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Broken Greek Vows

Lela May Wight




For those who have lost, and for those who still love.




PROLOGUE

Poppy Ariti spread the interlinking green stems holding violet purple, sunset orange and heaven’s pink flower tips. She slotted them through the holes in the permanently placed vase.

Wildflowers. They were everywhere on the island, but these she’d picked for him.

‘Dors, mon petit,’ she sang, as she had on her every visit. A lullaby her mother had sung to her, and her grandmother to her mother. And now…

She sang it for her son.

She sang it for Isaak.

‘Sleep, little one,’ she said again, finishing her lullaby for the last time in a croaked gulp. She couldn’t stop them. Could never stop them. Tears. They fell. But today she cried not only for him.

Poppy cried for herself.

Hot, slow tears of betrayal.

‘Mrs Ariti, we have to go.’

Poppy turned to the shadow on her left, holding her small brown leather overnight bag. ‘I know,’ she said, because Serena was right. She understood her urgent tone was appropriate.

She swiped at her cheeks.

She wouldn’t leave without saying goodbye.

Six months ago, she wouldn’t have been able to contemplate leaving the Greek island of Sotiría. Her home. The one place she could be with him. Isaak. But she had to leave him. Tonight.

She could do this, she told herself.

She was…better.

‘Au revoir, bébé.’ She leaned forward and pressed her lips to the white stone and stood from her knelt position.

Serena took her elbow. ‘Quickly now,’ she said, pulling her into step beside her.

Hair lashed into Poppy’s eyes. The coastal wind whipped at her cheeks, pushed her thick black woollen overcoat close to her breast, as if it tried to stop her escape.

Hurriedly, they made their way down the sloped path to the small boat waiting for them at the jetty. Serena, dressed all in black, stepped aboard first. She dropped Poppy’s bag onto the decking, turned, and held out her gloved hand.

‘Mind your step, Mrs Ariti.’

Poppy took her hand and placed her flat booted heel on the decking. She didn’t correct her. She’d told Serena, her personal bodyguard since Konstantinos had slipped the engagement ring onto her finger three years ago, countless times to call her Poppy. And no longer was Poppy staff, but a soon-to-be tycoon’s wife.

The paparazzi had swarmed.

She shuddered.

Formalities were unnecessary between them. Especially now Serena was no longer employed by her. In another life, she and Serena would have been friends, but not this one.

Poppy understood her need to keep the formal barrier between them.

She understood why, after the funeral, Serena had left her employment.

Isaak’s death had hurt everyone. Everyone but him. He’d never got attached. Not to the idea of him. Their son. Whereas she…

She could almost feel Isaak. Here with her now, in her arms, holding him tightly to her chest as they escaped together into a new life. A life away from the man who had betrayed them both.

She closed her eyes. Tried to stem the pulsing ache in her stomach.

Konstantinos had never ached.

He’d never wanted a child, and neither had she, but their baby had been coming, yet still he hadn’t wanted Isaak. He’d promised to do his duty. Fulfil his responsibility to the child. But that was where it ended.

Their relationship would remain as it was.

A marriage of convenience—friends with benefits—where he provided protection—safety—in return for her loyalty.

She hadn’t craved a change in their marriage, but solidarity—support—for what was to come. A baby. Their baby. She’d needed her friend. Him. But instead of remaining friends and building a safe place for their child, they’d started to repel each other like opposing magnets.

They weren’t friends now.

She opened her eyes.

‘I’m sorry, Serena.’ Guilt bloomed in her chest. ‘I’m sorry I dragged you into all this.’

All those who lived in the monastery, the staff, they’d be crushed to learn their boss was a liar. A cheat. All of her husband’s people were loyal to him. He inspired it. Loyalty. He was always fair to his employees. She couldn’t trust anyone on the island not to tell him what she was doing—where she was going.

Serena wasn’t crushed. She seemed almost relieved. Relieved that this man all believed was good was…bad. But still Poppy had put her in danger. Compromised her.

‘It’s such a risk to your reputation to help me,’ she continued. ‘A risk to your livelihood. I’m so thank—’

‘Do not apologise for asking for help.’ Serena’s shoulders tensed into a straight line. ‘Too many women ask for it too late. My mother…’ Serena held her gaze in the shadows. ‘I couldn’t help her escape my father.’

Was it always the fathers who broke their little girls? Fathers who put the responsibility of protecting their mothers on their too-small shoulders?

You didn’t protect her.

Her breath hitched.

She’d tried.

Too late.

The crash had taken her mother and father before she could. And that would always be her burden to carry. Yes, she’d been a child, but it was her regret to own. And she owned it as hers. Even if the lie belonged to her father.

‘My father…he hurt my mother, too. Lied to her.’ An ugly curve tilted her lips. ‘Men…they can’t be trusted. They’re all liars.’

It had been her mantra all of her life. Never to trust them, however charming they were, like her dad.

Konstantinos had changed her mind.

She’d been a fool to believe she could trust him. She’d thought he was different. Special.

Konstantinos Ariti had fooled everyone. He hadn’t been giving her time, not when Isaak was growing inside her, and not when he was gone. He hadn’t kept his distance to give her time to heal. To get better.

He’d been having an affair.

The private investigator recommended to her by Serena had confirmed her suspicions.

He’d betrayed her at her most vulnerable.

He was never the man she’d thought he was.

He was a liar.

