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Natalie Anderson




For Binti, thank you so much for stepping in and saving me from serious manuscript stress. I will be forever grateful!




Chapter One

Bethan Eagle Pitched her smile in that perilously precise point between friendly and firm, inwardly berating herself for the four hundredth time. She never should have said yes. She’d regretted it the moment she had and ever since, most especially all through dinner. She’d hoped to extricate herself quickly, but the guy beside her was old-fashioned enough to insist he accompany her home safely—albeit in a fully courteous, not creepy, way. Honestly that made it worse—it wasn’t his fault she was an awkward failure. He deserved far better.

Her smile wavered as the car pulled to the kerb. ‘You don’t need to walk me to the door—’

But he was already out and stepping around to open her door.

‘Thanks for seeing me home, you really didn’t need to.’ Bethan held her bag in front of her and shifted her weight from one foot to the other, battling the urge to flee. ‘My flatmate’s inside, waiting up. She’s been working late with her new job and keeping tabs on me at the same time because I...’

Never date.

Duh, Captain Obvious calling—she’d been beyond tense the whole time even though it was short—she’d declined dessert and after-dinner drinks and had been a definite ‘no’ to dancing.

‘I’ve been busy,’ she added needlessly. ‘Lots of work on as well and...’

And she couldn’t stop her mouth from moving—anxiously over-sharing and prolonging this interaction when all she really wanted was to be alone again. She was an idiot. And not ready. So not ready. Tonight’s test cemented that fact. Her friends Elodie and Phoebe might be ready to date again, but Bethan was officially going to be the life-long loner in their trio.

‘Never mind.’ She smiled weakly as she finally got a grip on her motor-mouth. ‘But I’d better get inside.’

Her patient gentleman of a date shot her an easy smile. ‘I enjoyed meeting you tonight, Bethan, I hope we can do this again sometime.’

Really? Why? She’d hardly been great company. She’d skittishly jumped from one topic to the next and barely touched her food—literally unable to settle. She swallowed, suddenly realising the man was probably just being polite. ‘Um...’

His smile deepened and he stepped back towards the car. ‘Call me when you’re ready.’

She breathed out, thankful he’d made no attempt to touch her. Yeah, it wasn’t a ‘kiss goodnight’ kind of date, definitely not a ‘come in for coffee’ one. But she appreciated that he understood that without her having to spell it out.

Of course he did. He was just being polite, remember?

He got back in the car and the ride-share driver restarted the engine and Bethan turned to walk up the short path to the door. Yeah, now she knew. That guy had been nice—exactly the sort of man she should date. Perfectly charming. Extremely polite. Not some force of nature entirely used to getting his own way. Not a human-form tornado who would sweep her up in his path and spin her around until she dizzily said yes to anything and everything he asked only to then spit her out the second he was done with her. Tonight’s date hadn’t been that kind of man at all. He’d been sweet and attentive and safe. The trouble was she’d had zero reaction to him. The only thing she’d felt all night was this relief now he’d left. Beyond that she was dead inside—destroyed by the singular force of nature she’d had the misfortune to meet almost two and a half years ago. Not just meet. Marry. Yeah, fool that she was she’d let him ruin her entire romantic future. No, she mentally corrected. She wasn’t ruined. Just not recovered. Yet. Tonight had been too soon. That was all.

She reached the door of the ground-floor flat her friend Phoebe owned. Bethan would be eternally grateful that Phoebe had invited her to share and charged her very little rent for the privilege. She’d met her through her boss, Elodie, and the three had quickly grown close, in part because they had a strong common bond—heartbreak—each having disastrous marriages behind them. While Elodie and Phoebe were both further along their recoveries, they respected Bethan’s need not to discuss her past yet. They were supportive and smart and had made her life so different from her lonely, mean-girl-filled school years. They’d become family—not the idealistic perfect family of her foolish, youthful dreams, but actually real.

Now she heard the car depart but despite the resulting quiet her tension didn’t ease. All night she’d had the oddest feeling someone was watching her and been unable to shake the certainty off. It was probably hyped-up self-consciousness—thinking everyone was watching because this was the first date she’d been on in years. Truthfully it was her first date ever, given that with her ex there’d never actually been a date, only intensity. She’d been all in from the moment they’d met. But that prickle sharpened and she glanced back, expecting the street to be empty.

A large black SUV was parked diagonally across from her flat. She’d not noticed it before but as she frowned at it, the rear passenger door opened. Long legs emerged and a tall male frame unfolded with predatory grace.

Bethan’s heart contracted. Her lungs crumpled. But it was the complete collapse of her overthinking brain that was the clincher. Words vanished. Her wits paralysed for all eternity. She could barely stand and only stare as Ares Vasiliadis stalked out of the shadows towards her. The downward glow of the streetlight confirmed his identity but she’d known the instant she’d glimpsed his silhouette. Still a force of nature. Still as spellbinding—correction, stupefying—as ever. Still lean and lithe and she knew that black suit and brilliant white shirt had been hand-tailored to fit his height and breadth with immaculate perfection.

