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Excerpt

A good lover makes it his business to make his partners pleasure as enduring as she wishes it to be.



Thats easy to say, Lizzie responded, desperate to try to hold her own and appear as nonchalant as Ilios was himself. The reality was that his casual observation was having an intense and unwanted effect on her. It was making her ask questions of herself that she knew she could not answer. Questions such as what would it be like to be the partner of Ilios Manos, as his lover?



And I assure you easy to do, when one knows how, Ilios came back, slipping the comment up under Lizzies guard to draw a soft gasp of choked reaction from her.



Of course Ilios Manos would be an experienced lover. Of course he would know exactly how to please his partnereven if that partner was as untutored as she was herself.
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Prologue

ILIOS MANOS looked out across the land that had belonged to his family for almost five centuries.

It was here on this rocky promontory, stretching out into the Aegean Sea in the north east of Greece, that Alexandros Manos had built for himself a copy of one of Palladios most famous creations. Villa Emo.

Manos family folklore said that Alexandros Manos, a wealthy Greek merchant with his own fleet trading between Constantinople and Venice, had done business with the Emo family, and had been seized with envy for the new Emo mansion. He had secretly copied Palladios drawings for the villa, taking them home to Greece with him, where he had had his own villa built, naming it Villa Manos and declaring that both it and the land on which it stood were a sacred trust, to be passed down from generation to generation, and must be owned by no man who was not of his blood.

It was here that Alexandros Manos had created what was in effect a personal fiefdoma small kingdom of which he was absolute ruler.

Ilios knew that this promontory of land, surrounded on three sides by the Aegean Sea and with the mountains of northern Greece at its back, had meant everything to his grandfather, and Ilioss own father had given his life to keep itjust as his grandfather had forfeited his wealth to protect it. To protect it. But he hadnt protected the sons he had fathered, sacrificing them in order to keep his covenant with both the past and the future.

Ilios had learned a lot from his grandfather. He had learned that when you carried the hereditary responsibility of being descended from Alexandros Manos you had a duty to look beyond your own emotionseven to deny them if you had toin order to ensure that the sacred living torch that was their family duty to the villa was passed on. The hand that carried that torch might be mortal, but the torch itself was for ever. Ilios had grown up listening to his grandfathers stories of what it meant to carry the blood of Alexandros Manos in your veins, and what it meant to be prepared to sacrifice anything and anyone to ensure that torch was passed on safely.

His was the duty to carry it now. And his too was the duty to do what his grandfather had not been able to doand that was to restore their familys fortunes and its greatness.

As a boy, when Ilios had promised his grandfather that he would find a way to restore that greatness, his cousin Tino had laughed at him. Tino had laughed again when Ilios had told him that the only way he would pay off Tinos debts was if Tino sold him his half-share of their grandfathers estate to him.

Ilios looked at the building in front of him, the handsome face imprinted with the human history of so many generations of powerful self-willed men. It was set as though carved in marble by the same hands that had sculpted images of the Greek heroes of mythology. The golden eyes were a legacy of the wife Alexandros had brought back with him from northern lands, and they were fixed unwaveringly on the horizon.

Tino wasnt laughing any more. But he would be plotting to get his revenge, just as he had since their childhood. Tino had always wanted what little his cousin had, and would not take this humiliation lightly. As far as Tino was concerned, being born the son of a younger son was to labour under a disadvantagesomething he blamed Ilios for.

Ilios knew the reputation he had amongst other men for striking a hard deal, and driving a hard bargain, for demanding the impossible from those who worked for him in order to create the impossible for those who paid him to do exactly that.

There was no black magic, no dark art, as some seemed to suppose in the means by which he had made his fortune in the construction businessother than that of determination and hard work, of endurance and driving himself to succeed. The graft that Ilios employed was not oiled by back-handers or grubby deals done in shadowed rooms, but by sheer hard work. By knowing his business inside out and from the bottom upbecause that was where he himself had started. Even now, no commission that bore the name of Manos Construction did so until he had examined and passed every smallest detail. The pride and the sense of honour he took from his work, which he had inherited from his grandfather, saw to that.

Ilios knew that the journey he had made from the poverty of his childhood to the wealth that was now his filled other men with resentment and envy. It was said that no man could rise from penury to the wealth that Ilios possessedcounted in billions, not mere millionsby honest means alone, and he knew that few men envied him more, or would take more pleasure in his downfall, than his own cousin.