She looked up at the converted monastery on the hill. If she’d kept her barriers high, if she hadn’t let him in, if she’d kept their relationship formal—kept it employee and employer—if she’d never kissed him on their first overseas work trip together…

In London everything had changed. She’d abandoned the fight with herself and admitted what she felt was more than admiration.

She wanted him.

He’d leaned in and held her so close, and yet so far.

She’d always wanted to kiss him. To feel his mouth on hers, and trace the shape of it with her tongue—learn it. She’d devoted her eyes to his lips in every minute she’d sat in a boardroom with her ex-boss watching them. His lips. This mouth that spoke words of truth. Honesty. So strong was his conviction that he had to protect everyone. His employees. His people, as he called them, promising he’d keep them safe from the monsters at their doors. Protect their mental health.

She’d leaned in all the way.

She had kissed him.

He’d stopped her. Told her if this happened, what it would be. An affair, but he’d never ask for more than what she wanted to give and he’d expect the same from her. If they did this, he’d adore her body and her mind, he’d protect them both, but he’d never love her.

Poppy hadn’t wanted love—never again would she chase a feeling.

She’d believed he was the one man she could trust, because everything he did was with brutal honesty. She’d thought she was safe with him. Safe from lies, even the ones that hurt, because he’d always promised to be honest with her. She’d felt safe enough to be honest with him. To tell him what she wanted. Needed.

Always honesty. Always the truth.

He’d agreed, and she’d answered with her mouth. Her tongue.

His honesty had made her feel safe, safe enough to take the risk of trusting him.

But she’d had to find this out on her own. The truth.

They’d never been friends.

She’d never been anything more to him than what he needed.

A wife to strengthen his image and bolster his reputation of being a family-led business. Their marriage in public and behind closed doors…it was all a façade, because the man beneath his perfect image was a cheat.

She closed her eyes briefly. She wouldn’t wish they had never happened. Because if they hadn’t, she would never have got pregnant. She never would have held him. Her baby boy.

Asleep, he’d been so very beautiful. So perfect.

Poppy closed her mouth too late to contain the muffled sob.

She knew it wasn’t her fault. After months of therapy, she understood it was no one’s fault. She understood the logic of this truth. The physics of placental abruption. The part of her body meant to nourish him had started to detach. The abruption only minor at first, the doctors had put her on bedrest. Guarded by nurses. But it hadn’t been enough. Isaak had been born sleeping.

She understood future pregnancies wouldn’t be the same.

Her throat closed.

Logic didn’t cushion the pain. Nor did biology.

Serena held out a life jacket. ‘Let’s put this on.’

Poppy nodded and let Serena direct her limbs inside the vest. She pulled the last buckle tight.

‘Did you do as I said?’ she asked.

‘No credit cards. Only—’ her chest tightened ‘—cash.’

She didn’t have nearly enough.

Serena nodded. ‘Sit down, and hold on.’

She sat down on the wooden bench beside her. Serena brought the engine to life. It purred, its revs hidden by the roll of the waves of the Ionian Sea aiding their escape.

The boat sliced through the water, which shone in the headlights like a trail of rippling diamonds guiding them directly towards the mouth of the island.

The only way in.

The only way out.

‘It’s time to drop your phone over the side,’ she said, keeping her hands on the silver steering wheel and her eyes straight ahead. ‘He’ll track it if you don’t.’

If he found her trying to leave, he’d never let her go.

Divorce. He didn’t believe in it. A divorce was a broken promise. He didn’t break his. He wouldn’t let her forget hers. His image was everything. Their marriage had been negotiated to last forever. Two people who could rely on each other. A loveless match bound by the things she wanted—trust and respect—and in exchange he would have what he wanted too. Their marriage would make his image complete. His reputation the opposite of his father’s brutal empire.

All a lie.

All a front for the public.

He’d broken the promises that meant the most to her. To always be honest. Faithful. Loyal. Her heart ached behind her breastbone. He knew about her dad. His adultery. He’d promised never—

Her heart squeezed.

Had he been having an affair while she was on bedrest? While her body had been nurturing their son?

Acrid acid burnt its way up her throat.

She looked at her rings.

She should drop those in, too.

She slipped them off, and pocketed them. She’d sell them when she got to France. Her homeland. She knew no one waited for her there. All her family was gone.

She swallowed. Her old employer would understand her grief. Her need for refuge. A place to hide until she was…strong. Strong enough to fight him for a divorce. She tensed. The idea of that confrontation now… His betrayal… His abandonment. Her nose pinched.

She couldn’t.

‘Okay.’ Poppy pulled her phone out of her pocket. She’d kept it so they could communicate. Serena had made her download some encrypted app two weeks ago when she’d called her about arranging a PI. They’d messaged on it today with details of their plan. It was all happening so quickly…

She inhaled a stuttering breath.

She entered the pin.

The screen was illuminated.

She hadn’t closed it. The message. The attachment was still there. Still open. It wouldn’t matter if she closed it. Her phone was set to upload to the cloud. Making it forever available.

A photograph of her husband.

His mouth locked on another’s.

‘How long until we get to the plane?’ Poppy asked tightly.

‘My team are all set and waiting on a deserted island not too far from here.’ Her gaze dropped to her wrist. She lifted it. A green light shone beneath the cuff. ‘Twenty minutes.’

