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Prologue
Numb with grief, Leah Moore sat in front of Nikos Andrakis. His massive desk provided a sizeable barrier between them, but their losses brought them together. “I still can’t believe it.” Even seeing her father’s coffin, with his smiling face displayed on a picture perched atop, hadn’t really made it reality yet.
“I share your shock,” said Nikos, looking much older than his twenty-eight years.
He had buried his older brother and sister-in-law yesterday. Had circumstances been different, she never would have missed Dmitri and Ione’s funeral, but she’d had her father’s to plan.
“Have you thought about the future yet?” asked Nikos.
Leah shook her head, pleating the black skirt of her sensible suit. Of her mother’s sensible suit, she silently amended. She had found it hanging in Sophie’s closet a couple of days ago, likely where her mother had left it two years ago, when she had died. “It’s difficult enough to deal with the present.”
“You know my brother found Miles invaluable to the Andrakis Company. They were much more than employer and employee. Miles was also his friend.”
Leah nodded, wishing her father hadn’t been so close to Dmitri. If he hadn’t, Miles wouldn’t have been on the plane that crashed, taking the only person she had left in the world. It had become Miles’s tradition to accompany the Andrakis family on vacations, to deal with any business matters that arose. His loyalty to Dmitri and the Andrakis Corporation had cost him everything.
“I took the liberty of making some inquiries.” Nikos shuffled some papers, though he didn’t look down at them. His dark eyes remained on her, the solemnity in his expression unable to fully mute the classic perfection of his features. Before the crash, she would have been giddy to have so much of Nikos’s undivided attention but today, her heart couldn’t muster even a slightly rapid pulse in reaction to his proximity. “How much do you know of your father’s finances?”
That was unexpected question. With a shrug, she said, “Not much. It wasn’t my business.” Her stomach clenched with anxiety. “Why?”
“Your mother’s illness was expensive. My brother offered to help, but you know how proud your father is… was.”
She nodded tightly, anxiety increasing by the moment.
Nikos offered his first smile of the day—a weak, half-hearted curl of the lips. “It drove Dmitri crazy, but Miles continued to refuse his offers.”
“What’s the bottom line?” Leah couldn’t take not knowing.
“You’re penniless. Miles died with everything leveraged, including your family home. He’d borrowed everything possible from his life insurance policy and still owes a substantial amount to creditors.”
She blinked, unable to fully process what Nikos said. She understood the words but couldn’t yet figure how they affected her. How would life change? She’d already lost her father. It seemed impossible that things could get worse.
“Dmitri would never forgive me if I didn’t settle your father’s accounts and provide for you.”
Instinctively, Leah shook her head. “I can’t accept that. Dad wouldn’t want me to take charity.”
Nikos sighed, leaning back in his chair. He rubbed the bridge of his nose wearily. “It wouldn’t be charity. I have a business proposition, of sorts, for you to consider.”
Leah gazed at him with confusion. What kind of business could she assist with? As a sophomore in college, studying botany, she was hardly qualified to work for the Andrakis Corporation. What did she know of imports and exports? “What possible use could I be?”
“Arianna is lost, as you can imagine.”
Leah felt a sharp pang in her chest. “How is she?” How could she have forgotten to ask about Dmitri’s daughter? It was thoughtless, and she reproached herself for being so lost in her own grief that she hadn’t truly thought about anyone else involved.
“Physically, the doctors expect Arianna to make a full recovery.” Nikos grimaced. “I am not so confident about her mental state. She still doesn’t seem to grasp her father’s death.”
“That’s understandable.” Leah could relate, having been unable to really accept Miles's death as of yet. It had been less than a week, and she knew it would take time—for her and Arianna. “What happens to Arianna now?”
“There is an aging aunt in Greece who would look after her, but Arianna begged me not to send her away. Her life is here in New York, and she knows nothing of our homeland, aside from vacations spent on Trini Island and occasional visits to Greece.” Nikos leaned forward, folding his hands together. “I have agreed to keep her here, with me.”
Leah nodded. “That is the best solution. She’s already lost so much. It wouldn’t be fair to make her lose everything else.”
“I am pleased you agree.” A strange expression lit his face. It sent a shiver down her spine, though she couldn’t say why.
“Back to my business proposition,” he said briskly. “I want you to marry me.”
Leah gasped. “Are you insane?” Nikos proposing marriage was almost as big a bombshell as her father’s death.
“Probably,” he said with a hint of tiredness. “Yet, I see no other option.”
“I don’t need you to take care of me, especially not by marrying me.” Briefly, she entertained the idea of what she would have said if Nikos had proposed in other circumstances. Considering he barely knew she was alive, it had been improbable that he would have suddenly proposed had their families not died.
“It isn’t to take care of you. Well, it is in some ways. You’ll be well provided for, and I’ll make sure you have a generous settlement when we divorce.”
Her eyes narrowed. “I haven’t even agreed to marry you, and you’re already discussing divorce?”