The rising sun struck across his profile, momentarily bathing it in bright gold reminiscent of the mask of the most famous of all of Greek MacedoniansAlexander the Great. He had been born in this part of Greece, and according to family lore had walked this very peninsula with his own forebears.

Several yards away from him one of his foremen waited, like the drivers of the heavy construction equipment behind him.

What do you want me to do? he asked.

Ilios gave the building in front of him a grim look.

Destroy it. Pull it down and level the site.

The foreman looked shocked.

But your cousin?

My cousin has no say in what happens here. Raze it to the ground.

The foreman gave the signal to the drivers, and as the jaws of the heavy machinery bit into the building, reaching out to the morning sun, Ilios turned on his heel and walked away.





Chapter One

SO, what are you going to do, then? Charley asked anxiously.

Lizzie looked at her younger sisters, the familiar need to protect them, no matter what the cost to herself, stiffening her resolve.

There is only one thing I can do, she answered. I shall have to go.

What? Fly out to Thessalonica?

Its the only way.

But we havent got any money.

That was Ruby, the baby of the family at twenty-two, sitting at the kitchen table while her five-year-old twin sons, who had been allowed a rare extra half an hour of television, sat uncharacteristically quietly in the other room, so that the sisters could discuss the problems threatening them.

No, they hadnt got any moneyand that was her fault, Lizzie acknowledged guiltily.

Six years earlier, when their parents had died together, drowned by a freak wave whilst they were on holiday, Lizzie had promised herself that she would do everything she could to keep the family together. She had left university, and had been working for a prestigious London-based interior design partnership, in pursuit of her dream of getting a job as a set designer. Charley had just started university, and Ruby had been waiting to sit her GCSE exams.

Theirs had been a close and loving family, and the shock of losing their parents had been overwhelmingespecially for Ruby, who, in her despair, had sought the love and reassurance she so desperately needed in the arms of the man who had abandoned her and left her pregnant with the adored twin boys.

There had been other shocks for them to face, though. Their handsome, wonderful father and their pretty, loving mother, who had created for them the almost fairytale world of happiness in which the family had lived, had done just thatlived in a fairytale which had little or no foundation in reality.

The beautiful Georgian rectory in the small Cheshire village in which they had grown up had been heavily mortgaged, their parents had not had any life insurance, and they had had large debts. In the end there had been no alternative but for their lovely family home to be sold, so those debts could be paid off.

With the property market booming, and her need to do everything she could to support and protect her sisters, Lizzie had used her small savings to set up in business on her own in an up-and-coming area south of ManchesterCharley would be able to continue with her studies at Manchester University, Ruby could have a fresh start, and she could establish a business which would support them all.

At first things had gone well. Lizzie had won contracts to model the interiors of several new building developments, and from that had come commissions from home-buyers to design the interiors of the properties they had bought. Off the back of that success Lizzie had taken the opportunity to buy a much larger house from one of the developers for whom shed workedwith, of course, a much larger mortgage. It had seem to make sense at the timeafter all, with the twins and the three of them theyd definitely needed the space, just as they had needed a large four-wheel drive vehicle. She used it to visit the sites on which she worked, and Ruby used it to take the boys to school. In addition to that her clients, a small local firm, had been pressuring her to buy, so that they could wind up the development and move on to a new site.

But then had come the credit crunch, and overnight almost everything had changed. The bottom had dropped out of the property market, meaning that they were unable to trade down and reduce the mortgage because of the value of the house had decreased so much, and with that of course Lizzies commissions had dried up. The money she had been putting away in a special savings account had not increased anything like as much as she had expected, and financially things had suddenly become very dark indeed.

Right now Charley was still working as a project manager for a local firm, and Ruby had said that she would get a job. But neither Lizzie nor Charley wanted her to do that. They both wanted the twins to have a mother at home, just as they themselves had had. And, as Lizzie had said six months ago, when theyd first started to feel the effects of the credit crunch, she would get a job working for someone else, and she still had money owing to her from various clients. They would manage.

But it turned out she had been overly optimistic. She hadnt been able to get a job, because what industry there was in the area geared towards personal spending was shedding workers, and with the cost of basics going up they were now struggling to manage. They were only just about keeping their heads above water. Many of her clients had cancelled their contracts, and some of them still owed her large sums of money she suspected she would never receive.

In fact things were so dire that Lizzie had already made a private decision to go to the local supermarket and see if she could get work there. But then the letter had arrived, and now theyor rather she was in an even more desperate situation.