She looked back at the converted monastery, alight at the top of the cliff. The monks had lived here long ago. It was the place she’d called home for the last three years. A home he’d converted just for them. A place she’d thought was her forever home.

‘Don’t worry,’ Serena said, drawing Poppy’s gaze. ‘I’ll get you into France without your arrival being official. He’ll never know where you went. You’ll just…vanish.’ She made short, firm eye contact. ‘It’ll be as if you never existed.’

That’s what he wanted, wasn’t it?

He was having an affair to avoid the tragedy their marriage had become by pretending his wife and son didn’t exist.

A tear slipped free.

She didn’t know if she’d ever be ready to confront that. Or him.

She exhaled slowly through her nostrils.

Maybe she would never have to.

Maybe this was the end of it.

The end of them.

She stretched her arm over the side of the boat. She held it there. Her fingers trembled.

‘Goodbye, Konstantinos.’

She let go of her phone. Into the water’s dark depths it disappeared.

And so, too, did Poppy.




CHAPTER ONE

Twelve Months Later…

Poppy pushed up the sash window. The air was too stifling. Too close, her mother would have said. As if the air itself was closing in.

It was a warning the storm was near.

Soon the heavens would open.

The sky would tear with lightning bolts.

The thunder would roar.

But outside, there were no signs of an incoming storm. All was as it had been for the last year. Picturesque. Not a cloud was in the sky. The sun shone over Paris in a blanket of warm orange. The Champ de Mars was a forest of green beneath the Eiffel Tower. A postcard picture she only viewed from inside. Hidden behind the glass. Safe inside her temporary home.

She’d always known it would be temporary. Yet she wasn’t ready to leave. She wasn’t ready to face the world outside the haven this place had become to her. A place to heal.

She exhaled sharply.

She knew the closeness of the storm wasn’t making her skin clammy, though. It was the telephone meeting taking place a few rooms down.

‘I’m so sorry, my dear.’

Léon Durand. Her old employer had opened his home to her without condition, but with empathy. They’d both lost so much. They’d…talked. Of their losses. Of hers.

Léon was a blessing. He always had been. Her very first employer straight out of university. Durand Cruise Liners never should have hired her. She’d been too inexperienced, despite her double degrees and her aptitude for languages, to be a personal assistant to the head of a conglomerate. But it was an unusual position no experienced PA would have agreed to.

His son, Caleb, had taken over the family business. Léon’s position within his own company had become redundant, his staff had been reduced or transferred, and yet he stayed in his office. He refused to officially retire. Caleb had confided he did this because no one was at home any more. His wife had died. He was alone in a six-storey mansion. And so he stayed in his second home. Durand Towers. Poppy was hired to keep Léon…company. A companion.

And now they were each other’s.

‘There’s nothing I can do,’ Léon said quietly from the doorway. ‘There’s no way to stop it.’

Her mouth ran dry.

‘The lawyers have delayed as much as they can, but they have come to the end of the road. There are no more loopholes to use.’ He swallowed thickly. ‘The takeover is imminent.’

She nodded, and turned her gaze away from where he sat in his wheelchair.

Guilt pressed down heavily on her heart.

She never should have put Léon in this position, but she hadn’t known about the loan. Hadn’t known how close the spider was coming to wrapping its silken threads around Léon.

She picked up her pruning shears. She’d spent the last year honing in on the things she enjoyed. Flowers. Arranging them into subtle bouquets—large ones, fantastical ones. Léon’s home looked somewhat like a florist’s shop now. But they both enjoyed the scent. The scent of hope the greyness of grief would dim.

‘Use this as an opportunity, Poppy,’ Léon said behind her. ‘Face him.’

The pruning shears slipped from her fingers onto the mat-lined table. White petals fell from the long-stemmed roses she was arranging in the vase with the thud of metal on wood.

She shook her head. ‘I can’t.’

‘You must at least talk—’

‘I don’t want to talk to him,’ she interjected sharply. Too sharply.

‘If only to end it,’ he pressed. ‘Divorce him.’

She closed her eyes. Shut out the view of Paris in front of her. Shut out the voice of reason behind her.

‘You can’t hide forever.’

She sighed. ‘I’m not ready.’

‘We are never ready for these things.’

Poppy opened her eyes. For a year, she’d waited for it. For strength. But she wasn’t…strong.

She fingered a thornless stem with her left hand. A year later and still it felt wrong not to be wearing her rings. Her hand—her fingers—they were unbalanced without them.

‘We both know you can’t continue to live like this,’ he said, rolling his wheelchair beside her. ‘You cannot live with me as you have done. As if the world outside doesn’t exist. It exists, Poppy, and it’s coming inside. He is.’

A tremble raked through her. ‘How long do I have?’

‘A week. Maybe.’ He reached for her hand. Enclosed it between both of his. Such a simple gesture of reassurance that he was here. With her. Her friend. ‘I’m in no position to delay him.’

She looked down into his weathered face. He looked so much older than he had when she’d met him almost a decade ago. She recognised the deeper lines. She had them too. Scars of sadness. Grief. Both had aged him ten years above his seventy. As for her…she didn’t feel thirty. She ached in places no thirty-year-old should.

Her eyes welled. ‘You shouldn’t have to,’ she said, placing her free hand on top of his. ‘I never meant to stay this long.’

His face twisted. ‘I was selfish to keep you here. Selfish not to push you to do this sooner. But you—your memories of Caleb—’ His voice broke.