Despite the faint screams from her neutralised brain, she kept staring. Light stubble emphasised the bold slashes of his chiselled cheekbones. Grey-blue eyes glittered beneath stark brows. Long nose. Wide mouth. His bone structure couldn’t be more on point than if he’d been sculpted by Michelangelo himself. It would be a cliché to say he was the walking embodiment of a Greek god, but the reality was the man was the next best thing to an actual Greek god. Ares was a billionaire shipping magnate—controller of a massive company that covered all aspects of the seas with a huge merchant fleet as well as ferries for public transport and mega-yachts for the playboys like him. Strong jawed. Strong armed. Strong everything. Her muscles quivered as a very particular memory involving his strength shook her. He was powerful. Revered by all. Wanted by all. Especially her.

The day they’d met he’d been in a faded grey tee and ripped shorts and she’d been too gauche to know that his watch was one of only ten hand-crafted in the entire world and literally priceless. But tonight, from his gleaming shoes to that perfect suit to that very watch, his attire epitomised the quiet luxury of the ludicrously wealthy. He was and always had been utterly beyond her league—even when in old tee and shorts. She should have known it back then but her weak, wanton, wish-driven body had ruled her. She’d succumbed not just to his charm but to her own wildly romantic fantasies. In other words she’d been a complete fool.

She’d been trying to sharpen up ever since. She’d tried for years to push him from her mind but the fact was he’d been there all night tonight. For the first time since she’d left him, she’d gone out with another man. An experiment to see if she even could meet someone else. If she would ever want to touch someone else. For over two years she’d kept herself isolated. Certainly not mentioned to her date tonight that she’d been married. Was actually still married. Separated. She’d had absolutely no contact with Ares in all that time. Even though they’d not known much detail about him, and what had happened, Elodie and Phoebe had encouraged her to go on a harmless date just to try to help herself get over him because she’d become so stuck. She’d done nothing wrong in trying to move forward with her life—indeed she really, deeply, desperately wanted to get over him. But oh, so clearly, she still hadn’t. Not that he was ever going to know that.

With such long limbs he was able to cover considerable distance with each pace. It was only moments before he was right in front of her. Bethan locked her shaking legs. How could he be more gorgeous than ever? How could his facial structure be even sharper? Her anger ballooned. The man didn’t just have pretty privilege, he also had the benefit of a brilliant brain, the advantage of arrogance and, to cap it all off, the supreme rights of the rich. He was unstoppable—everything came to him on a platter. Especially her.

‘Had a nice night, Bethan?’ He sounded clipped—coolly controlled—but his glittering gaze homed in on her intensely.

She kept calm through sheer force of will, not letting him see how ferociously he affected her. Still. Always. That primal, raw attraction burned to her bones. She couldn’t believe the stupidity of her body—didn’t she know this man?

Oh, yes!

Duh. More than in the biblical sense, she knew him for what he truly was—cold-hearted and careless. He was a liar and he used people. She scrambled to recover her wits enough to answer and tried to put her vacuous hormones on ice.

‘Ares.’ She paused, fleetingly pleased with how steady she sounded. ‘I wasn’t aware you were in town.’

As if it weren’t more than two years since she’d last seen him. Since she’d walked out on their week-old marriage. The whirlwind romance they’d taken too far.

‘Obviously not.’

Her anger flared. Did he expect her to be at home pining after him? No matter that she’d been doing exactly that for too long to consider. As if he even cared.

That was the point. He’d never really, truly cared. He’d deceived her. He was the one who had cheated. Because it hadn’t been a romance for him. It had been a calculated plan that ultimately had nothing to do with her. She’d merely been the tool—the gullible fool who’d believed his seduction meant something.

‘Was it a disappointing date?’ The edge of his already sculpted jaw sharpened as a muscle tensed. ‘You didn’t invite him in.’

No. Ares Vasiliadis was the only man she’d ever invited ‘in’. But while he knew he’d been her first lover, he didn’t need to know he’d still been her only lover. He had nothing to do with her any more and had no right to pry into her personal life.

‘You were watching me?’ she queried coldly.

His mouth compressed.

Her suspicion flared. ‘The whole night?’

How was that possible? Why would he have? She was suddenly certain that her prickle of intuition had been bang on but he had no right to turn up late at night, unannounced and unexpected. Excitement battled with outrage. Why had he—what was he thinking?

She stepped towards him as outrage won and her anger roared. ‘It’s no business of yours who I spend my time with.’

‘No?’ He cocked his head and his slow smile was wolfish. ‘You think it’s not my business?’

‘Not at all.’ She tensed, knowing she was playing with fire because she recognised that flicker of emotion.

‘But of course it is,’ he said smoothly. ‘You are Bethan Vasiliadis, my errant wife.’



Ares shoved his hands into his pockets not just to hide his fists but to stop himself from grabbing her, pulling her close, pressing her against—

No. He would never do that ever again. Didn’t want to. He damned well did not want to.