Two of her more recent clients, for whom she had done a good deal of work, had further commissioned her to do the interior design for a small block of apartments they had bought in northern Greece. On a beautiful promontory, the apartments were to have been the first stage in a luxurious and exclusive holiday development which, when finished, would include villas, three five-star hotels, a marina, restaurants and everything that went with it.

The client had given her carte blanche to furnish them in an upmarket Notting Hill style.

Notting Hill might be a long way from their corner of industrialised Manchester, on the Cheshire border, but Lizzie had known exactly what her clients had meant: white walls, swish bathrooms and kitchens, shiny marble floors, glass furniture, exotic plants and flowers, squishy sofas

Lizzie had flown out to see the apartments with her clients, a middle-aged couple whom she had never really been able to take to. She had been disappointed by the architectural design of the apartments. She had been expecting something creative and innovative that still fitted perfectly into the timeless landscape, but what she had seen had been jarringly out of place. A six-storey-high rectangular box of so-called duplex apartments, reached by a narrow track that forked into two, with one branch sealed off by bales of dangerous-looking barbed wire. Hardly the luxury holiday homes location she had been expecting.

But when she had voiced her doubts to her clients, suggesting that the apartments might be difficult to sell, they had assured her that she was worrying unnecessarily.

Look, the fact is that we bargained the builder down to such a good price that we couldnt lose out even if we let the whole lot out for a tenner a week, Basil Rainhill had joked cheerfully. At least Lizzie had assumed it as a joke. It was hard to tell with Basil at times.

He came from money, as his wife was fond of telling her. Born with a silver spoon in his mouth, and of course Basil has such an eye for a good investment. Its a gift, you know. It runs in his family.

Only now the gift had run out. And just before the Rainhills themselves had done the same thing disappearing, leaving a mountain of debt behind them, Basil Rainhill had told Lizzie that, since he couldnt now afford to pay her bill, he was instead making over to her a twenty per cent interest in the Greek apartment block.

Lizzie would much rather have had the money she was owed, but her solicitor had advised her to accept, and so she had become a partner in the ownership of the apartments along with the Rainhills and Tino Manos, the Greek who owned the land.

Design-wise, she had done her best with the limited possibilities presented by the apartment block, sticking to her rule of sourcing furnishings as close to where she was working as possible, and she had been pleased with the final result. Shed even been cautiously keeping her fingers crossed that, though she suspected they wouldnt sell, when the whole complex was finished she might look forward to the apartments being let to holidaymakers and bringing her in some much-needed income.

But now she had received this worrying, threatening letter, from a man she had never heard of before, insisting that she fly out to Thessalonica to meet him. It stated that there were certain legal and financial matters with regard to your partnership with Basil Rainhill and my cousin Tino Manos which need to be resolved in person, and included the frighteningly ominous words, Failure to respond to this letter will result in an instruction to my solicitors to deal with matters on my behalf. The letter had been signed Ilios Manos.

His summons couldnt have come at worse time, but the whole tone of Ilios Manoss letter was too threatening for Lizzie to feel she could refuse to obey it. As apprehensive and unwilling to meet him as she was, the needs of her family must come first. She had a responsibility to them, a duty of love from which she would never abdicate, no matter what the cost to herself. She had sworn thatpromised it on the day of her parents funeral.

If this Greek wants to see you that badly he might at least have offered to pay your airfare, Ruby grumbled.

Lizzie felt so guilty.

Its all my own fault. I should have realised that the property market was over-inflated, and creating a bubble that would burst.

Lizzie, you mustnt blame yourself. Charley tried to comfort her. And as for realising what was happeninghow could you when governments didnt even know?

Lizzie forced a small smile.

Surely if you tell the bank why you need to go to Greece theyll give you a loan? Ruby suggested hopefully.

Charley shook her head. The banks arent giving any businesses loans at the moment. Not even successful ones.

Lizzie bit her lip. Charley wasnt reproaching her for the failure of her business, she knew, but she still felt terrible. Her sisters relied on her. She was the eldest, the sensible one, the one the other two looked to. She prided herself on being able to take care of thembut it was a false pride, built on unstable foundations, as so much else in this current terrible financial climate.

So what is poor Lizzie going to do? Shes got this Greek threatening to take things further if she doesnt go and see him, but how can she if we havent got any money? Ruby asked their middle sister.