Her throat clogged. Poppy had worked for the Durands for twelve months before Léon retired. Then she’d become Caleb’s third assistant. Caleb had never been anything more to her than an employer, although she had seen his determination to keep the business and his family from bankruptcy. But by her fourth year working for the family the business had come under real strain, despite his best efforts, and he started letting staff go…

She never should have taken Konstantinos’s job offer.

But she had. Konstantinos had seen in her something no one else ever had. The potential to be…more. Potential he’d highlighted in a meeting when she’d suggested a workable time-line so Konstantinos and Caleb could work together to ease the worries of a cargo business they’d intended to take over, together, to minimise the monetary risk to their individual businesses. Especially as Durand was looking into new ventures to stabilise the company’s income.

He’d told them a young woman brave enough to speak out in a meeting where she should be taking minutes needed to be given the opportunity to grow. There was no room for professional growth in a business that was letting staff go, closing departments and taking risks on new ventures.

Konstantinos hadn’t stolen her away. He wasn’t underhand. He’d asked them if he could have her. They’d agreed to let her go.

She’d become PA to the richest shipping magnate in the world. Konstantinos had given her an opportunity no one else had, an opportunity to grow, to be more, but still her eyes had chased his lips into every room—watched them until London.

He’d pushed her in the office to take charge of her professional growth, and every chance they had he pushed her in bed too—to demand more. To tell him what she liked when he kissed the skin beneath her ear. When he put his hand between her thighs.

He’d made her feel free to be honest, when all her young life she’d held her tongue, considered the consequences of her honesty.

She didn’t have to consider the consequences with him.

He’d become her lover. Her friend. She’d told him things she’d told no one. Her father was an adulterer. She’d spent her childhood holding her breath.

He’d promised she’d never have to hold her breath with him.

She never had to be scared.

When he’d asked her to marry him…it had been the happily-ever-after she wanted. Not love, but friendship. Trust.

‘Caleb was a good man,’ she said, pushing those memories of Konstantinos down.

Konstantinos wasn’t the man he made people believe he was. He wasn’t trustworthy. He wasn’t on her side. He’d left her side the minute the pregnancy test had shown two vivid pink lines. He’d abandoned her completely when she was grieving. Sick.

Postpartum depression. What a cruel thing for her body to do to her. To give her all the emotions of a woman who’d carried her baby into the third trimester, twenty-eight weeks, and amplify them with grief.

‘And a terrible businessman,’ Léon said.

She dropped her stiff shoulders. None of this was Léon’s fault. He’d given her refuge. He’d done everything in his power to hide her in plain sight.

‘We can’t all be good at everything,’ she soothed.

He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. ‘I should have held on to the reins a little longer,’ he said. ‘I should have—’

‘You did nothing wrong, Léon.’

‘If I’d done things differently…if I hadn’t retired…’ His lips thinned. ‘Your husband would never have had to bail us out. Save my company from bankruptcy. You wouldn’t be in the position you are in now.’

‘No one put me in this position but him.’

She’d thought she was safe with Konstantinos.

‘You came when I had nothing and no one.’ Léon’s eyes shimmered.

‘I had no one either,’ she said.

‘You have a husband,’ he corrected.

‘He stopped being that the minute he was unfaithful.’ Fury burned beneath her skin. ‘He betrayed me.’

Léon scowled. ‘I’m sorry, Poppy. Sorry I didn’t push you to at least end it. Close the door on your marriage before it came to this point. Critical.’

‘You gave me what I needed,’ she corrected. ‘A friend.’

‘Our time is up.’ He paled. ‘He will take over Durand’s. He will come.’

‘I’ll leave.’

‘I have an estate.’ He frowned. ‘It is rural. Deep in the countryside. It’s yours, if this is what you wish.’

She leant down and kissed his cheek. ‘Thank you.’

He nodded. ‘I’ll do everything in my power to give you what you…need.’

Twenty-four hours later…

Konstantinos Ariti was no saviour.

He was the devil.

And tonight he’d come to collect.

He rang the gold bell, and within seconds the black iron doors of the six-storey French mansion in the seventh arrondissement of Paris opened.

It was a unique property with generations’ worth of history engraved into the high gold-leaf ceilings, into the ornate cornices of the Haussmann architecture and buried deep into the herringbone floors.

‘This way, sir.’

He strode inside and swept past the straight spine and the dipped head of the butler without greeting. He knew the way, but he also knew who he’d find inside the formal dining room when he arrived… Léon was changed.

It wouldn’t be the same as their meeting three years ago. Laughter wouldn’t be heard above clinking glasses.

His Adam’s apple dragged heavily up and down his throat.

He didn’t let his eyes linger on the portraits of those loved and lost lining the walls, but a stillness only attributed to the forever sleeping, and those they left behind wide awake, hung in the air like a sickness.

On leather-cushioned feet, he entered another corridor.

His gaze stalled on the adaptations not in keeping with the décor. The stairlift, customised to encircle the spiralling staircase. The solid wooden ramp leading up the short three steps to a closed door.

Another bowed head greeted him at the end of the corridor. A white-gloved hand pressed down the gold handle to open an ornate door expanded to allow for a wider gait.

He stepped inside.