They were done. They’d been done for years. He braced, knowing his was the last face she’d ever wanted to see. He was used to the barely masked loathing in her eyes. It was a look he’d stonily stood before more times than he had dollars in the bank. He drew on the cold rage that had fuelled him since he was thirteen years old and had been the unwanted illegitimate brat forced on his unfaithful father’s family, and stayed stock-still. He would remain outwardly unmoved—always—in the face of rejection.

But seeing Bethan in person for the first time in for ever—he couldn’t stop staring. His pocket Venus. How was she even more beautiful than he remembered? Or was it just that he’d tried so hard not to remember that she’d always been a walking fertility symbol with her abundance of curves and softness and pouting lips that were made for him to possess—with his mouth, with his fingers, with his cock. They were filthy, the fantasies that instantly flooded his mind. What he’d do with her and her stunning mouth. Again. Now—

No. He would never do that ever again. Didn’t want to. He damned well did not want to.

‘I never completed the paperwork to take your name,’ she said sharply. ‘And I’m your ex-wife.’

Breathe in for four. Hold for four. Breathe out for four. Hold for four.

Box breathing, the doctor called it, to centre himself, calm the hell down when his pulse raced. Not a heart condition, yet. Just needed to lower the stress levels. Work a little less. Straighten out the kinks. Bethan was definitely a kink. Actually, the impact of her was catastrophic. Apparently she was still his physical weakness, not to mention his biggest mistake. He’d made many mistakes over the years but none like the supreme mess that was the succulent woman before him. He didn’t know why she did this to him. Why her? Why only ever her? Well, he wasn’t succumbing to it this time. Give him twenty-four hours and it would be over. For good.

‘Not good with paperwork, are you?’ he replied as patronisingly as possible because he knew she hated it. ‘Your legal name is indeed Bethan Vasiliadis. And in the eyes of the law you’re very much still my wife.’

His AWOL, soon-to-be ex, should have been ex a long time ago...wife.

He couldn’t hear for the pulse thundering in his ears as for the second time he uttered the word he’d not said in months and he sure as hell couldn’t count to four. His wife who’d been out with another man tonight. He gritted his teeth as bitterness burned the back of his throat. He did not care.

Bethan’s doe eyes widened and her full lips parted. Surely she was not surprised? No way could she still claim to be naïve. Almost two and a half years ago he’d fallen for her sweet routine and while she mightn’t be as greedy, she was as untrustworthy as everyone in the ‘family’ he’d been encumbered with when forced to take the Vasiliadis name himself. She’d bailed the second she could.

‘No,’ she muttered fiercely.

None of this evening’s events should bother him. He should be pleased she’d been out on a date. It would make their impending divorce even easier. But he hated it and hated himself more for hating it and to stop himself tumbling into a stormy vortex he needed to wrest back control over something. Anything. Ideally her.

Yes, that thought hit him satisfyingly hard. Right now he wanted her to pay for the hellish evening she’d put him through. For the months—years—of hell she’d put him through. For her being as bloody bewitching as ever. But most of all for the fact that she was defying him once more. But Bethan Eagle—Bethan Vasiliadis—wasn’t avoiding this moment a minute longer.

His rage had been roiling all day. He’d arrived at her poky flat just as she was walking out of it and into a waiting car. He’d followed on auto. Where was she going, dressed like that? Back when he’d first met her she’d barely worn any make-up but tonight she’d perfectly applied shading to make her eyes sparkle more, her lips even redder. Had that effort been for herself or for someone else? Someone who wasn’t him.

She’d walked into a restaurant. Ares had had his driver idle so he could see into the window. From the car he’d watched her scan the room, then smile as a man had stood. The jerk couldn’t drag his eyes from her as she’d joined him. Two hours of torture had followed as Ares watched and waited. His driver probably thought he was mad. He didn’t care. They’d been seated at a table in the front window so the entire date had been visible. He wasn’t being a stalker, he merely needed to speak to his ex about completing their damned paperwork. But watching that goodbye scene just now had shot his already sketchy blood pressure through the roof. Her date had clearly wanted to get closer to her. If he’d made a move Ares would have bolted out of the car and done fuck knew what. Not from jealousy. No. But because Bethan had looked flighty as hell. Ares knew her tells but she’d been babbling and so fidgety her discomfort ought to have been obvious to anyone. Fortunately the jerk had given her space—which meant he wasn’t a jerk and he’d left at exactly the right time.

Which wasn’t what Ares would have done. He’d have reached for her. Caged her in his arms. Soothed her anxiety with his hands. Yeah, Ares was the jerk here. Always had been. Always would be. He would do whatever it took to get what he wanted—because that was what he’d had to do when he’d been left alone to fend for survival in a family more poisonous than a nest of vipers. But what made him the biggest jerk was that Ares could barely control his ‘want’ where Bethan was concerned. Her beautiful dress clung to her bountiful curves. Curves that needed a man to handle. They’d been his once. He’d been the first to unwrap her. To taste her. To make her tremble, sigh, scream with pleasure. His stomach churned at the thought of her letting some other guy do that. His old arrogance would have him believe that she never would’ve sought nor found such pleasure in another man’s arms. But he was wrong. Here she’d been, out with someone else and, while she might not have invited that guy in, who knew how many someone elses there had been since he’d seen her last?