We have, Lizzie suddenly remembered, with grateful relief. Weve got my bucket money, and I can stay in one of the apartments.

Lizzies bucket money was the spare small change she had always put in the decorative tin bucket in her office, in the days when she had possessed spare change.

Two minutes later they were all looking at the small tin bucket, which was now on the kitchen table.

Do you think therell be enough? Ruby asked dubiously

There was only one way to find out.

Eighty-nine pounds, Lizzie announced half an hour later, when the change had been counted.

Eighty-nine pounds and four pence, Charley corrected her.

Will it be enough? Ruby asked.

I shall make it enough, Lizzie told them determinedly.

It would certainly buy an off-season low-cost airline ticket, and she still had the keys for the apartmentsapartments in which she held a twenty per cent interest. She was surely perfectly entitled to stay in one whilst she tried to sort out the mess the Rainhills had left behind.

How the mighty were fallenor rather the not so mighty in her case, Lizzie reflected tiredly. All she had wanted to do was provide for her sisters and her nephews, to protect them and keep them safe financially, so that never ever again would they have to endure the truly awful spectre of repossession and destitution which had faced them after their parents death.







Chapter Two

NO! It was impossible, surely! The apartment block couldnt simply have disappeared.

But it had.

Lizzie blinked and looked again, desperately hoping she was seeing thingsor rather not seeing thembut it was no use. It still wasnt there.

The apartment block had gone.

Where she had expected to see the familiar rectangular building there was only roughly flattened earth, scarred by the tracks of heavy building plant.

It had been a long and uncomfortable ride, in a taxi driven at full pelt by a Greek driver whod seemed bent on proving his machismo behind the wheel, after an equally lacking in comfort flight on the low-cost airline.

They had finally turned off the main highway to travel along the dusty, narrow and rutted unfinished road that ran down to the tip of the peninsula and the apartments. Whilst the taxi had bounded and rocked from side to side, Lizzie had braced herself against the uncomfortable movement, noticing as they passed it that where the road forked, and where last year there had been rolls of spiked barbed wire blocking the entrance to it, there were now imposing-looking padlocked wrought-iron gates.

The taxi driver had dropped her off when the ruts in the road had become so bad that he had refused to go any further. She had insisted on him giving her a price before they had left the airport, knowing how little money she had to spare, and before she handed it over to him she took from him a card with a telephone number on it, so that she could call for a taxi to take her into the city to meet Ilios Manos after she had settled herself into an apartment and made contact with him.

Lizzie stared at the scarred ground where the apartment block should have been, and then lifted her head, turning to look out over the headland, where the rough sparse grass met the still winter-grey of the Aegean. The brisk wind blowing in from the sea tasted of saltor was the salt from her own wretched tears of shock and disbelief?

What on earth was going on? Basil had boasted to her that twenty per cent entitled her to two apartments, each worth two hundred thousand euros. Lizzie would have put the value closer to one hundred thousand, but it still meant that whatever value theyd potentially held had vanishedalong with the building. It was money she simply could not afford to lose.

What on earth was she going to do? She had just under fifty euros in her purse, nowhere to stay, no immediate means of transport to take her back to the city, no apartmentsnothing. Except, of course, for the threat implied in the letter she had received. She still had that to deal withand the man who had made that threat.

To say that Ilios Manos was not in a good mood was to put it mildly, and, like Zeus, king of the gods himself, Ilios could make the atmosphere around him rumble with the threat of dire consequences to come when his anger was aroused. As it was now.

The present cause of his anger was his cousin Tino. Thwarted in his attempt to get money out of Ilios via his illegal use of their grandfathers land, he had now turned his attention to threatening to challenge Ilioss right of inheritance. He was claiming that it was implicit in the tone of their grandfathers will that Ilios should be married, since the estate must be passed down through the family, male to male. Of course Ilios knew thisjust as he knew that ultimately he must provide an heir.

Ilios had been tempted to dismiss Tinos threat, but to his fury his lawyers had warned him that it might be better to avoid a potentially long drawn-out and costly legal battle and simply give Tino the money he wanted.

Give in to Tinos blackmail? Never. Ilioss mouth hardened with bitterness and pride.

Inside his head he could hear his lawyers voice, saying apologetically, Well, in that case, then maybe you should think about finding yourself a wife.

Why, when Tino doesnt have anything resembling a proper case? Ilios had demanded savagely.

Because your cousin has nothing to lose and you have a very great deal. Your time and your money could end up being tied up for years in a complex legal battle.