The panelled windows, the palest of pinewood adorned with ornate gold rims, let in the view and the orange light of a setting sun over the heart of Paris. Clear vases full of white blooms with overly long green stems adorned every polished surface. The chandelier roared with the tiny flames of dozens of thin church candles above the table. An oval top made of rosewood, dressed with silver cutlery, and crystal glasses, held the central piece. A bigger vase held longer stems, bigger blooms.

The smell of death didn’t live here.

It was floral.

It was Poppy.

His wife.

He clenched his teeth.

She was everywhere and nowhere.

The ghost of her had walked beside him on every street for a year. She’d sat beside him—distracted him—in every meeting, on every plane ride across the ocean to see for himself if his team had the right woman this time. If they’d found her. And each time, it hadn’t been her.

She’d simply stopped existing. And yet, she was in the very air he breathed.

He squeezed the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger.

He’d thought they were the same. Level-headed.

He’d never wanted to marry. He’d thought his actions would be enough to prove to the world he was nothing like his father, but when the articles had turned into a frenzy after his award for providing a work-life balance for his employees and their families, the mock outrage that he had no family, that he wasn’t married… It became front-page news.

He’d known there was one way to end the speculation he was anything like his tyrant of a father.

He’d known he could do it with Poppy. A marriage of convenience. A marriage based on sex, but in public they’d be the epitome of a healthy relationship. Childless, but still whole. A couple who respected each other.

His father had never respected his mother, but he had respected Poppy. Respected her boundaries set into place because of her childhood. As she respected his.

Never emotion.

Never love.

She’d wanted only the things he could give her.

The things she wanted.

Security—loyalty—sex.

He’d given her all three in exchange for a marriage of convenience to bolster the image of his business ethos. Family and health first.

The press had torn him apart with her disappearance. The image of her on the cliff. The stolen photograph of his wife in despair. Lost. Displayed for the world to see. Captioned in sensational, vulgar words in gossip and news columns worldwide accusing him of hiding her away because of his advocacy for mental health, and how badly it would look if he couldn’t support his wife.

It wasn’t true.

He’d made sure she had everything his mother hadn’t. Help.

He walked further into the room, empty but for the sound of his breath leaving his flaring nostrils.

‘Konstantinos,’ a voice called from the doorway.

He turned, and his instinct was to let his gaze linger on the wheelchair, on the legs, smaller now, outlined beneath the grey wool blanket keeping them warm. But he didn’t. He made himself look straight into the eyes of the cruise-liner tycoon, and swallowed down the words of condolence in his throat.

He wouldn’t let himself care for anything or anyone any more.

He’d cared for her, and she’d betrayed him. He’d trusted her to keep her word.

No one would leave him behind again.

Tonight, he’d let himself be everything he’d fought against becoming all his life. His father.

He’d be brutal. Ruthless. Cruel.

He’d make himself enjoy this, because what was the alternative?

It was his reputation or the cruise-liner tycoon’s.

It wasn’t personal.

This was business.

The only personal connection they’d ever had was her. Their meeting three years ago should never have been what it was. A date. It had gone from formal to casual when she’d joined them, not as anyone’s employee, but as his wife. Caleb’s wife had joined them too, at Poppy’s request. And she’d joined them with their daughter in tow, who’d fallen asleep before dessert on her grandfather’s knee. Against Léon’s chest.

He snarled.

He was a fool.

He’d known the Durands most of his life. He’d been to boarding school with the tycoon’s son. But they were not friends.

Poppy was your friend.

He stepped forward.

She was nothing to him now.

He stretched out his hand. ‘Léon,’ he greeted in return without inflection.

‘Konstantinos,’ he repeated, wrapping two hands around his. ‘Thank you for coming so quickly.’

‘I was already in Paris.’

He released his hand. ‘I was aware.’

Konstantinos stood tall and watched him roll his wheelchair into place at the head of the table.

Léon nodded to the chair beside him. ‘Sit with me.’

Konstantinos exhaled. One foot after the other, he took his seat beside him at a table Konstantinos had shared with him and his family three years ago when he’d saved the tycoon’s business by pumping millions into it.

He never should have given them the loan. The business had been failing. Rapidly. It was high-risk. A risk he wouldn’t usually take. But the dinner…when the two wives had put the little girl to bed. Leaving the men downstairs to talk. To keep business and family separate. It had done something to him. Seduced him with its family foundations.

He’d never had a conventional family. But he’d known that night, watching them all, why he did what he did. Why when his mother had died, he’d sworn to be the opposite of his father, and build an empire that put family and health first.

Family—it gave them each strength. A strength his mother had been denied by his father.

His entire business model was about putting family first. A vow he’d promised to his mother when he’d held her in his arms. He’d promised he’d prove it didn’t have to be the way it was for her.

No one had to be put second place to money. Or power. No one.

It had felt like a moral obligation to save them all.

And he had.

He’d saved Léon’s family business that night.

But now Léon had no family.

And neither did he.

Now… Konstantinos would protect only himself.

Konstantinos eyed the perfectly set table. The three crystal goblets. ‘Why are there three place settings?’ he asked.

‘I thought tonight might call for a mediator,’ Léon admitted.

He frowned. ‘A mediator?’

‘I expect there will be difficult discussions.’ His loosened skin rolled with the heavy drag of his Adam’s apple. ‘About your wife.’

‘My wife is none of your business,’ he warned.