‘I’ve not been your wife for years,’ she argued, rubbing salt into the wound she’d ripped open.

‘I think you’ll find the courts might disagree.’ He stepped closer.

Satisfaction trickled through him when she didn’t back away the way she had from that other guy.

‘I’d assumed that, seeing you’ve not bothered to initiate a divorce, you were happy to remain married to me,’ he added.

It had suited him to be unattainable all this time. To thwart the intentions of his unwanted family. And now it suited him to punish her. Just a little. It was nothing on the torture she’d put him through.

Her jaw dropped. ‘You thought I was happy?’

Her arrow hit the target. Yeah, that had been his mistake. He had thought she’d been happy.

‘You were happy in my bed,’ he snapped. Because she had been and he needed her to admit at least that small truth.

She froze. It hung between them—the instant rush of unstoppable lust. But that he’d ever be capable of keeping her happy beyond that—that he could ever be enough for her? No. It had been a flight of fancy.

She tore her gaze from his. ‘It’s only minor paperwork,’ she said bravely. ‘We had to be separated two years before the divorce can be finalised.’

So she knew that and still hadn’t done anything about it.

‘You think we’ve been separated?’ He couldn’t resist provoking her. ‘For these two years and four months?’ He nearly laughed at the defiant flash in her eyes.

‘You haven’t accepted that I abandoned you?’ Her breath hissed.

Oh, she had. She knew it. He knew it. And the lawyers would certainly agree it was a fact. But right now he would argue the sky was green just to disagree with whatever came out of her beautiful, sultry mouth. He’d missed this—her moving to meet him like a little sparrow taking on a lion. Always game, even when she was way out of her depth and had no chance of winning. That didn’t stop her. So once more he steeled himself in readiness for her rejection. Angry that he even had to. But he’d been burned by a young and inexperienced woman. She’d been nobody, had had nothing. He’d given her riches and a lifestyle she’d never known, things he’d not given anyone before. Yet for Bethan it wasn’t enough. It had taken a shockingly short time for her to realise she didn’t want more than his body—and even that only for a while. Although it seemed that even now she still noticed his physique. He deliberately moved closer, noting the undeniable reaction in her eyes and deepening colour in her cheeks as he entered her personal space.

She didn’t back away, but lifted her chin. While he could appreciate her fiery proud stance in this second, he also hated her for it. He got close enough to feel her heat. It would be nothing to touch her. Kiss her.

No. He would never do that ever again. Didn’t want to. He damned well did not want to.

‘Why haven’t you pushed for the divorce, then?’ he queried quietly. ‘Or is it that you don’t really want to?’

Her nostrils flared. ‘Of course I want to,’ she growled.

‘You’d best get to Greece and renounce me, then,’ he said huskily, her fury both a reward and an ache.

‘I’m never going back to Greece.’

He stared at her appalled expression. Didn’t she know? Still a little naïve, then. How sweet. ‘But, Bethan, you have to.’

‘No, I don’t.’ A lick of her lip gave her nerves away. ‘The lawyers can handle it.’

‘Then why haven’t you asked them to?’

‘Why haven’t you?’

His trickle of satisfaction went full flow. He’d come to London to expedite their divorce—as smoothly and easily as possible—because she was right about the time requirement and they were way over it. But she was also very wrong. He would indeed get his damned divorce, but maybe he would also get a soupçon of revenge. Maybe he would make her pay—just a little.



Bethan glared up at the man she’d married in a whirlwind few weeks of heady romance. She’d been swept off her feet, consumed by temptation, by the desire to believe the best of him. She’d thought she’d found her fairy-tale romance like the one her parents had. Intense. Wonderful. Easy. Instant. It was laughable what a fool she’d been. But Bethan’s childhood home had been filled with photos and her father had shared the stories daily—generous in keeping the memory of her mother alive, in building an impossible ideal. Theirs had been love at first sight and would have lasted a lifetime if her mother hadn’t died tragically young.

What was between Bethan and Ares was little more than uncontrolled lust. Always and only lust. What she’d naïvely believed was some kind of heroic silent stoicism was Ares coldly forming a calculated plan to use her. Well, she wasn’t that dreamy fool now. She was shutting this down and her damned body could hurry up and obey because she’d suffered enough loss already.

But it didn’t. Her eyes locked on him, her heart raced, and that traitorous secret part of her melted. It was the shock—right? By turning up unexpectedly he’d pitched her headlong into a tumult of conflicting emotions. It wasn’t fair of him but then Ares had never played fair. He just did whatever he thought was necessary to get what he wanted, no matter the impact on anyone else. And in only two seconds of being back in his company, she was as attracted as ever. Hormones were such basic things.

‘Bethan,’ he said slowly as if she were an idiot. ‘If you want rid of me as your husband, you have to present in front of the notary. In person. In Greece.’

Uh, no. She was never going back to that beautiful place—all steeped in history, in heat and wild herbs and heartache. She’d gone there to honour her grandmother’s last wishes, soothing her grief, and met him. She could never, ever go back to the place her already bruised heart had been so brutally broken. But when she didn’t answer, his eyebrows lifted superciliously.