A battle which once engaged upon he would not be able to withdraw from unless and until he had won, Ilios acknowledged.

His lawyer had suggested he take some time to review the matter, perhaps hoping Ilios knew that he would give in and give Tino the one million euros he wanteda small enough sum of money to a man who was, after all, a billionaire. But that wasnt the point. The point was that Tino thought that he could get the better of him by simply putting his hand out for money he hadnt earned. There was no way that Ilios was going to allow that.

He had been attempting to vent some of the fury he was feeling by felling branches from an old and diseased olive tree when he had seen a taxi come down the road to the headland, stopping to let its passenger get out before turning round and going back the way it had come.

Now, still wearing the old hard hat bearing the Manos Construction logo he had put on for protection, his arms bare in a white tee shirt, his jeans tucked into work boots, he walked out from the tree line and watched as Lizzie looked out to sea, his arms folded across his chest.

Lizzie turned back towards the flattened ground where the apartments had been, shock holding her immobile as she saw the man standing on it, watching her.

Youre trespassing. This is private land.

He spoke English! But the words he had spoken were hostile and angry, challenging Lizzie to insist with equal hostility, Private land which in part belongs to me.

It wasnt strictly true, of course, but as a partner in the apartment block she must surely own a percentage of the land on which it had been built? Lizzie didnt know the finer points of Greek property law, but there was something about the attitude toward her of the man confronting her and challenging her that made her feel she had to assert herself and her rights. However, it was plain that she had done the wrong thing. The man unfolded his arms, revealing the outline of a hardmuscled torso beneath the dirt-smeared tee shirt tucked into low-slung jeans that rode his hips, and strode towards her.

Manos land can never belong to anyone other than a Manos.

He was savagely angry. The hardness of the gaze from golden eagle eyes fringed with thick dark lashes speared her like a piece of helpless prey.

Lizzie stepped back from him in panic, and lost her footing as she stumbled on a rough tussock of grass.

As she started to fall the man reached for her, hard fingers biting into her jacket-clad arms as she was hauled upright and kept there by his hold on her. The golden gaze raked her with a predatory male boldness that infuriated her. He was looking at her as thoughas though he was indeed a mythical Greek god, with the right and the power to take and use vulnerable female mortal flesh for his own pleasure as and when he wished. Sex with a man like this would be dangerous for the woman who was drawn to risk herself in his hostile embrace. Would he take without giving, or would he subjugate a woman foolish enough to think she could make him want her by overpowering her with his sensuality and leaving her a prisoner to it whilst he remained unmoved? That mouth, with its full bottom lip, suggested that he possessed a cruel sensuality that matched his manner towards her.

Lizzie shivered, shocked by the inappropriateness and the unfamiliar sensuality of her own thoughts. She tried to concentrate on something practical.

Somehow as hed moved hed also found time to push back the protective hard hat he was wearing, so that now she could see the thick darkness of his hair. She was five foot six. He was much tallerwell over six footand of course far more powerful that her. Lizzie could see that the effort of holding her had hardly raised the biceps in his powerful arms, but that didnt stop her from trying break free of him.

He stopped her with contemptuous ease, pulling her closer to him. He smelled of earth, and hard work, and of being a man. From somewhere deep down, in the place where she kept her most special memories, she had a sudden mental image of being held in her fathers arms in the garden at her parents lovely house in Cheshire, laughing in delight as she looked down from that height to where her mother was kneeling beside her two younger sisters. Those had been such wonderful yearsyears when she had felt safe and secure and loved.

But this man was not her father. With this man there would be no safety, no security, and certainly no love.

Love? She was so close to the dirt-streaked tee shirt that she could see the dark shadow of his body hair through it. She could almost feel the force of his hostility towards her. And she felt equally hostile to him. That was why her heart was banging into her chest wall and why her senses were recoiling from the intense awareness of him that his proximity was forcing on her.

What kind of awareness? Awareness of him as a man? Awareness of his maleness? Awareness of his sexuality? Awareness that within her something long denied, something starved of the right to express itself, was pushing against the barriers she had erected against it. Because of this man?

No, of course not. That was impossible. Her heart was thudding even more frantically, pumping adrenalin-fuelled denial through her veins. Why was she reacting to him like this? She had no interest in his sexuality. She must not have any interest in his sexuality. She must not want to stay here in his arms.