Nikos sighed. “I’m proposing a temporary arrangement, Leah. I assure you the idea of marrying someone whom I barely know is as strange for me as it is you.”
“What do you need me for? If you want a marriage of convenience, for whatever reason, I’m certain you’d have a hundred candidates volunteering within the hour.” She forced back a twinge of jealousy she had no right to feel.
“I could find someone else, but that wouldn’t help Arianna.”
She drew up short at the mention of his niece. “What about Arianna?”
“She needs someone she knows to be here for her. I will be tied up for months trying to step in for Dmitri, to learn his duties and start running a company I never expected to inherit. I want Arianna to have someone with her, someone who loves her as much as I do.” He leaned a little closer. “I know you are fond of her.”
Leah nodded. Arianna was only five years younger than she was, and they had become friends during the years Miles worked for Dmitri. “I’d be happy to help with Arianna.”
He nodded. “Good. I’ll see to the arrangements. I think a civil service with a justice of the peace would be most expedient.”
Leah put up her hand. “Hold on. I didn’t agree to marry you. I see no reason for us to marry just so I can help with Arianna.”
The intensity of his almost-black eyes made her squirm as he stared at her. “Arianna lost her mother three years ago when Althea had an aneurysm.” At Leah’s nod, he continued. “Dmitri loved Arianna, but he was often busy, and when he remarried, there was even less time for Arianna.”
“Not to mention, she didn’t get along well with Ione,” Leah said ruefully. Ione had been Althea’s social secretary. After his first wife’s death, Dmitri had hired her as his assistant, and he’d married her less than a year later. Ione had been a beautiful young woman, and she’d wanted no competition from her beautiful young stepdaughter, either for Dmitri’s attention or anyone else’s. Arianna had gone to boarding school within months of the marriage.
“In a sense, everyone Arianna loves has abandoned her.”
“I’m not going to leave her until she’s recovered.”
Nikos shook his head. “She needs more permanence than having you act as a companion could provide. Not to mention, living in my home would destroy your reputation if we aren’t married.”
Askance, Leah gaped. “Are you serious? It’s the twenty-first century. Who cares about such things?”
“I care,” he said coldly, making her flinch. “The perception will be that you are my mistress. You will have several new duties, including taking over some of Ione’s charitable affairs. In my social circle, you won’t receive the full respect due you if others believe you’re sleeping with me without marriage.”
She winced at the subtle reminder of the differences in their social classes. Leah could easily imagine the disapproval of some of the people Nikos knew. “Why don’t you hire a social secretary? My school is forty minutes away. Arianna can move in with me for now, and we can reevaluate when she’s physically recovered.”
Nikos stood up, coming around the huge desk to sit on it near her, making him far too close for her comfort. “You won’t be returning to school,” he said bluntly. “Your father left no money for tuition. Your private college is expensive, and they don’t participate in federal financial aid programs.” At her surprised look, he said, “I have checked.”
Leah gulped audibly. “You said you would help me.”
“If you help me. I require you to be my wife for three years. Once Arianna is off to college, we will quietly divorce and go our separate ways. You can return to your schooling, or travel the world. Whatever you choose to do with the money I’m offering is up to you.”
Leah’s mind whirled with confusion. Nikos proposed a preposterous plan, but she could understand his reasons. Arianna needed to come first right now, and he was honest enough to acknowledge he couldn’t fully help his niece. She admired that Nikos hadn’t simply sent the girl to Greece, or hired a nanny to watch the fifteen-year-old, and gone about his business.
After a long moment, Leah nodded. “Okay.”
“Okay, what?”
“Let’s get married,” she said with a forced smile. She had never let herself fantasize about any sort of relationship with Nikos, yet here she was, about to become Kyria Nikos Andrakis. It was surreal, to say the least.
Chapter One
Nikos looked up from his laptop when Arianna and Leah giggled loudly. Again. How could a man get any work done with those two carrying on? He was about to chastise them when their conversation caught his attention.
“…has an excellent pre-med program, but they’re in Virginia. Maybe I should go to university somewhere around New York City. William & Mary is so far away.”
“You’ll be fine, if that’s where you decide to go,” said Leah. “Selfishly, I’d rather have you in New York, but you have to do what is best for you.”
“NYU has a good pre-med program too.” Arianna nibbled on her lower lip, clearly undecided. “Are you going to NYU in the fall?”
Nikos strove not to appear like he was listening intently for Leah’s answer. “I’m not sure. I can return to Adamsville and complete my degree in botany, or I can go to another school. I’m considering a couple of universities around New York.” Leah shrugged. “My decision depends on your decision.”
“Would you be happy at Adamsville?” asked Arianna. “You said it was an all girls’ school, full of girls you’ll have nothing in common with anymore.”
“Which is why I’m thinking about other options,” said Leah, ruffling Arianna’s glossy black hair.
“Quit,” said the girl, a hint of whining in her voice. “You know I hate when you do that.”