‘Why hasn’t your lawyer informed you of this?’

Because she’d gone to an inexpensive, barely qualified lawyer who’d obviously not had enough experience to tell her. All he’d said was that there had to be a two-year time lag before she could get the divorce. She’d decided to hide out and allow that time to pass. But she hadn’t hidden all that well. The pitiful truth was a weak part of her had hoped that Ares would come to his senses and come after her. That he would go to the ends of the earth to find her and declare his love in some grand passion...like that fairy-tale, one-and-only romance of her parents. But of course he hadn’t because that wasn’t what they were. She’d stopped hoping a long time ago and tried to start healing. But the second she saw him tonight, the scab had been ripped off. For a moment—just one stupid moment—she’d thought he was here to get her back. Because she’d taken one look and wanted him as deeply, madly, badly again.

‘That’s why you’re here,’ she said flatly.

Disappointment thumped all over again. He hadn’t had some change of heart and come to see her. He wanted them to be over.

His long lashes dropped, veiling his gleaming eyes. ‘Of course, why else?’ He cleared his throat and stepped back. ‘I see no reason to wait any more. Go inside and get your passport.’

‘What?’

‘We’ll fly to Athens first thing and see the notary in the afternoon.’

Yeah, that didn’t explain why she needed to get her passport right now. This commanding attitude was vintage Ares.

‘No,’ she said slowly—as patronising a tone as he’d used before. ‘I’m not flying with you. I’ll meet you in court in Athens.’

He folded his arms and shook his head. ‘You disappeared on me once already. You think I’ll take the risk of that happening again?’

Fire swept through her, pushing her to get in his face. ‘Do you really think I’m just going to do whatever you want?’ She rose on tiptoe in a vain attempt to get more on eye-level. ‘I’ve wised up, Ares. But you’re as controlling as ever. Only out to get what you want.’

‘But don’t we want the same thing?’ He tilted his head, bringing his mouth closer to hers. ‘Divorce,’ he enunciated clearly. ‘As quickly as possible.’ His voice dropped. ‘Or is there something else you want?’

‘There’s nothing I want more than to be completely rid of any connection with you.’ She jabbed her finger into his chest.

‘Nothing you want more?’ He grabbed her hand and pressed it flat over his heart.

Stunned, she stilled. She could feel his heart thudding beneath her palm, its pace as fast as her own. And then she felt the fire.

‘What are you doing?’ She was hot with anger—not lust.

‘Nothing you want more?’ His breath was soft. ‘Oh, Bethan, we know that’s not the case. That guy could never give you what you need. He’s not your type.’

‘Don’t be feral.’ She curled her fingers into a fist, desperate to reject what she was feeling. ‘You don’t know what I need. Or what my type is.’

‘Don’t I?’ His other arm wound around her waist, holding her in a loose embrace. ‘Don’t you think I remember exactly what it is you like? How you like it?’

‘You think that’s you?’ She panted, battling the insane urge to lean right against him. ‘You’re the most arrogant jerk.’

‘But am I wrong?’ he challenged as if he could feel the yearning tearing her apart. ‘I’m the one who taught you, remember?’

Memories flashed. Unstoppable. Unwanted. Undeniable. Their first kiss. Her first time. The way he’d made her shake and scream and in the end cry from the earth-shattering beauty of it. She’d not known what her body was even for until she’d met him. She closed her eyes, trying to block the images flooding her senses. Trying to stop trembling from need. Trying to recover the cold, hard fact that he’d hurt her.

Almost no one here in London knew her connection to Ares. She’d reverted to her maiden name, not even told Elodie and Phoebe who she’d married or how powerful he was. She’d simply nicknamed him ‘the Greek’ and she’d been so obviously heartbroken, they’d carefully not pried for details.

She suppressed another tremble. Hating herself for such a damned obvious reaction. She desperately needed to get away and stay away from him for good.

‘If you don’t come with me now, I will contest our divorce and drag it out for years,’ he said softly.

‘What?’ Her eyes flashed open. ‘Why on earth would you do that?’

Didn’t he want to be rid of her as quickly as possible too?

‘Maybe it’s been convenient for me to be married,’ he purred, still holding her close.

Oh. Of course. There was the unvarnished truth. Their marriage had always and only been about a convenient benefit for him. It had never been an emotional decision—no love match. But that was what he’d allowed her to believe. And she’d been so infatuated she’d not questioned him as she should have. She’d not stood up for herself and what she deserved. That would never happen again. She was independent and whole. She knew what she wanted. And she would never settle for less ever again. Nor would she ever suffer loss. No more heartbreak. She’d had enough.

‘Well, you’re not staying married to me,’ she snapped. ‘We’re divorcing and you can’t stop it. Go find yourself a new fool.’

‘Because you’ve “wised up”?’

‘Absolutely,’ she shot back. ‘And gotten what I want and need elsewhere.’

‘You sure about that?’

