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  About Yuri


  



  His name was Yuri Athanas.


  They called him the golden boy of the Afxisi, a college org during the day and an underground racing club at night.


  Like his brothers, Yuri was rich, powerful, gorgeous, and devastatingly sexy.


  Unlike his brothers, Yuri did not leave a trail of broken hearts behind him.


  Yuri was the angel amidst all the other Greek devils, they said.


  I liked hearing that about him. It gave me hope that when we do meet again, he would remember his promise, and he would keep it.


  He would take one look at me and he wouldn’t mind that I wasn’t…okay.


  He wouldn’t mind I wasn’t…normal.


  If he was everything I prayed he would be, he’d take one look at me and love me, like he had promised.


  Want More Hot Alpha Billionaire and Biker Romances from Marian Tee?


  Enjoy exclusive excerpts about my newest and upcoming releases by signing up for my newsletter.


  



  Standalone Novels


  Captivated: 4-in-1 Friends Romance Boxed Set – Enjoy four standalone romances between passionate, domineering billionaires and the women who were their friends first before becoming their lovers.


  All stories have either happy-ever-after or happy-for-now endings.


  



  His Fair Lady – Prince Julian knows the blind fortune teller Cass is everything he wants in a woman, but she can never be his bride.


  



  Greek Billionaire Romance Serials


  24-year-old school teacher Mairi, a hopeless romantic, thinks all her dreams will come true with Greek billionaire Damen Leventis. Problem is, he only wants her as a mistress.


  The Art of Catching a Greek Billionaire (FREE!)


  The Art of Trusting a Greek Billionaire


  The Art of Loving a Greek Billionaire


  The Art of Forgiving a Greek Billionaire


  The Art of Wedding a Greek Billionaire


  The Art of Kissing a Greek Billionaire (FREE!)


  



  Schoolteacher Velvet enters into a marriage of convenience but is too proud to tell her Greek billionaire husband it’s because she’s in love with him.


  The Greek Billionaire and I


  



  24-year-old Willow is an ill-mannered junior editor.


  27-year-old Stavros Manolis is a conservative Greek billionaire. They have nothing in common except…that one night they had with each other.


  The Greek Billionaire and His Secretary (FREE)


  Dear Greek Billionaire


  Love, Your Greek Billionaire


  Forever and Ever, My Greek Billionaire


  



  Mediterranean Affairs


  (Greek Billionaire Romance Mini-Series)


  A Fling with the Greek Billionaire – Furious over his lover’s deception, control freak billionaire Nik is determined to teach the free-spirited Daria a lesson on revenge.


  Prequel


  Standalone


  



  The Greek Billionaire and the Nanny – Coming Soon!


  Prequel


  Standalone


  



  Eternally Seduced: Contemporary Romance (7-in-1) Boxed Set


  



  How Not to be Seduced by Billionaires (4 parts) – 24-year-old Yanna has old-fashioned ideals about love, and all of it are put to the test when her CEO billionaire boss, Constantijin Kastein – also Netherlands’ #1 Playboy – sets out to seduce her.


  (Chased: Part 1 can be downloaded for free).


  



  How Not to be Seduced by Rockstars (2 parts) – All eccentric senator’s daughter Saffi wants is a taste of freedom when she attends a concert disguised as an experienced groupie. But she gets more than she bargains for when Staffan Aehrenthal – also Sweden’s #1 Sex God – picks her out from the crowd.


  (Note: The Rockstar and His Fangirl is a short story on Saffi & Staffan, and sold separately.)


  



  How Not to be Seduced by Dukes – Although Mary’s determined to resist the charms of the Duke of Wellesley – also England’s #1 Heartthrob – fate decides otherwise, and Mary suddenly finds herself an ordinary college student by day, and the duke’s mistress at night.


  (Note: The sequel, The Ice Around My Heart, is sold separately.)


  



  Warning: Love Moderately (BBW Billionaire New Adult College Romance)


  Derek and Jaike have always hidden the truth about themselves. But when they meet – it’s not just explosive chemistry. One look, and it’s undeniable. Even if they’re too young, they know. He’s meant to be her Master, and she’s meant to be his Sub.


  Unwillingly Yours (FREE!)


  Meant to Be Yours


  



  Heart Racer: BIKER Romance Series


  Leandro & Bobby’s Story (2 parts) – A young billionaire biker chooses a snarky do-gooder to be his pretend girlfriend.


  Heart Racer (FREE!)


  Driven by Love


  Helios & MJ’s Story (3 parts) - Even though he's commitment-phobic, the aloof president of a billion-dollar bike racing club finds himself jealous of the "secret crush" of a tomboyish camera-wielding first-year student.


  Swish (FREE!)


  Burn


  Click


  Kellion & Aria (Standalone) – Aria’s content living her life alone, shut off from the world, but when bad boy Kellion Argyros starts following her wherever she goes, it’s impossible not to start living…and impossible not to start falling for him.