Nikos allowed his attention to return to his laptop, letting their conversation fade into the background. The words on the screen blurred, and he realized he couldn’t concentrate. He’d hoped to finish this project before they landed on the island, so he could fully enjoy his vacation, but the girls had distracted him.
Nikos closed his laptop and turned to stare out the window of the Andrakis jet. In truth, the girls hadn’t distracted him. Leah had. Leah, who was most definitely not a girl. Her figure had filled out with pleasing softness, giving her womanly curves that tempted his hands. Her sophisticated hairstyle invited mussing, and he could easily imagine doing so by taking her to his bed. He would run his fingers through the golden-brown strands until the hair framed her heart-shaped face on his pillow. Her emerald green eyes would darken with passion just before he pressed his mouth to hers to taste those sinfully full lips.
He groaned softly, doing his best to wipe the images from his mind. It would never happen. Leah would never be in his bed, because his wife treated him with friendly distance and nothing else.
His wife.
He brooded about the word, finding it maddening. Leah was his wife, in name only, but he had been questioning the wisdom of a celibate union for months now. He could pinpoint the exact night when he’d suddenly realized his wife was an attractive, desirable woman, and he desired her. They had been at a party for some charity function, and she’d worn a stunning red dress. The silk hugged her curves, making him notice just how much she had changed in the three years they’d been married. Leah had gone from an unsophisticated college girl to a polished, poised woman. His woman.
Except she wasn’t his woman. Their marriage ended in three months, at the end of summer. Arianna would head off to university, and they would go their separate ways. It had been his idea, after all. They’d even signed a contract, to make it all official. What a fool he’d been.
Leah was preparing to move on. He’d known for a while now, having seen her various college catalogs. He’d seen her checking property in different Burroughs, and had even watched over her shoulder one night as she surfed furniture websites, adding different things to her wish list. She clearly had no doubts about ending their union. For her, the business deal was coming to a close. She had fulfilled her part, and he had to do the same.
Nikos groaned softly, resisting the idea of letting her go. He never went back on his word, but the idea of letting Leah walk out of his life pained him. She was his wife. He’d finally figured out what he wanted from her, just in time for her to become his ex-wife.
No. He refused to allow it. Nikos wanted Leah. He wanted the wedding night he’d deprived them of, along with three years’ worth of lost nights. Somehow, he had to find a way to make Leah want to stay.
This was the first summer anyone from Nikos’s family had spent on the island since the jet crashed three years ago. It had been even longer since Leah had set foot on the soft, white sand, but it was Arianna she worried about. The girl had been calmer than either she or Nikos had expected on the flight to the island. The last time she’d flown that route, the plane had crashed, leaving her the sole survivor.
Leah feared the trip, and being on the island, would bring back too many memories that might overwhelm Arianna, so she’d been deliberately keeping the girl’s attention focused elsewhere. The conversation had mostly revolved around college, because Arianna was so excited to be going. She was excited for Arianna, and happy knowing her friend had become a confident young woman, but it hurt a little knowing she was no longer needed. She was too young to be Arianna’s mother, but she felt maternal toward the girl, having filled the role for the past three years.
At least Arianna not needing her meant the sham marriage to Nikos was coming to an end. Finally, she could get on with her life and build a new one. She’d find a man to hold her at night and warm her empty bed. There would be babies of her own, which lessened the sting of Arianna growing up. Ignoring the small voice in the back of her head whispering a suggestion for the as-yet-unknown man, she stood close to Arianna, putting her arm around the other girl’s waist. Arianna’s height made it impossible for her to sling an arm around her neck as she’d used to do. “Are you okay?”
Arianna nodded, though there were traces of sadness on her face. “I’d forgotten how beautiful the island is.”
“Me too.” A collection of elegant, ancient buildings lined the hills of the island, leading up to the summit, where one villa stood alone—the Andrakis home. Together, they walked across the sand from the landing strip, toward the waiting car. The villa was a couple of miles away, but visible even from this distance. Up-close, it was even more magnificent, with pale walls and a red tiled roof. The grounds were immaculate, and Leah couldn’t wait to explore the landscaping. She yearned for the feel of soil between her fingers and hoped Nikos wouldn’t make a fuss about it. When she’d asked about making a small garden at his New York home, he’d icily pointed out she had many duties to keep her busy, leaving no time for gardening. She had contented herself with a few indoor houseplants in her room.
Arianna slid in first, and Leah went next. She made a sound of surprise when Nikos sat down beside her, instead of taking the seat across from them. When he made no move to transfer, she scooted closer to Arianna, annoyed when he followed. She gritted her teeth, determined not to make an issue of it. The ride would be over quickly.
The black car whisked them up the winding hill to the villa. Arianna had rolled down her window, and the scent of tropical flowers made Leah’s nostrils flare. She breathed deeply, with anticipation. As she did so, the clean, male scent of Nikos teased her nose. She swallowed thickly, deliberately turning her head away from him, to lean closer to the open window. The change of position angled her bottom closer to Nikos, and she recoiled as though his touch had burned. In a way, it had. It burned her to have him so close, infringing upon her space.