‘Of course she’s my business. She is why you’re here. You have come to deflect the salacious rumours: “Is she in the attic?”’ he pressed, repeating the recent headlines. ‘“Has Konstantinos lost his business acumen and his wife?”’

Intelligent blue eyes met his. They were still sharp, yet they were glazed—fogged—by too many defeats.

‘The rumours won’t end because you take over my organisation,’ Léon finished.

‘They will,’ Konstantinos countered.

He’d show them all he was stronger than he’d ever been. Before or after her.

‘They won’t. The press—’ Léon’s nostrils flared ‘—they question my mental health with their disgusting articles, because I sought refuge in my home after the death of my family.’ He continued, ‘And they mock you because of the disappearance of your wife after losing your son. They parade our grief daily.’

His throat dried. Images, too bright—too clear—burst to vivid clarity in his mind.

His son in his arms.

The weightlessness of him.

His ears had strained to hear the whoosh of a heart that no longer beat. To hear his son breathe. He’d placed his too big hand to his still chest. Waited for his eyes to open. But they hadn’t. His eyes had never opened. So peaceful he had looked.

You failed him.

He hadn’t kept his promise. He hadn’t protected them when he’d vowed he would. Protected them both from the monster that lived inside him. A monster like his father who could abandon all those he should have protected.

He’d never wanted to risk having a child.

He’d wanted his father’s DNA to stop with him.

And it had.

Isaak was dead, because he’d willed it.

He stiffened. Tentacles of grief wrapped around his vital organs and squeezed.

Konstantinos cut them down at the root.

He refused to allow anything like what he’d experienced after his mother’s death to enter his bloodstream ever again.

He wouldn’t grieve for someone who had never lived.

He wouldn’t think of him.

His son. Born too soon…

‘Let them whisper, Konstantinos,’ Léon urged. ‘These men who watched you grow into a man and build a shipping empire bigger than your father’s—they have turned their backs on us both.’ His lips pursed. ‘So let them take their business deals elsewhere. Let it all fall to the bottom of the sea. None of it matters.’

The rumours were true.

Léon had given up.

‘You’re ready to lose everything?’ His gaze narrowed. ‘To me?’

‘Everything that mattered has already been taken from me,’ he dismissed with a wave of his too thin wrist.

Konstantinos recoiled. His acceptance was an ugly thing. Léon was dead already. He’d died two years ago when they’d pulled the only survivor from the helicopter crash. Him. His son, his daughter-in-law and his granddaughter, gone.

Like Isaak?

He grimaced. He wouldn’t form a connection between them because of their losses. This was business. Nothing else.

His father had been right all along. Power only remained with those willing to take it—with those who would do anything to keep it.

Konstantinos’s chair scraped against the floor as he stood. ‘As of tonight, Durand Cruise Liners belongs to me to settle the debt you owe me.’

‘As is your right,’ Léon agreed flatly.

He closed his eyes.

It was relief, not doubt, making his skin…uncomfortable. He was shedding a suit he’d resewn too many times to count to fit a man he’d thought was fair, but a man he now knew was a fool. But he’d corrected his error in judgement. He’d sliced off all of his soft edges with the blade that had cut free months of hair he’d let grow too thick, and too long, looking for a wife who didn’t want to be found.

What if she’s still sick?

The image of her on the clifftop drifted into his mind.

His jaw firmed to granite.

She’d made her choice, and now…

He’d made his.

He opened his eyes. ‘The papers will arrive tomorrow,’ he said. ‘You will sign them.’

Léon dipped his head. ‘I will.’

It didn’t feel like victory.

It felt like…nothing.

Konstantinos turned to leave…

A coldness expanded in his core, turning the blood in his body into a thick and sluggish pulp. It moved through his limbs at a glacial pace—refusing to pump into the heart now beating too slowly in his ears.

He swayed on his feet.

In slow motion, his gaze moved over the face in the doorway, watching him with blue eyes framed by obscenely long lashes, making them appear bigger—deeper. So similar to the eyes he’d searched for in every crowd these past twelve months.

His lungs forgot to inhale.

His unblinking gaze moved over her diamond-shaped face, her high cheekbones flushed with freckles, her flicked nose, her haunting rose-pink mouth wide and gaping. Her hair was loose. Longer now, skirting the open collar of her too big, long-sleeved white shirt. It came to her blue denim-clad thighs…

He took a step back on stiff knees.

It couldn’t be.

‘You…you…betrayed me,’ she said brokenly. Her eyes no longer on his, but on…

He blinked. Slowly. He followed her gaze.

‘Forgive me, Poppy,’ Léon pleaded. ‘You will see—in time—it was the right choice to bring your husband here tonight. The only choice. I’m sorry I didn’t warn you. I knew you’d flee…’ Léon’s voice spoke softly beside him. ‘But I will stay here with you. If you want me to.’

Konstantinos’s mind whirled.

Léon was the mediator?

He turned his gaze back to her.

His wife.

For a year, Konstantinos had searched. The night terrors had returned. Crashing waves and seaweed. But it hadn’t been his mother he’d fought against the current to save. It had been Poppy, caught in the green weeds of the sea. Drowning.

Flashlights on the heads of the specialist teams searching the island’s waters, the whoosh of the helicopters swarming over the hills, and the cliffs, trying to find her the night she’d vanished, pummelled his mind’s eye.

She was the one he’d vowed to keep safe. He hadn’t been able to keep his mother safe. He hadn’t protected her from the monsters in her head or the real live monster—his father—who had berated her for being sick.