The panic caused by her own feelings had Lizzie demanding fiercely, Let go of me.

Ilios wasnt used to women demanding to be set free when he was holding themquite the opposite. Normally womenespecially women like he knew this one to be: selfish, shallow, self-seeking women who cared nothing for otherswere all too keen to inveigle themselves into situations of intimacy with him. Which was, of course, why he felt so reluctant to release her.

When she pulled back against him the movement of her body released the scent she was wearing, delicate and light. Deep down inside him something visceral and unfamiliar jerked into hot molten life. Desire? For a woman like this? Impossible. He released her abruptly, stepping back from her.

Who are you? Lizzie asked unsteadily, struggling for balance both physically and emotionally.

Ilios Manos, Ilios told her curtly.

This man was Ilios Manos? The man who had sent her that letter? Lizzies heart thumped into her ribs, its sledgehammer blow fired by shock.

Ilios Manos, the owner of this land on which you have no right to be, Miss Wareham, Ilios told her grimly.

How do you know who I am? The question had been spoken before Lizzie could stop herself.

Your name is on your suitcase strap, Ilios pointed out curtly, gesturing towards the brightly coloured strap wrapped around the handle of the small trolley case she had abandoned in the shock of discovering that the apartment block had gone.

Whats happened to the apartments?

I gave orders for them to be knocked down.

What? Why? You had no right. Her shocked disbelief deepened her anger, and also in some illogical way her awareness of himas though she had developed some unwanted new sense designed exclusively to register everything about him and make her intensely receptive to that information. From the way the narrowing of his eyes fanned out fine lines around his eyes to the shape of his mouth as he spoke and her extreme awareness of the powerful maleness of his body.

I had every right. They were on my land. Illegally on my land.

Lizzie struggled to clamp down on her awareness of him.

The land belongs to my partner, Tino Manos, not you.

My cousin has ceded his right to the land to me.

But you cant just knock down a block of apartments like that. Apart from anything else, two of them belonged to me.

Yes, he agreed, they did.

There was something about the way he was looking at her that made Lizzie feel extremely uneasyas though she had unwittingly stepped into some kind of trap.

Tell me, Miss Wareham, what kind of greed makes a person ignore the normal rules of law to grab at something even when they know it must be fraudulent? His voice was deeply cynical, his whole manner towards her menacing and iced with bitter contempt.

II dont know what youre talking about. Lizzie protested truthfully.

Of course you do. You were in partnership with my cousin. You have said so yourself. You must have known about the building regulations that were broken, about the suppliers and workmen left unpaid in order to build the apartments at a minimum cost to your partnership, and for the maximum ultimate profit.

No, I didnt, Lizzie insisted. But she could see that he didnt believe her.

Have you any idea of the damage your greed has caused? The hardship it has inflicted on those you cheated? Or do you simply not care? Well, I intend to make sure that you do care, Miss Wareham. I will make sure that you pay back everything you owe.

Ilios was angrier than he could ever remember being. His cousin had systematically tried to cheat him and manipulate him at every turn, and now Tino was even daring to challenge his legitimacy to what was rightfully his. Ilios could feel his fury boiling up inside him. His cousin might not be here to pay for what he had done, but his partner in crime, this Englishwoman who actually dared to lie to him, was here, and she would bear the brunt of his fury and his retribution, Ilios decided savagely.

Everything I owe? Lizzie objected, her heart sinking. What do you mean? I dont owe anybody anything.

Her determination to continue lying to him hardened Ilioss resolve to inflict retribution on her. She was everything he most disliked and despised in her sex. Dishonest, and attempting to cloak her dishonesty with an air of pseudo-innocence that manifested itself in the way she was dressedsimply, in jeans worn with a tee shirt and a plain jacketand in her face with its admittedly beautiful bone structure, free of make-up.

Just as that damn elusive scent she was wearing had made him want to draw her closer, to pursue it and capture it, so the pink lipstick that deliberately drew his attention to the fullness of her mouth made him want to capture her lips to see if they were as soft as they looked. Where another less skilled woman might have tried to use artifice to mask her deceit, Elizabeth Wareham used artthe art of appearing modest, honest, vulnerable. Well, it wouldnt work on him. Anyone who did business with his cousin had to be as dishonest and scheming as manipulative as Tino was himself. Like attracted like, after all. She could try using her sexuality to disarm him as much as she liked. He wasnt going to be taken in.