Liar, whispered that annoying voice, which she quickly quashed.
“Would you like to hang your head out the window? Perhaps let the breeze flap your tongue?” teased Nikos.
She shot him a glare and refocused on the land as they pulled up the driveway, parking in front of the villa. Nikos was the first out, and she breathed a sigh of relief. The relief was short-lived, because he paused, reaching in to offer her a hand out as the driver came around to let out Arianna. “I can manage,” she said through gritted teeth as she put her legs out.
“It’s no trouble.” He overrode her objection by grasping her hand and giving her a gentle tug. Her momentum shifted, sending her sprawling forward, straight into Nikos’s arms.
“A simple thank you would have sufficed.” His lips twitched, but he didn’t smile. She’d like to think her hot glower influenced his decision.
She jerked upright, straightened her spine, and stepped away from him. “Thank you for making me stumble,” she said as coldly as she could manage and turned away from him. To her annoyance, he laughed softly behind her.
To her surprise, Irina came bustling out of the villa. The housekeeper had to be over sixty by now, but she was still at her post. In a shower of Greek, Irina swept Arianna into a big hug, her larger girth swallowing up the other’s smaller frame. After a moment, Arianna fought her way free, and Irina moved on to Nikos. Leah couldn’t hide her pleasure at the way the older woman engulfed the man in one of her massive hugs. When she released him, she patted his face and spoke lovingly in Greek.
Leah walked by them, surprised when Irina touched her arm. She turned to smile at the older woman and found herself wrapped in her arms. She knew Irina from other visits, but it had been years, and she’d never been greeted with a hug before.
“Ah, Kyria Andrakis, welcome. The last time I saw you, you were younger than Miss Arianna.”
Leah shook her head as best she could with Irina’s hands framing her face. “I think I was seventeen.” It had been the summer before Arianna’s mother died, the year she’d developed a huge crush on Nikos. Thank goodness she was over that.
“You have become a beautiful woman, Kyria Andrakis. I can see why Mr. Nikos married you.”
Leah flushed, deliberately not looking at Nikos. “Please call me Leah.”
Irina nodded, clearly not one to adhere to rigid standards of conduct. “Come, Kyria Leah, and Miss Arianna,” she threaded her arms through theirs, practically marching the women up the marble stairs and into the house, with Nikos trailing behind.
The interior was more luxurious than she’d remembered, complete with a marble mosaic of one the saints on the foyer floor. It seemed disrespectful to walk on it, and she wasn’t even religious. The others trod over the saint without a glance downward, so she did the same. More marble stairs, carpeted with a maroon runner, led them to the next floor, where Irina released Arianna in front of her room. She didn’t wait for the girl to enter as she hurried Leah on. “You will love the master suite, Kyria Leah. It is heaven.”
Leah nodded, not really paying attention. She was too busy trying to keep up with the powerhouse old woman. When they entered the master suite, she didn’t give it much thought. At Nikos’s home in New York, they shared the master suite, though with separate bedrooms and bathrooms. If the staff there thought it was odd, they’d known better than to express the opinion.
“Heaven,” repeated Irina with a sigh. “This is the perfect place to make a baby, Kyria Leah. Miss Arianna and Mr. Nikos were both conceived here.”
Leah choked, somehow managing a nod. She voiced words of appreciation to Irina as the other woman left her after one last hug. It was then she noticed Nikos was also in the room. She’d hoped he’d gone straight to the study, or anywhere else. Being in a bedroom with him, alone, was awkward.
She turned toward the doors, opening the first to reveal a dressing room with another door. “Is my room through here?”
Nikos shrugged. “It can be yours if you’d like.”
Leah frowned at the odd comment and walked through the dressing room to open the other door. She opened it and stepped into the other room, startled to find a nursery. An antique crib, armoire, and chair took up most of one wall. There were toys lined neatly on shelves, obviously dusted regularly. To her relief, she spotted a single bed against another wall—probably for a nanny. It wasn’t the luxurious king-size bed she was used to, but she’d make do. She would have made do with the crib in order to avoid sharing a room
with Nikos. To her surprise, he followed. “Will this room suit you?”
She shrugged. “It’s fine.” Feeling lost, reluctant to meet his eyes, Leah fussed with the button of her linen jacket. “Though it is lacking in closet space.”
Nikos nodded, leaning against the doorjamb as though he planned to stay there all day. “There’s plenty of room in my closet.”
“Thanks.” An awkward silence fell, and she searched for something to say. “What are—?”
“Dinner is—” said Nikos simultaneously. “What were you saying?”
“I was going to ask if you knew Arianna’s plans for the summer?”
He shrugged. “I imagine she’ll spend much of her time on the beach. There are several young people living in the area, and she will likely want to renew her friendships with them.”