His hold on her hadn’t tightened any, yet somehow she felt caged. Heat overwhelmed her from the inside out. They were barely touching yet they might as well be naked for the fire now scurrying along her veins.

‘Let me go,’ she breathed. ‘Now.’

He immediately dropped his arms and those treacherous cells within her screamed with disappointment. How could she be so weak?

She dragged in a difficult breath. ‘I’m not letting you turn my life upside down again.’

‘Is that what happened?’ he muttered dryly. ‘Or was it my life that was wrecked?’

No, he didn’t get to act as if he’d been at all bothered by her departure.

‘I wrecked nothing. You just can’t stand that I walked out on you—that the great Ares Vasiliadis was humiliated by the clueless bride he’d thought was infatuated with him. You thought that you could have your cake and eat it too.’ She laughed bitterly. ‘It’s your fault for stringing me along, you know we never should have married.’

She wasn’t in his league. He didn’t just have money, but power and the status of the elite. School had taught her how poor outsiders to that level of society fared. Those flush snobs bitchily believed in their superiority. She would never fit in that world—but the worst thing was Ares had known it, he’d planned to use that fact.

‘So come to Greece,’ he said harshly. ‘Get this done and then we’ll never have to see each other again.’

So he’d not meant that threat to argue against the divorce?

‘How long will it take?’ she asked.

‘You’ll only need to be there for the declaration then you can leave again right away.’

One night. Perhaps two. A short stay in an Athens hotel would be expensive but no way was she staying anywhere near him. She’d use the savings she’d been slowly accumulating with her broadening work portfolio but it would be worth it to be free of him at last.

‘You want rid of me, right?’ he growled.

Desperately. Her awkward date tonight had made it crystal clear. She needed to sever all ties to Ares Vasiliadis. She needed to be free.

‘Then come with me now.’ He was callous and clearly impatient and his eyes glittered. ‘Or are you too scared to spend a mere twenty-four hours with me?’

‘Can’t you come up with a better tactic than some schoolboy challenge?’ she jeered back, then lied through her teeth. ‘You don’t scare me.’

He shot a disbelieving smile down at her, then bent so his hot whisper brushed the top of her ear. ‘I terrify you.’ He stepped back and sighed, his mouth a thin line. ‘Rest assured the feeling’s mutual, sweetheart.’

Oh, please. She didn’t terrify him, she was nothing more than a minor irritant. But while she’d been putty in his hands over two years ago, she wasn’t going to be as malleable this time. The only reason she was considering this was because, in this moment, they wanted the same thing.

‘It’s really very simple.’ He inhaled sharply and braced, legs apart, hands on his hips, every inch a Greek warrior. ‘Get your passport. Now. I’m leaving nothing to chance until we’re absolutely over.’




Chapter Two

Ares remained tense, determined to stay right where he was until she agreed to come with him. It wasn’t unreasonable. Naturally he couldn’t trust that she wouldn’t disappear on him again.

She resisted a few seconds longer then sighed frustratedly. ‘Give me five minutes.’

Those five minutes ticked by interminably slowly but he needed every second to recover his self-control. He’d almost hauled her tight against him. Almost kissed her. Almost done everything. In mere moments he’d almost devolved into an out-of-control animal consumed by fury and lust. So quickly she destroyed his humanity.

He counted a breath, reminding himself that he’d already been on the edge having spent those ninety minutes sitting outside that restaurant while she’d flirted with another man. He’d gotten so annoyed he’d knocked back a drink from the car bar. A first. But it had been only the one, so he couldn’t blame booze for threatening to fight the divorce. That had slipped out in a moment of pique and Bethan’s fury had given him a flicker of perverse pleasure. Shame had swiftly followed. He didn’t want to coerce her. That would make him no better than the rest of the Vasiliadis clan—as if his blood carried calculation like poison. The pressure they’d applied on him had been bad enough, but what they’d done to his mother was appalling. Ares had never been able to protect her from the pain they’d inflicted, never been able to right the wrong they’d done her. Nor the wrong he’d done her. So he would not do more wrong now.

Even though Bethan’s body betrayed her, he knew that in truth she wanted to be near him as little as he wanted to be near her. Lust and loathing—he understood that complex feeling exactly. But she did have to come to Greece. Briefly. Because while they were living apart, the fact remained that without completing that paperwork, if anything happened to him she would inherit his entire estate—including the company he’d worked so hard for.

He’d not lied when he’d told her just now that it’d been convenient for him to remain married. Being unavailable meant he thwarted the attempts of the extended Vasiliadis ‘family’ to control his life and therefore that company. For a while it had amused him to think of his stepmother Gia’s panic at the prospect of Bethan gaining all that power. But then the possibility of something actually happening to him had hit. No way was he letting Bethan near his work. Not only because she didn’t have the experience, but because inheriting a monstrosity was precisely what had happened to him. He’d had no idea of the viper’s nest he was stepping into when he’d been ‘found’—the illegitimate heir of a selfish ass—and forced into a world where he wasn’t actually wanted but apparently needed. He’d had to survive, not only being thrust into that hell, but that cruellest of evictions from the only home he’d known. He’d done what he’d had to. But it hadn’t been enough.