  Yuri & Kalli (Standalone) – He’s the angel amongst Greek devils. She’s the heiress who isn’t quite okay, isn’t quite…normal. Even so, Kalli hopes that when they meet again, Yuri would take one look at her and love her, like he had promised.


  



  Play With Me: A Sports Romance Series


  All Lace Wyndham wants is to be an NBA coach.


  All bad boy billionaire Silver March wants is HER.


  It’s not a match made in heaven, but since he already had his heart stolen, Silver is willing to do whatever it takes – bribe, deceive, manipulate – to make Lace realize the inevitable: It’s his name she’ll be crying out…every night.


  Play With Me


  This Round I’m Yours


  



  The Art of Claiming an Alpha: My Werewolf Bodyguard (Paranormal Romance)


  Human-slash-pack-princess Calys is a toughie, but she still needs the help of the powerful, dominant, and gorgeous werewolf Alejandro Moretti to be an ‘alpha’. Unfortunately, he wants her body in exchange for her help.


  Wolf Fight (FREE!)


  Wolf Games


  Wolf Kisses


  



  The Master and His Soul Seer Pet: New Adult College Vampire Romance


  Life isn’t easy for 18-year-old Zari. As a soul seer, she sees visions of dead people as well as those who are about to die. As a human pet, she struggles to control her feelings for her Master, the powerful, gorgeous, and mysterious vampire Alexandru, who’s in love with someone else.


  Ensnared (FREE!)


  Beholden


  Reviled


  Unclaimed


  



  My Werewolf Professor


  What I know about Alessandro Moretti: he’s the most beautiful professor alive, and I’m his plainest student. I need to let him know I want him, even if he’s likely to dump me. What I don’t know about Alessandro Moretti: he’s a werewolf…and he may just want me, too.


  My Werewolf Professor 1


  My Werewolf Professor: 4-in-1 Boxed Set
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  I wouldn’t have had the courage to use my own ideas for bento designs if not for her inspiring words.


  Prologue


  



  One Man Can Change the World


  



  Madame descended into the basement, hoping tonight would be the night she succeeded in breaking the child’s spirit. After switching the lights open, she found the child curled up on the cold hard ground, sucking on its thumb, its eyes squeezed shut. For Madame, all the children that came under her care were objects that needed to be trained. In her eyes, they were genderless and mindless, their only purpose in life to prove that Madame was good.


  Madame’s lip curled as she observed her latest project. The child was emaciated and smaller than most other seven year olds. But for Madame, it hadn’t been starved enough.


  “Get up.” A kick to the child’s ribs punctuated the words.


  Its eyes flew open.


  Madame drew her breath sharply. She despised a lot of things about this latest project of hers, but none more than those violet eyes staring at her right now. Terrible in its deceptive purity, the eyes made Madame feel soiled and—


  She shook her head violently. No, this was the work of the Devil, using the child to make her feel like she wasn’t guided by God’s hand.


  But still, those big violet eyes stared, damning her, and Madame shrieked, “Didn’t you hear what I said?”


  Seeing Madame taking one step towards her seemed to throw the child into a panic. It scrambled to its knees, pale body shaking hard as it bent its head. “I am sorry, Madame,” it whispered. Please make Madame believe me, it prayed. It hated itself for being a liar, but no matter what it did, it just couldn’t stop lying.


  When Madame reached the child, it threw itself prostrate on the ground. Her skin crawled when it tried to kiss her feet. “Get away from me!” Madame shoved the child away with another kick to its face.


  It bit back a cry of pain.


  Madame’s hatred grew at how silent and stoic it was. Why was this child so different? “You don’t want to see me, do you?”


  “No, Madame.” The child shook its head fiercely even while keeping its gaze trained on the ground. “I’m happy to see you.” It was lying of course, but it prayed hard that maybe this time God wouldn’t tell Madame it wasn’t speaking the truth. The child knew Madame was good and it was bad. It knew this, but it didn’t believe—


  “Liar!”


  Madame’s hiss made the child bite its lip hard. Please God, please make me believe the truth. Please make me believe so that Madame would love me—


  Madame suddenly cupped its chin, forcing it to look up.


  The child’s eyes clashed with the woman’s.


  Madame screamed, “Stop looking at me like I’m evil!”


  It tried to protest but it wasn’t given any chance. Madame’s hand cracked against its cheek. Madame tried to scratch its eyes out. And then Madame was gripping its hair, dragging it up the stairs and out of the basement.


  The child forced itself to keep quiet, hoping its silence would make Madame forgive her. But what the child didn’t know was that the more silent it was, the more Madame would despise it.


  In its desperate, innocent desire to please, the harder it had become for Madame to remain blind to the truth.


  Madame threw the child to the floor when they reached the dining room. She waited for the child to cry and fight back, but it only raised itself to its knees, looking up at Madame with eyes that neither hated nor questioned.


  In those eyes, Madame saw the truth – the real truth, and not what she had tried to convince herself and all the children that she had killed in the name of her love for them.