“Ah.”
Nikos straightened, walking toward her. He seemed to loom over her even more than usual. He was several inches taller, but she didn’t usually feel uncomfortable when he stood so close—not that he’d stood this close to her in a long time. “And what are your plans, Leah?”
She swallowed audibly when he brushed his hand against her cheek as he pushed a strand of hair back in place. “Nothing.” Her voice emerged a husky croak.
Nikos lifted a brow. “Nothing? Will you be staying in bed all day? How unproductive, but fun.” He winked.
She suppressed the overwhelming urge to blush. “Of course not. I’ll find something to amuse myself. I always do.” Leah schooled her expression into neutrality, taking a step back from her husband. “I think I will take a nap though.” She glanced pointedly at the door.
With a crook of his lips, Nikos turned and sauntered away, pausing once more at the door to glance back. “If you decide that bed is too small, you are welcome to mine.”
She didn’t reply, but knew he was aware of the double entendre in his words by his rich chuckle and the gleam in his eyes as he left. Leah waited until she heard the outer door of his room close, ensuring he had left the suite, before relaxing her stiff posture. She was tired, but wondered if she would be able to sleep with the thoughts whirling through her mind. What was Nikos up to? He never acted like that. Why had he suddenly started treating her with intimate familiarity, when he had made it very clear he wanted nothing physical from her so long ago?
Chapter Two
Despite her confusion, Leah had managed to sleep. When she woke, a glance out the window revealed the sun was about to set, meaning it would soon be dinnertime. She stretched, wincing at the kink in her neck. The bed certainly left much to be desired, but she wouldn’t be borrowing Nikos’s anytime soon.
Never, she silently amended as she slipped from the bed and straightened her slept-in clothes, going in search of the lavatory. The other door from the main bedroom opened to reveal an opulent bathroom, and she sighed with delight at the sunken marble tub, complete with whirlpool jets.
She shed her wrinkled travel clothes, leaving them in a heap near the tub. The water rushed from the crystal faucet with a small nudge, filling the whirlpool much faster than she’d have expected. Leah stepped into the tub, going down the marble steps until she was waist-deep in the warm water. Settling onto the built-in bench, she turned on the jets using the control panel and lay back, resting her head on the padded ledge.
When Leah glanced up, her lips quirked at the sight of a fresco of cavorting, bare-bottomed cherubs on the ceiling. Someone had obviously attempted to give the room a romantic feel, evidenced from the tub clearly meant for two to the tiny votives in crystal holders scattered all around the room. However, any romantic vibe came to a screeching halt with the cherubs. How could anyone feel sexy with a group of chubby little angels staring down at them? She giggled at the thought, relieved to see the tacky cherubs. They would preclude any sort of romantic interludes.
Not that she and Nikos would have indulged in any such thing. A frown turned down the corners of her mouth when she imagined her husband in the tub with another woman. Scowling, Leah let out the water and stood up, wrapping herself in a plush towel the color of ripe plums.
At the mirror, she met her own gaze briefly before looking away, disconcerted by her expression. She wasn’t jealous, of course. Her relationship with Nikos allowed no room for such emotions. Her negative reaction to the idea of Nikos having sex with another woman in the bathtub was simply due to the possibility Arianna might find out. The girl knew Leah was returning to college when she went off to university, but Arianna had no idea she and Nikos were divorcing. It would be a terrible way for her to discover the true state of their marriage.
This time, she avoided looking at herself to keep from seeing any trace of artifice in her expression. It would be impossible to make herself believe the assertion if she admitted to lying to herself.
A few moments later, Leah left the bathroom, still in the towel. She walked to the last door, finding a huge walk-in closet. Someone, presumably Irina, had unpacked her clothes. A quick search revealed her underwear in one of the drawers built into the closet. Her stomach churned in reaction to the sight of her underwear nestled snugly alongside Nikos’s.
Giving in to a compulsion she couldn’t ignore, Leah reached out a shaking hand to lift a pair of his briefs. The silky black material was cool against her fingers, though she could imagine how hot it would be with his skin underneath. She had no trouble picturing him wearing nothing but the briefs… and then nothing.
With a growl of annoyance, she dropped the underwear, snatched up a pair of her panties, and slammed shut the drawer. Whatever was wrong with her had to stop now. It had taken much too long for her to become immune to Nikos’s presence for her to risk destroying that immunity by indulging in carnal thoughts about him.
Frustration. That’s all it was. She was physically frustrated, and so close to the end of their marriage of convenience that her body was stirring to life. Leah would finally have a chance to pursue a sexual relationship in just a few months, and she could no longer fully suppress her natural urges. It had been to her detriment to experience desire while married to Nikos, so she had shut off that part of her, ruthlessly squashing any sexual sparks that cropped up. The vacation and change of scenery must be the cause of her temporary insanity. The last thing she wanted was to feel attracted to Nikos again, when she was so close to being free.