His father had abandoned his mother.

He…he hadn’t abandoned Poppy. Not when she was physically sick, not when her mental health had failed her. He’d protected Poppy. He was not his father. But she had walked away anyway.

Abandoned him.

Just like your mother?

His chest squeezed.

You failed your mother.

You failed Poppy.

You let your son die.

You failed them all.

The breath in his throat turned heavy—threatening to choke him.

He’d done everything right to keep them safe.

He wasn’t at fault.

She was.

She’d destroyed everything he’d built.

She’d destroyed him.

Heat flushed through his body. The ice in his veins shattered, replaced by a roaring inferno.

She’d promised she would always be there, by his side, and she…betrayed him.

And Léon, after everything he’d done for him and his family, had harboured his runaway wife. Hidden her from him.

Great lava waves crashed against his chest wall.

‘For all this time?’ Konstantinos’s feet moved of their own volition towards her motionless frame in the doorway. ‘You’ve been…here?’

Her eyes bulged. She stepped back on flat black pumps, and raised her arms, outstretched them, palms forward, as if to ward him off.

Her eyes moved to the corridor beyond the room in front of her.

‘Popp—’

She turned her feet in the direction of her eyes. She moved. Her pumps squeaked.

He leapt into motion. Any heaviness in his core evaporated. His adrenaline spiked, giving life to his limbs. His brisk step covering more than her run, he followed her back the way he’d come.

She stopped at the entrance—reached for the handles.

She looked up.

Their gazes locked.

It pulsed between them. A vortex of all that was unsaid. So many questions. His neck corded, and he choked down every single one in his throat, and said, ‘Come to me.’

She dragged her gaze back to the oak and iron trapping her inside.

‘Do not open those doors,’ he warned.

Her fingers flexed on the handles.

His solar plexus tightened.

She yanked open the doors.

It ripped through him. Rage.

Strawberry blonde wisps of hair flying in all directions, she disappeared through the open doors. Out of sight.

A guttural roar built in his chest.

Konstantinos moved to the entrance, and he howled into the Parisian night.

‘Poppy!’




CHAPTER TWO

Poppy understood it for what it was.

A battle cry.

Rough and accented, the roar of her name swept over her skin and called every hair on her body to rise to it.

For months she’d hidden from this fight, and she didn’t want it. She wasn’t ready.

Eyes forward, she ran. Her feet faltered with the hiccup of her heart. But she wouldn’t stop. She wouldn’t turn back.

She wasn’t stupid. At her fastest, she couldn’t match his stealth. She couldn’t outpace him. But she could hide.

Ahead, the unmarked border between the seventh and fifteenth districts called to her.

She ran beneath a broken streetlight and slipped into the alley between two tall buildings.

She scanned what loomed above her on either side. Apartments. Metal balconies covered each wall with a crisscross of diagonal steps. A pull-down ladder hovered above her. A fire escape?

She jumped—missing the first rung by too many centimetres.

She scanned the lower walls—the white doors. She tugged at a silver handle. Locked.

She turned her gaze to the end of the alleyway.

Her heart stopped.

Metal gates barred her way. She ran to them. Yanked at the padlock. Futile. Her gaze lifted. Her stomach dropped. She couldn’t climb the twisted metal with its sharp, dagger points.

‘Poppy,’ a voice said behind her. It was quiet. Lethal.

Her heart slowed. Her panting lungs ceased to breathe.

She whipped around.

His frame filled the entrance to the alleyway. Blocked any chance of escape. Dressed all in black, he was an all-consuming shadow in the darkness.

And he was getting closer.

‘Ahh!’ A noise left her mouth that should have been a scream, but it wasn’t. It was a yip that sounded too much like excitement. As if it wanted to be caught, and it enjoyed the thrill of the chase.

Her body was confused. It was too tightly coiled. Too tense.

It was not excited!

She hated confrontation—had hidden from it since she was a child for fear of exposing her father’s double life. She’d run tonight because it was instinct to run. The way it had been when she’d been young. Run away from the lies her father told her mother. The heated arguments that followed. But…

She swallowed. Hard. But there was no moisture to smooth the motion. No way to ease the tightness drawing her every muscle taut. But never had the threat of confrontation felt so…internal.

It was bone-deep. It throbbed in her temples, in her chest. And down lower. Between her thighs.

His step didn’t falter. Graceful and slow, he closed the distance between them with effortless ease.

The amber light from the windows up on high threw a light down on him—sharpened his edges.

His black hair was scraped back with precision. Each strand in place. Perfect. His broad forehead drew her gaze to his eagle nose, his clean-shaven sculpted cheekbones, his thick, naturally pouting mouth. The open collar of his black shirt exposed his wide neck, taut and pulsing. His black suit, his jacket unbuttoned, sat on his shoulders like a second skin.

He was everything she remembered, and everything she’d tried to forget.

A beautiful liar.

He stopped in front of her.

‘You will come with me.’ He raised long, tanned fingers.

Was he trembling?

No.

Konstantinos didn’t tremble.

He felt nothing.

She stepped back out of reach. Her back met metal. ‘Don’t touch me.’

She didn’t want his hands on her.

She didn’t crave his touch.

She didn’t miss the sweep of his fingers on her skin.

She didn’t yearn for the all-encompassing heat of his body enveloping her.