As angry as he was with Bethan on a personal level, he didn’t want anything like that happening to her. They’d destroy her in minutes. In one way, they already had. So while he had zero intention of dying any time soon, he needed to devise an alternative succession plan. And he’d long made his point to Gia and the rest of the extended family who coveted the Vasiliadis name. He could never be controlled—would never take the wife they wanted. He would divorce Bethan and then never see her again. Sure as hell never marry again. He couldn’t wait.

She finally reappeared from the flat with an overnight bag in her hand. The bastard element within him purred because she’d given in to his demand and that part wanted to demand more. But he would retain his self-control even if it killed him. She climbed into the back of the SUV and fastened her seat belt while he instructed his driver.

‘Are we going straight to the airport?’ she asked when he settled beside her.

‘To a hotel. We’ll fly first thing.’ He gritted his teeth as she immediately stiffened. ‘As awful as I appreciate it will be to spend time with me, this is the fastest way we get what we both want.’

There was a sharp silence.

‘Obviously I’ll pay for my own room,’ she said.

Her prim insistence irritated him all over again. ‘On what you earn?’

‘How do you know what I earn?’

He couldn’t reply immediately. That she’d been willing to work as a cleaner to get away from him flicked a deeply personal nerve he couldn’t bear to acknowledge.

She swivelled to face him. ‘How did you know where I live?’

‘I’ve always known where you are,’ he growled.

Her gaze sharpened to a death glare. ‘What?’

‘Despite the fact you’re determined to think the worst of me, I cared enough to be concerned for your well-being. It wouldn’t have been a good look if my runaway wife ended up on the streets.’

Her jaw dropped.

‘As it was you found a job and a place to live.’ He gritted his teeth again.

Her doe eyes widened with anger. ‘You’ve had someone spy on me for all this time?’

‘No.’ He swallowed. ‘I’ve just been aware of your location and employment status. No details beyond that.’

‘Really.’ She sounded beyond sceptical.

‘Yes,’ he snapped. He’d mostly ignored the monthly report he got from the private detective he’d employed to ensure she was okay. He’d known she was thriving. That she’d moved on from cleaning. He’d asked details about her personal life to be omitted. He’d never wanted to know. But it had been shoved in his face tonight. And what had almost happened outside her flat was merely an explosion of that tension. It had been so long since he’d touched a woman. Not that she needed to know that. But unlike her he’d been true to those meaningless vows. Not because he was heroic or pining or anything. He would have, had he been able to perform. Trouble was no other woman had turned him on. And he’d been so bitter by her abandonment, he wasn’t about to trust anyone else. Lesson learned, finally. Ares was born to be alone and he desperately needed some other kind of stress release. Because he’d poured himself utterly and totally into his work until his body had had a hissy fit and landed him in hospital for two completely unnecessary days of too many completely unnecessary tests. She didn’t need to know about that either.

But it had changed his priorities. What he wanted to accomplish—now he had goals beyond accumulating more billions for the Vasiliadis dynasty. Freeing himself from Bethan was one of them. But her accusing eyes, filling her pale face, ate at the hold on his temper.

‘Why would I want to know anything more?’ he asked bitterly. ‘You walked out on me. You made your feelings abundantly clear.’

She’d left him the first moment she could. Like everyone. But he had himself back under control now and nothing, but nothing, would happen between them again.

‘Evidently you didn’t want me anywhere near you,’ he finished.

Bethan lifted her chin. ‘Because evidently you didn’t love me. You couldn’t even say the words, remember?’

He remembered. He wouldn’t, couldn’t. Her sudden question back then—her doubt—had assaulted his own certainty. The words she’d wanted were meaningless. As a boy he’d been told daily that he was loved. That he was wanted. Until one day everything had changed. Words were so easily lies. He wasn’t loved nor wanted, but both a burden and an instrument. A weight on two households. Ares would never weaken action with words now.


 
Bethan refused to shatter the sharp silence. Despite the gloomy car interior she could see the flash in his eyes and the white ring about his compressed mouth. She’d angered him. Too bad.

‘I chase after no one,’ he finally said harshly. ‘Certainly not a runaway bride.’

Of course he didn’t. He’d known where she was all this time and he’d not bothered to make contact because Ares Vasiliadis was a selfish loner who didn’t like being backed into a situation he couldn’t control. He didn’t like being told what to do. Not by anyone.

She’d thought he was like her. A hard-working person from a normal background. He’d allowed her to believe it for that first week when they’d met. Until he had her where he wanted her already—in his arms and breathlessly saying yes to everything. She’d been so malleable. So gullible. So easy for him to manipulate. Because he was so used to getting what he wanted—the arrogant and entitled heir of one of the wealthiest families in the world who lived an entirely different existence from hers.