Leah slipped out of the towel, draped it on a hook, and slipped on the white panties she’d grabbed randomly from the drawer. They were demure and comfortable, though not at all sexy. That suited her just fine.
In just her underwear, Leah sorted through her clothes, finally selecting a yellow dress that bared her arms and back. The sun was gone, but it would still be hot, especially if they ate outside, as had been the custom the last time she visited the island.
To her horror, as she took the dress from its hanger, she heard the main door open. Leah scrambled to slip on the dress, trying to cover her nakedness before Nikos saw her. Somehow, she managed to wriggle into it, thankful the dress had built-in support that disguised her lack of a bra.
She was flushed and flustered when Nikos stopped at the entry to the closet, leaning in slightly. He seemed to know she had been practically naked just a millisecond ago, and his eyes lingered on her breasts for a moment before his gaze rose to meet hers.
“Are you ready to dine?” His tone was bland, but his eyes sparkled with amusement.
Leah nodded. “Of course.” She turned from him to select a pair of golden sandals from the small selection she’d packed, sliding them onto her feet as fast as possible. She could practically feel the heat of his gaze caressing her buttocks as she knelt to adjust the straps.
When she turned around, there was no hint that he’d been ogling her, but she couldn’t help ogling him. He’d stripped off his shirt and was reaching for another. There was nothing overtly sexual about him being in khaki slacks, bare from the waist up for a moment before he slid on a polo shirt, but it sent all kinds of naughty thoughts skittering through her brain.
Clearing her throat, Leah tore her gaze from the rippling muscles of his tanned torso, sidling past him. “Excuse me,” she said breathily as her body touched his. She didn’t wait for a response as she fled from the closet and the master suite, anxious to put space between them so she could regain control and marshal her errant thoughts.
By the time she’d traversed the marble staircase and made her way to the salon, Leah had returned to her cool, collected self. If she hadn’t, she could at least give the appearance of being collected. Arianna sat on a white velvet couch, casually clad in capris and a modest halter top. That meant there would be no guests tonight, to her relief. Leah wasn’t up to putting on the usual married act required when she and Nikos socialized.
She’d barely sat down on the couch when Nikos appeared. He looked at ease in his casual outfit, not like the CEO of an international corporation that made him one of the richest men in the world. He seemed approachable, which made her stomach knot with tension. She preferred Nikos be remote, distracted, and buried in his work. It was disconcerting to see him so relaxed, and she was glad this would be her last vacation with him.
Irina appeared in the doorway. “Dinner is served.”
Leah jumped to her feet as though propelled by a spring, hurrying forward. She was desperate to escape the salon, where Nikos seemed to consume all the oxygen and take up all the space. Being on the patio would temper his larger-than-life presence that was so distressing to her this evening.
She forced herself to fall into step with Nikos and Arianna instead of racing ahead. Leah’s head swam for a moment when Nikos placed a warm hand on her bare back. It was nothing more than a courteous gesture, but his fingers scorched her skin, making her shift with discomfort, though she didn’t break contact. It wouldn’t be polite to act like she couldn’t stand him to touch her at all. Choosing not to step away had nothing to do with liking his touch entirely too much.
It was a relief to break free of his hand to settle into the chair he assisted her into before doing the same for Arianna. She was reading too much into Nikos’s behavior. He was mostly freed from the burden of work for the first time since they’d married, and it was only natural that he would be more open and friendly. It meant nothing. She meant nothing to him, she ruthlessly reminded herself. There was no doubt about that, despite his perplexing behavior today.
Arianna chattered away as they dined on olives and aubergine marinated in olive oil, followed by fish in a yogurt-mint sauce, perfectly grilled vegetables, and a plate of cheese and figs to round out the meal. She was able to contribute to the conversation on autopilot while her brain continuously scolded her about allowing any emotion except remote politeness in regards to Nikos.
When they returned to the salon for more conversation and thick Greek coffee served in demitasse cups, she was less bothered by Nikos’s proximity, despite him sitting just a few feet away. Instead, she focused on Arianna, discussing the girl’s plans for her vacation, which were basically as Nikos had told her earlier.
When she caught Arianna smothering a yawn behind her hand, Leah stretched slightly. “Would anyone mind if we cut the evening short? I am exhausted.” Her nap had given her a fresh burst of energy, but she didn’t want to embarrass Arianna by suggesting it was bedtime for the younger girl.
Arianna nodded. “I could use an early night.”
Her stomach dropped when Nikos said, “So could I.” To her relief, he didn’t place a hand on her back this time as they walked up the stairs close together. Her stomach knotted with apprehension as they bid goodnight to Arianna and continued on to the master suite. Despite her mental reassurances that Nikos’s actions meant nothing, she couldn’t help worrying that they did. Was he as physically frustrated as she was? Did Leah present a convenient body for him to use over the summer? She doubted it. Nikos had never been blatant about having other women, but she knew he must have during their marriage. They hadn’t discussed it, but she had instinctively known he wouldn’t remain celibate for three years—just as she had instinctively known his Greek pride would insist that she did.