She didn’t long for the security of his arms.

He wasn’t safe.

His gaze narrowed. ‘Don’t touch you?’

Her stomach flipped. ‘Go away, Konstantinos.’

He inched towards her. Invaded her space. Swallowed the air and replaced it with him. Only him. And it washed over her. A scent so familiar, so earthy.

She wouldn’t breathe him in!

But she already had. Too deeply. All she could taste was him. And he tasted of the shattered shards of broken vows.

‘I’m going nowhere without you.’

‘Why would I go anywhere with you?’

Dark eyes burrowed into hers. ‘You abandoned me—imploded my life. Devastated my reputation,’ he said on a heated hiss. ‘You owe me an explanation.’

She wouldn’t feel guilty.

He deserved it!

He was a fraud.

Just like Dad.

‘I owe you nothing.’

‘Oh, but you do, poulaki mou.’

The endearment thrust her back to too long ago, to a once-upon-a-time fairy tale that had never existed.

‘I’m not your little bird.’ She spat out the lie, because she had been his. Only his.

The mighty Konstantinos Ariti had given her a chance to be…more. He’d said she was like a little bird tapping on the window when she’d spoken in that meeting. And he’d opened it.

It had done something to her. Stroked a part of her she’d thought she’d buried. The need to be chosen. Her dad had never chosen her. He’d never given up his other family. But Konstantinos had chosen her.

Each stage of their relationship, he’d sucked her in. Offered her a job no one else believed she could do. First assistant. A personal assistant to a formidable Greek. He’d eased her into a twelve-month affair. Tempted her into marriage. And for eighteen months before she fell pregnant it had been everything he’d promised.

He’d made her believe for the first time in her life she was safe. She could trust in the life she was living. The life she’d chosen to live with him.

He’d made her believe he could be trusted.

And then… Isaak.

He’d changed everything. Changed her. But Konstantinos had shown his true colours. He was cold. Detached. He’d never cared for her. Never cared for the baby they’d made. And she…she had cared. Deeply. So very deeply had she cared for them both, she realised.

She’d broken no rules. She had not fallen in love. But caring?

She’d carried his child. Wasn’t she supposed to care?

Wasn’t he?

‘No,’ he agreed. ‘You’re not a little bird any more.’

His gaze travelled over her. His slow appraisal, the flick of too long eyelashes, swept over every part of her body.

It was too intimate. It licked at her flesh. Made her burn.

Lean, long fingers rose to her cheek. Feather-light, his thumb grazed her cheek and pushed the stray hairs behind her ear. ‘You are my wife.’

Electrical currents zapped her senses. The possessive statement, the imprint of his thumb on her over-sensitised skin, hardened her abdominal muscles. Her breasts felt heavy. The tight tips of her nipples pushed against the cotton of her shirt.

Whatever was happening inside her body was nothing more than muscle memory. Her body remembered, that was all. But his hands on her body. His touch on her skin…

It repulsed her, she assured herself.

He did not set her soul on fire.

The coil inside her, suppressing everything, popped.

‘Get your hands off me.’ Red rage misted her gaze. Never again would she welcome his touch on her body. ‘You…you lying bastard!’

His hand fell to his side. ‘I have never lied to you.’

Did he really think she didn’t know?

The heat drained from her limbs—blanching her tightened cheeks.

He knew what he’d done. He knew, even if she’d never confronted him with the photographs. He was there. He didn’t need to see them.

Images of skin, dark and flawless, so different from her freckled, pale skin, flashed in her mind.

Isabella, she’d like her. Hired her as her replacement. She’d trained her.

The roll of tyres burst the tension between them.

Her gaze flicked to the black limousine blocking the entry to the alley.

‘You will come with me,’ he said again.

She thrust out her chin defiantly. ‘I won’t.’

‘I have searched the world to find you. I thought you were dead, but here you are, very much alive.’ His black eyes shot flames. ‘This doesn’t end with me leaving you all alone in the dark.’

She needed this to end.

Them to end.

So, what choice did she have?

She hadn’t been trying to heal these last months.

She’d been hiding. All her life she’d hidden from the moments she shouldn’t have. The moments she should have stiffened her spine and planted her feet and spoken. However nasty it was to tell it. To say it out loud. The truth.

Léon was right. Right to make her face him. She needed to. But…

Her stomach dropped.

How many times had she run from confrontation? Away from her father? Hidden under the bed when she was too young to leave the house? Hidden in the park when she knew that was the furthest she could go on their estate? She’d never confronted him. Never told her mother the truth…

Poppy understood she hadn’t kept her father’s secrets only to protect her mother. She’d kept them to protect herself. To keep her father where he belonged. With her.

She’d wanted her daddy. His love.

What ten-year-old didn’t?

It wasn’t a special kind of love. He wasn’t a special man. He had no admirable qualities other than that he was there. So many of the children at school…their families were broken. Divorced. They’d teased her because she was the odd one out with her traditional family. Two parents. They’d warned her it wouldn’t last. Her daddy would leave. Just as their daddies had left them.

For so long she had thought her daddy wasn’t like other daddies.

She’d joined the dots in her teens. They weren’t simply other children she played with in the park on her Saturday afternoons out with her father. They were her family. Her half-siblings. Her father had a second family.

She’d wanted to tell her mother. Tell her the truth. Her father was splitting his time between two lives. Both a secret from the other. But she’d been
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