded, his jaw tight. "My father told me it was Leotokos who ruined him before he died. He killed himself in our apartment to spare his wife the shame. Slit his wrists in the bathtub." His expression didn't change as he added flatly, "I found him."
 
   "Oh, Theo." Tears spilled down her cheeks and she brushed them away impatiently. "I am sorry for what you endured. But it doesn't change the way things are now."
 
   "I just want you to understand--"
 
   "I do understand. I, of all people, understand vengeance. My revenge was to escape, to leave my father behind, but I sometimes dreamed of coming back and flaunting my freedom in his face. Getting rich and buying his business out from under his nose." She laughed sadly. "Schoolgirl fantasies, but I do understand. I wanted revenge for the way my father treated me, tried to limit me." She sighed, shook her head. "So why did you come to the island? Because it wasn't to solve the Minotaur, obviously."
 
   "I didn't care about the virus. I just wanted access to Leotokos's house, his computers."
 
   "The computer that houses the virus is separate from the main system--"
 
   "I know that. I suspected it even before I came, but I was able to enter your father's study and hack into his computer during the night."
 
   Her gaze narrowed. "Before or after I came to you?"
 
   "Before."
 
   She nodded, her heart like a stone inside her. "So sneaking me away from my father must have been the icing on the cake."
 
   "It felt like that at first, Ariana, I admit it. Before I knew you."
 
   "When," she asked in a whisper, "did you feel like you knew me?"
 
   "I don't know. It came on me gradually, this realization, this need--" He broke off helplessly. "I didn't want to become emotionally involved with you. To--to love you. I love you, Ariana."
 
   "You love me," Ariana said slowly. Theo nodded.
 
   "I went to Athens because everything I'd worked years for was set up, in place, and I had to act quickly to be able to arrest your father, before he could hide the evidence or escape. I couldn't walk away from that. At least, I didn't think I could."
 
   "But?" Ariana prompted, and heard how cynical she sounded.
 
   "But I did. I got my revenge and I still felt empty. Unsatisfied, because I knew what I really wanted was you."
 
   Ariana blinked hard and looked away. "So you came here."
 
   "Yes."
 
   She shook her head. "You made your choice this morning, Theo. I don't blame you for wanting revenge. I don't even blame you for acting on it." She drew in a shuddering breath. "What I blame you for--what I can't forgive--is that you weren't honest with me. The whole time we were together, you were living a lie."
 
   "I didn't know how to tell you."
 
   "Are you really going to make excuses?"
 
   Theo stared at her for a long, hard moment and then shook his head. "No. I'm sorry, Ariana. I can only ask you to forgive me."
 
   And she wanted to forgive him. She wanted to walk straight into his arms and stay there, forget any of this had ever happened. But she knew she couldn't. She'd wanted to be strong and independent and now she had her opportunity. If Theo did truly love her, he would meet her as an equal. She wouldn't be rescued again.
 
   "If you mean what you say," she said slowly, "then you can come find me."
 
   "Find you--"
 
   "I've lived my life for other people, Theo. By their demand or request and I won't do that now. I'm going to make my own decisions, and live my own life. And if, in a few months, you still feel the same..." She lifted her chin and gave him a hard smile. "Then come and find me. Perhaps a little time will help us both to decide if what's between us is real and lasting."
 
   "But where will you go? How will you manage--"
 
   "I'm resourceful, remember?" She hoisted her bag once more. "I'll manage."
 
   And with her back straight and her head held high she carried on walking down the road. Theo didn't stop her.
 
   




 
   [bookmark: Chapter10]CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
   Three Months Later
 
    
 
   Theo gazed at the charmless, concrete apartment building, its roof tiles crumbling and its iron balustrades rusted. The place was a dump. It was also the home of the woman he loved.
 
   He'd kept his eye on Ariana, from a distance, knowing she needed her space. She needed to prove herself, and God knew he understood that. Once upon a time he'd felt the same. Still he couldn't keep from checking that she was okay. Healthy. Safe. He knew she'd taken a job teaching at a girls' school in Corinth, covering someone's maternity leave. She'd sent for her mother, and they were living in a tiny apartment in this wreck of a building. She hadn't touched a single euro of the five million he'd deposited to an account in her name, sending her the bank details. She had, inexplicably, sent him a cheque for three hundred euros as some sort of repayment--Theo didn't know what for. 
 
   And he'd given her three months to live independently, to do what she needed to do, and each day had felt like a huge sacrifice. A day without her. He couldn't take anymore.
 
   Squaring his shoulders, Theo walked up to the front door of the building with its peeling paint and rusty hinges. He pressed the button for 4B, and heard a wheezy ring echo in the cavernous building.
 
   And then her voice. Her sweet, sweet voice, barely audible through the static of the ancient intercom. "Hello?"
 
   "Ariana?"
 
   A pause. "Theo?"
 
   He smiled just at knowing she recognized him, remembered him. "Yes."
 
   She buzzed him up.
 
   Theo took the steep, winding stairs two at a time. Ariana stood in the doorway of her apartment, her eyes narrowed even as a little smile played about her mouth. She looked, Theo thought, fantastic. He let his gaze rove over her, drinking her in, savoring her, because he'd missed her so damn much.
 
   "You took long enough," she said and with a surprised shout of laughter he pulled her into her arms and kissed her soundly. Ariana wrapped her arms around him, pressed her lush body against his until Theo had her backed up against the door. "Theo," she murmured against his mouth, "my mother is in the apartment."
 
   "I don't care," he growled. "Do you know how much I've missed you? Wanted you?"
 
   "Why did you wait so long?"
 
   "You told me to. You told me to wait a few months. It's been ninety days exactly since I left you walking all the way to Hora, afraid for your life."
 
   She smiled against his mouth. "I did get horrible blisters."
 
   "I knew you needed to do it on your own. You didn't want me to be your knight in shining armor, even if I wanted to be."
 
   She pulled back and gazed at him seriously. "How do you know me so well, Theo?"
 
   "How do you know me so well?" he countered, smiling. "We're two sides of a coin, Ariana, meant to be together."
 
   "Soul mates."
 
   "Yes."
 
   "I'm glad you waited. I needed to live a little, on my own two feet. It wasn't easy, but I'm glad I did it."
 
   "And now? Will you come away with me and marry me and live with me forever?"
 
   "What, you don't want to live here?" she teased, her eyes dancing before she grew serious. "My mother stays with me."
 
   "Of course."
 
   "And I won't be trapped, Theo. I don't want you to shut me away in some villa on an island--"
 
   "Why on earth would I do that? I want to live with you, Ariana, and love you, wherever you want to be. Athens, Paris, London, Rome. Name your city."
 
   She touched her fingers to his mouth. "You are an amazing man. And I want to live wherever you are, so you might as well take your pick."
 
   "I have an apartment in every one, so we could have them all."
 
   She pulled him into her arms and kissed him soundly, the kiss of a woman who had both lived and loved. "I feel like I have everything already," she said, and Theo had to agree.
 
   They both had everything they could ever want or need. They had each other.
 
    
 
   THE END
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