She held her breath as they entered the suite, pausing uncertainly near the door to the nursery. “Good night,” she said with a hint of chill in her tone, prepared to rebuff any advances he might make.
“Good night, Leah.” His voice betrayed nothing as he walked past her to the bathroom.
She closed the door with more force than necessary, not certain why she was annoyed. She should have been overjoyed that he had been so disinterested in her that he had practically looked right through her on his way to perform his nightly ablutions. She certainly shouldn’t be gnashing her teeth with anger that he had suddenly become so distant again. The last thing she wanted was the complication of sex when they were so close to the end of their marriage.
Right?
It had taken Nikos a considerable amount of time to fall asleep, and he was briefly confused upon waking just a short time after finally dropping off. Something had awakened him, though he didn’t know what. A furtive scraping sound made him tense, and his heart hammered in his chest as he speculated that Leah was creeping through the darkened room, making her way to his bed to take him up on the invitation to share.
The appearance of a dim light in the closet dashed those hopes. He started to slide from the bed but hesitated. Leah was moving quietly, so she clearly didn’t want him to wake up. Was she being polite, or was she trying to hide something?
He lay in the bed, his eyes opened to slits, as he waited for her to leave the closet. A couple of minutes passed before the light went out, and the door opened a second later. In the moonlight shining through the balcony’s French doors, he saw Leah tiptoe across the room. A shaft of light illuminated her briefly, revealing she wore a white one-piece swimsuit. His lower body tightened, and he clenched his hands into fists to keep from reaching out for her as she crept by him.
The well-oiled door opened soundlessly and closed with a small click as she left the bedroom. Her actions seemed innocent, but he wanted to confirm her intentions of a late-night swim, alone; or so he told himself as he got out of bed and walked to the balcony. He wasn’t spying on her, and he certainly wasn’t watching her without her knowledge, like some creepy stalker.
Nikos peeked out the glass door, glad his room offered a strategic overlook of the swimming pool. Within moments, she appeared, diving into the pool with innate grace. He watched her for a moment longer before forcing himself to step away from the window. It didn’t sit well with him to observe her when she didn’t know his gaze was on her. As much as he could have drunk in the sight of her swimsuit-clad body slicing through the water all night, he wouldn’t. He was also compelled to join her in her midnight swim but doubted she would give him a friendly reception.
Nikos had quite a bit of work ahead of him before he could expect Leah to accept him as her lover. After the way he’d reacted on their wedding night, he couldn’t blame her for wanting to maintain her distance. However, he couldn’t allow her to keep up the walls erected between them. He wasn’t afraid of a challenge and was confident that he could soon overcome her resistance. Surely, she must still felt at least a spark of desire for him? All he had to do was find a way to ignite it into a blaze that consumed them both.
Leah awoke with a slight headache, likely caused by the unaccustomed heat and the lack of sound sleep. The nighttime swim had relaxed her body, but her mind had refused to shut down until the wee hours of the morning. It had been a struggle to get up when Irina brought in a breakfast tray, clicking her tongue with disapproval at finding Leah in the nursery, not the master’s bed.
Just minutes after finishing her breakfast, Arianna knocked and entered. Leah had just come out of the bathroom and was relieved not to have to explain why she’d been sleeping in the nursery. Arianna was eager to hit the beach and wade into the sparkling Aegean Sea.
“I’ll be down in a few minutes,” said Leah. “Once I change.” She glanced ruefully down at the modest pink nightgown. “I don’t think this is suitable for the beach, do you?”
With a giggle, Arianna left the bedroom and she hurried into another one-piece. This was a black suit with spaghetti straps and a hint of cleavage, cut in a style that exposed most of her back. A multicolored sarong finished the look. She slipped her feet into flip-flops and grabbed a sunhat, sunglasses, and a novel before leaving the room for the beach.
Arianna had already staked out a spot. This stretch of beach was accessible only by the Andrakis villa, along with the two closest neighbors, so she’d had her choice of locations. The younger girl lay on a blanket on the light golden sand, wearing a bikini Leah wouldn’t have the nerve to wear even at her age, let alone when she’d been eighteen.
As she sat beside Arianna, the other girl stretched and sat up. “Could you do my back?”She passed over a tube of suntan oil.
Leah dispensed a handful of the slick oil and coated Arianna’s back. The girl finished applying the oil to her legs as Leah got settled, prepared to spend the next couple of hours reading her book before she even contemplated dipping her toes into the ocean. Time to read was a rare commodity.
The sun was so bright that it prevented her from easily seeing the words. After a few pages, she gave up the attempt and lay on her stomach, watching Arianna charge fearlessly into the lapping waves. Had she ever been so young and lighthearted? It seemed impossible to think she had. The death of her mother had ended her adolescences, and the convenient marriage to Nikos had forced her to finish growing up quickly. His social circle was full of sharks, and she’d had to learn how to navigate among them in a hurry, to avoid leaving blood in the water, so to speak.