She hadn’t known any of that until it was too late—because he’d controlled everything about his situation. He hadn’t had the decency to read her in on the reality. He’d let her believe he cared about her. Let her declare her passionate love for him like the naïve lovestruck fool she’d been. She’d trusted and willingly given him all she had. But he hadn’t wanted her love. She’d naïvely thought his reticence to talk about his past had been part of their bonding because she too had wounds. But it had been part of his play. She’d seen only what he’d allowed her to see, known only what little he’d been willing to share.

But that trip to Athens after their wedding had revealed things he’d wanted to conceal for longer. He’d told her they were going to finalise paperwork, make arrangements for her new bank cards and the like. She’d been desperately nervous arriving at his family ‘compound’—the word alone setting off alarm bells. It had been enormous. Super formal and cold. Which was exactly how Ares had turned the second he stepped across the threshold.

Too late she’d discovered he had no intention of bringing her fully into his life. It was only thanks to a passing comment from his stepmother, Gia, followed by a frantic Internet translation of the Greek social pages, that she’d discovered that he’d long been meant to marry someone else. Apparently the engagement between Ares Vasiliadis and Sophia Dimou was finally imminent. The numerous photos of his prospective fiancée had triggered every insecurity Bethan had. The woman was beautiful, wealthy, accomplished, perfectly appropriate. Gia’s words had whipped open the scars left by schoolgirl bullies and caused far deeper wounds. It had been unfathomable to Bethan—and of course the rest of the world—why Ares had opted to marry her in such a hasty, impulsive rush instead. So she’d actually grown some courage and asked him. That was when she’d discovered how impervious he was to anyone else’s feelings. He’d already gone quiet and self-contained. In that instant he’d turned to ice.

He hadn’t denied the engagement rumours, just dismissed them as irrelevant. Then he’d made her feel even more inferior by coolly informing her that she wouldn’t have to come to Athens much if she found it too stressful...

But Athens was where he worked. Where his family was. The family she’d hoped to fit into. She’d realised he was ashamed of her—that he didn’t want her with him when he was around those people. He’d gone so remote. When she’d asked if he loved her, he’d not even bothered to answer.

She’d been so heartbroken she couldn’t stay. Insecure and desperate, she’d run. And he’d let her. So much for her love story for the ages—the whole thing had been too good to be true. He’d betrayed her trust and broken her dreams and Bethan absolutely hated him.

But at least now he wanted their marriage to be over and she could hardly be hurt more when she wanted the same. Except the soul-destroying truth was she still was physically attracted to him while that last part of her romantic self still ached for the idyllic ‘big family dream’ she’d woven around him. Her childhood home had been a safe shelter from the misery at school. Her grandmother had loved her, spent hours teaching her traditional skills, telling her stories of her parents, of her own relationship, until she’d become ill. Her father had spent what time he had ashore teaching her everything he could too and it was wonderful. But he had been posted away more often than not. So while she’d been loved, she’d been lonely.

She’d longed for a husband who loved her and children—wanting them to have the siblings she’d not had. She’d planned a life filled with people and joy because there had been joy at home until she’d lost them both. She’d just wanted more. For five minutes she’d thought she could build that with Ares. But she’d not indulged in that foolish fantasy at all in the time since she’d left him. She’d focused on building an independent life for herself. She didn’t want or need a partner. Her career was fulfilling—creative and growing. She was proud of what she’d achieved and her girlfriends provided the safe, supportive emotional haven she’d missed.

But right now Elodie was away and Phoebe was coping with an unplanned pregnancy and heartbreak. She hadn’t been up waiting for Bethan tonight. Bethan had figured she’d gone to bed early, so had left her a quick note explaining she’d be away for a couple of days and not to worry—certainly not mentioned ‘the Greek’. She would talk to them about him fully when she got back. Hopefully she’d be able to because this would be truly over.

She ignored him the rest of the brief drive. She wasn’t going to attempt small talk—there was no need to fill the silence. She’d learned to control her nervous babbling. Mostly. The only thing to focus on was that this could be over quickly and with minimal impact. She was different. Wiser, more confident. She wouldn’t let Ares walk all over her again. It was only a few hours to endure. She would go to Greece, secure the end of their mockery of a marriage and finally be free.

The driver turned into the hotel drop-off zone. It was predictably luxurious. Naturally his sumptuous penthouse suite had a stunning view. Without a word she marched straight into the bedroom that was clearly uninhabited and locked the door.

She showered. Got into bed. Tried to relax. Fell asleep for five minutes before waking—heart racing—from a steamy dream. She tossed, turned, tangled in the top sheet until, too plagued by memories, she abandoned the idea of sleep altogether. Something ice cold might settle her furnace of a body. By now Ares would surely be asleep so she could grab something from the bar in the lounge. She was halfway across the room when she spotted him silently watching her from the sofa near the window.

‘Are you seriously keeping guard because you think I’m going to sneak out in the middle of the night?’ she jeered furiously.

‘No.’ He shot her a withering glance. ‘I’m working.’

Shirtless. On the sofa. With his laptop on the low table in front of him. Bethan’s inner furnace was on full meltdown.

His gaze narrowing, he stood and stepped towards her. ‘What’s wrong?’

She gaped at his half-naked body. Failed to drag her eyes away. Just as she’d always failed. He
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