When Ilios Manos didnt respond, Lizzie stiffened her spine and her resolve and repeated, as firmly as she could, I dont owe anyone in Greece any money, and I dont understand why you think I do.

I dont think you do, Miss Wareham. I know you dobecause the person you owe money to is me.

Lizzie gulped in air and tried not to panic. But thats not possible.

Ilios was in no mood to let her continue lying to him. You owe me money, Miss Wareham, because of your involvement with the apartments built by my cousin on my land. Plus there is also the matter of the outstanding payments for goods and services provided by local suppliers to you.

That isnt my fault. The Rainhills were supposed to pay them, Lizzie defended herself.

The contract supplied to me by my cousin states unequivocally that you are to pay them.

Nothat cant be possible, Lizzie repeated

I assure you that it is.

I have my copy of the contract here with me, and it states quite plainly that the owners of the apartments are to pay the suppliers direct, Lizzie insisted.

Contracts can be altered.

And in this case they obviously have beenbut not by me. Lizzies face was burning with disbelief and despair.

And you can prove this? Ilios Manos was demanding, the expression on his face making it plain that he did not believe her.

I have a contract that states that my clients are responsible for paying the suppliers.

That is not what I asked you. The contract I have states unequivocally that you are responsible for paying them. And then there is the not so small matter of your share of the cost of taking down the apartments and returning the land to its original state.

Taking down the apartments? Lizzie echoed. But that was nothing to do with me. You were the one who ordered their destructionyou told me that yourself

Lizzie badly wanted to sit down. She was tired and shocked and frightened, but she knew she couldnt show those weaknesses in front of this stone-faced man who looked like a Greek god but spoke to her as cruelly as Hades himself, intent on her destruction. She was sure he would never show any sign of human weaknesses himself, or make any allowances for those who possessed them. But there was nowhere to sit, nowhere to hide, to escape from the man now watching her with such determined intention on breaking her on the wheel of his anger.

I had no choice. Even if I had wanted to keep them it would have been impossible, given their lack of sound construction. The truth is that they were a death trap. A death trap on my land, masquerading as a building constructed by my company.

As he spoke Ilios remembered how he had felt on learning how his cousin had tried to use the good name of the business Ilios had built up quite literally with his own bare hands for his nefarious purposes, and his anger intensified.

His company. Lizzie automatically looked at his hard hat and its logo. She remembered Basil Rainhill smirking when hed told her that Manos construction was fronting the building of the apartments, and that they had a firstclass reputation. Then she had assumed his smirk was because of the good deal he has boasted about to her, but now

I dont know anything about how the apartments were built. In fact, I dont understand what this is about. I was contracted to design the interiors of the apartments, thats all.

Oh, come, Miss Warehamdo you really expect me to believe that when I have a contract that stages unequivocally that payment for your work was to be a twenty per cent interest in the apartment block?

That was only because the Rainhills couldnt pay me. They offered me that in lieu of my fee.

I am not remotely interested in how you came by your share in the illegal construction my cousin built on my land, only that you pay your share of the cost of making good the damage as well as what you owe your suppliers.

Youre making this up, Lizzie protested.

You are daring to call me a liar? Ilios grabbed hold of her, gripping her arms as he had done before. How had she dared to accuse him of lying? His desire to punish her, to force her to take back her accusation, to kiss her until the only sound to come from her lips was a soft moan of surrender, pounded through him, crashing through the barriers of civilized behaviour and forcing him to fight for his self-control.

She had said the wrong thing, Lizzie knew. Ilios Manos was not the man to accuse of lying. His pride lay across his features like a brand, informing every expression that crossed his faceand, Lizzie suspected, every thought that entered his head.

He was still holding her, and his touch burned her flesh like a small electrical shock. Her chest lifted with her protesting intake of air. Immediately his gaze dropped to her body with predatory swiftnessas though somehow he knew that when he had touched her, her flesh had responded to his touch in a way that had flung her headlong into a place she didnt know, brought her face to face with a Lizzie she didnt know. Her heart was thumping jerkily, her senses intensely aware of him, and her gaze was drawn to him as though he was a magnet, clinging to his torso, his throat, his mouth.

She swung dizzily and helplessly between disbelief and a craving to move closer to him. Beneath her clothes her breasts swelled and ached, in response to a mastery she was powerless to resist. How could this be happening to her? How could her body be reacting to Ilios Manos as thoughas though it wanted him? It must be some weird form of shock, Lizzie decided shakily as he released her, almost thrusting her away from him.