She grinned at the analogy, having no trouble imagining several of Nikos’s associates and friends as predatory sea creatures out to devour those who were weaker. It was an apt description, and her grin faded when her amusement turned to melancholy. She’d lost so much during the last three years, including the typical college experience, dating, sex, and independence.
When Arianna waved from the water, Leah lifted a hand to wave in return. She’d also gained a lot. Arianna had come through the worst time of her life with only a few emotional scars. Leah knew the other girl would have been very different if left to her own devices or banished to Greece after her father’s death. Leah had also traveled more places than she could have ever afforded on a botanist’s salary, had learned about art and culture firsthand, and had made a difference in at least a few lives with her charity work.
Sex was a small tradeoff for all the positive things she’d gained. So why did her thoughts keep returning to the carnal the past few days? Was it because she was so close to being free, or maybe it was Nikos’s sudden, and alarming, approachability? Regardless of the cause, she renewed her determination to stop thinking such thoughts and to avoid being alone with Nikos as much as possible in order to avoid temptation.
The hot sun beat down on her back, so bright she was still squinting. Leah folded her arms and laid down her head, letting her thoughts drift as she relaxed.
She jerked awake sometime later. Before she had time to process where she was, or that she’d fallen asleep on the beach, warm oil trickled over her back. Still drowsy, her eyes were half-mast as Arianna rubbed suntan oil on her back. “Thanks,” she said sleepily.
“You’re welcome,” Nikos purred. “I wouldn’t want you to burn.”
Leah stiffened, unsure how to react. It seemed truculent to pull away and sit up, but his hands were provoking all kinds of disturbing sensations. “You should stop.” Was that throaty rasp really her voice?
He made a non-committal sound as he continued stroking her back. She knew she should make a greater attempt to protest, but his touch felt so good. Leah barely stifled a moan as he trailed his fingers up her spine.
“You’re so tight.” Nikos probed her shoulders and neck with his fingers. “Are you stressed about something, Leah?” he whispered in a husky voice.
“Slept wrong.” Somehow, she pushed the words through gritted teeth, determined not to betray a reaction as Nikos drizzled more of the sun-warmed oil on her upper back and shoulders. A breeze carried the coconut scent of the oil to her nose, where it mingled with the tangy salt air and Nikos’s uniquely male aroma. Leah inhaled deeply, savoring the combination.
“You know how to avoid that problem.”
She ignored his words, clenching her hands into fists to stifle any signs of pleasure from his massage. Despite her best intentions, a whimper escaped when he worked at the kinked spot in her neck.
“Does it hurt?” asked Nikos, sounding concerned. His hands stopped moving.
She shifted restlessly, eager for his hands to continue exploring her skin under the guise of a rubdown. “No. It felt really good.”
He resumed the massage, working at the knot until her muscles were loose, and her body was languid. Her eyes had drifted closed, but they popped open with surprise when his hands moved to her front. During the process of rubbing her shoulders, he had slipped the spaghetti straps down her arms, and now she realized his fingers were gradually moving lower. He was inches away from breaching the neckline of her suit. Her nipples tightened at the thought of his hands cupping her breasts, the slick digits gliding over her soft mounds.
Frozen with indecision, Leah held her breath, not sure if she wanted his hands to go lower, or if she wanted him to stop. If she didn’t do something soon, he would take the decision from her. Was that what she wanted?
Conflicted, she remained silent as his touch became increasing light and sensual, stroking across her slippery skin. It was a relief, but also frustrating, when Arianna came running back from where she’d been chatting with a boy on the beach, plopping down on the towel beside them.
Immediately, Nikos withdrew his hands. His casual posture revealed no trace of tension, and she wondered if he was frustrated at the interruption. If so, he didn’t betray it, she thought sourly.
Sitting up, Leah took off her hat to run fingers through her tangled hair. From the corner of her eye, she watched Nikos, waiting for a reaction when she arched her back to better display her cleavage. His gaze didn’t even flicker to her as he spoke with Arianna.
“Loukas invited me into town with some of the others, so I thought I’d do that?” Arianna worded it confidently but was still subtly seeking Nikos’s approval.
Nikos grinned. “Are you sure you want to miss a stuffy party with us old people in favor of getting together with your friends?”
The younger girl rolled her eyes. “It sounds so fun, Theo Nikos, but I think I will force myself to go out with Loukas and his friends instead of attending your party.”
Leah frowned. “What party?”
“Caesar Kakos has invited us to a dinner party this evening.”
Leah smothered a groan, knowing she could offer no good reason why they shouldn’t go. They had no other plans, and if Arianna was going to be gone, she really didn’t want to be alone in the house with Nikos. Her reluctance to engage with his friends paled in comparison to resisting his—and her own—urges.
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