Im not calling you a liar, Lizzie denied, feeling obliged to backtrack, if only to remind herself of the reality of her situation. Im just saying that I think youve got some of your facts wrong. And besideswhy arent you demanding recompense from your cousin, instead of threatening and bullying me? she demanded, quickly going on the attack.

Attack was, after all, the best form of defence, so they said, and she certainly needed to defend herself against what she had felt when he had held her. How could that have happened? She simply wasnt like that. She couldnt be. She had her family to think of. Being sexually aroused by a man she had only just met, a man who despised and disliked her, just wasnt the kind of thing she had ever imagined being. Not ever, and certainly not now.

Determinedly she martialled her scattered thoughts and pointed out, After all, I only owned twenty per cent of the apartment block. Your cousin, from what the Rainhills told me, owned the land, most of the apartments and was responsible for the building work. I never even met him, never mind discussed his business plan with him. I was given the apartments and made a partner in lieu of payment for the work Id done. Thats all.

Ilios knew that that was true, but right now it didnt suit his mood to allow her any escape routeespecially now that his cousin had increased his fury by continuing to plot against him. Ilios wanted repayment, he wanted retribution, he wanted vengeanceand he would have them. Ilios hated cheats, and he hated even more being forced to let them get away with cheating.

My cousin has no assets and is heavily in debt. The Rainhills, as I am sure you have discovered yourself, have disappeared. And, whilst you might only own twenty per cent of the apartment blocks value, the partnership agreement you signed contains what is called a joint and several guaranteewhich means that each partner is both jointly and severally liable for the debts of the whole partnership. That means that I can claim from you recompense for the entire amount owing.

No, that cant be true, Lizzie protested, horrified.

Ilios looked at her. There was real panic in her voice now. He could see that she was trembling.

An act, he told himself grimly. That was all it was. Just an act.

I assure you that it is, he told her, ignoring her obvious distress.

But I cant possibly find that kind of money. She couldnt find any kind of money.

No? Well, I have to tell you that I intend to be fully rec-ompensednot just for the money I am owed, but also for the potential damage that could have been done to my business. A business for which I have worked far harder than someone like you, who lives off the navet of others, can ever imagine. You own your own business?

Yes, Lizzie acknowledged. But it is almost bankrupt.

Why had she told him that when she hadnt even told her sisters just how bad things were? That every spare penny she had had been placed into their shared joint account to ensure that the mortgage was paid, the household bills met, and food put on the table at home.

She looked really distraught now, Ilios could see, but he refused to feel any sympathy. Showing sympathy was a sign of weakness, and Ilios never allowed himself to be weak.

You have a property? A home, I assume? he pressed

Yes, but it is mortgaged, and anyway I share it with my sisters, one of whom has two small children and is dependent on me.

Lizzie didnt know why she was admitting all of this to him, other than because she was in such a state of shock and panic. She wasnt going to let herself think about the last few months of long nights, when she had lain awake worrying about how she would manage to protect her family and continue to provide for them financially. They knew that things were bad, she hadnt been able to hide that from them, but they did not know yet just how bad.

Your sister does not have a husband to support her and her children? You do not have parents?

The answer to both those questions is no. Not that it is any of your business, or relevant to our discussion. There is no way I can find the money to repay you. The only thing I own that is my own is my body

And you wish to offer that to me in payment?

Lizzie was horrified.

No! Never!

Her immediate recoil, coupled with her vehemence, inflamed Ilios even further. Was she daring to suggest that she was too good for him? Morally superior to him? Well, he would soon make her change her tune, Ilios promised himself savagely.

You deny it now, but the offer was implicit in your declaration that your body is the only thing you have.

He was determined to humiliate her. Lizzie could see that. Because he had somehow sensed her sexual reaction to him?

No. That is, yesbut I didnt mean it the way you are trying to suggest. I only meant that I do not own anything via which I could raise the money to pay you.

Except your body.

I didnt mean it like that, Lizzie repeated, mortified. I just meant that She lifted her hand to her head, which was now pounding with a mixture of anxiety and despair. I cant pay you.

Ilios had had enough. His temper was at breaking point. He would have what he was owedone way or another.

Very well, then, he began, causing Lizzie to go weak with relief at the thought that he was finally going to accept that there was no point in him continuing to press her for money.

If your body is all you have with which to repay me, then that is what I will have to takebecause I promise you this: I will have repayment.
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