  Madame screamed, “Why won’t you just break?” Pulling the child up to its feet, Madame waited for the child to lift its head before slapping it as hard as she could.


  The child swayed on its feet, and the dance began. Soon after, the music of Madame’s palm cracking against the child’s cheek played in the room.


  Crack. Sway. Crack. Sway. Crack. Sway.


  The child’s vision dimmed, but it struggled to stay on its feet. The child and Madame had danced to this music for as long as it could remember, and the steps were simple to remember. It mustn’t fall, mustn’t look at Madame, and most importantly of all, it mustn’t ever make Madame have trouble hitting her.


  Madame was speaking/singing now, lyrics to the music that the child didn’t understand.


  Why wasn’t it still broken?


  Why did it still want to live?


  Why couldn’t it just break?


  If it had been allowed to speak, the child would have asked just one question. How did Madame want to break itself?


  Madame’s voice became feverish.


  “I can’t be blamed. I was so scared.”


  As the child continued to dance to Madame’s music, it wondered dazedly if her own terror was the same as Madame. Did Madame feel like she felt now?


  “I’m not evil.”


  The child wanted to believe Madame. There must be a reason why Madame couldn’t stop hurting her, couldn’t begin loving her. Madame was good, and it was not.


  “Those men beat me up, raped me the entire night, all at the same time. They were the monsters, not me!”


  The music rose to a screaming crescendo, and the dance reached its peak. Madame was no longer content slapping its face. Now, Madame’s fists began to color the child’s eyes with bruises, and the cracking slaps turned into painful thuds.


  Thud. Thud. Thud.


  Its eyes swelled shut, and the child struggled to dance even when it was half-blind with pain.


  “They told me to kill my parents so I did! I was scared, and that was why I did it! I was young like you. I can’t be blamed. God knows I must be forgiven for what I did. They broke me!”


  The music suddenly stopped, and the child started to tremble. The silence was bad and scary, and she wished she could hear the music again. She didn’t want this quiet, knew with all her heart that it was—


  Madame came out of her trance, and the first thing she saw was the child’s eyes.


  “No!” Madame grabbed the child by the hair, and still it didn’t speak. It was terrified out of its wits, but it still knew what was right or wrong.


  Why?


  Why didn’t it break like Madame had?


  “You’re going to break,” Madame muttered feverishly. “You’re going to break like all the others did.”


  The beating lasted for an hour. By the time Madame’s vision cleared, the child was crumpled in a ball of pain.


  Madame knelt down, breathing hard. “Open your eyes.”


  Slowly, its eyes opened.


  And Madame saw she had lost.


  It still had not broken.


  



  ****


  



  “You have to understand these things take time, Mrs. Antoniou.” The doctor’s voice was gentle but resolute. Samuel Demo knew the powerful Antoniou matriarch could have him fired for mere impertinence, but he didn’t give a damn.


  His patient was his first priority and no one else.


  Mila Antoniou’s gaze swung back to the adjoining room, its two-way wall allowing her to study her 12-year-old grandchild. “Just tell me my grandchild will get better,” Mila said tightly. “Is that too much to ask?”


  Samuel shook his head irritably. “I know you are used to getting your way, but if you truly care about your grandchild—”


  “Of course I care,” Mila snapped.


  “Then don’t force me to give you a diagnosis we both know I’m unable to provide,” the doctor snapped back. “If I could give you more reassurance, I would. But I can’t.”


  Mila’s face became stiff at the doctor’s words, but her voice shook when she spoke. “It’s my fault, can’t you see? I forced my daughter to give her baby up, and now I’m paying the price-” Her voice broke as she imagined the unspeakable horror her arrogance had forced her own flesh and blood to live through. “I have all the money in the world,” she said bitterly, “and it does nothing for my grandchild.”


  The matriarch’s grief was more than palpable, and the doctor was unable to remain completely indifferent at the sight of the older woman’s suffering. “Not everything’s lost,” Samuel said, making an effort to soften his voice. “Your grandchild’s exceptionally intelligent, her IQ score off the charts—”


  “I’m not asking you if my grandchild is smart—”


  “I know that,” the doctor growled impatiently. “But I’m telling you this because I want you to be thankful for it! Your grandchild’s formative years were spent under the care of an abusive woman. Your grandchild was beaten regularly and nearly starved to death. Most children would have grown up insane or twisted and evil because of it, but your grandchild became neither. That’s a miracle and that’s…” The doctor drew a deep breath. “What I’m about to say is against my professional training, but I will say it because I want my patient to heal almost as much as you do.”


  The doctor’s weary gaze settled back on his patient. Her eyes were glued to the wall-mounted TV, which was configured to play downloaded episodes of food shows. After several months of therapy, Samuel had discovered that food was the only thing guaranteed to draw the twelve year old out of her shell. Prior to it, the child had refused to even acknowledge being called by her name.


  “I am it,” the child had muttered almost defiantly. “I don’t have a name because Madame says I’m not good.”


  They had been the only words the child spoke of Madame, but for the doctor, it was enough. He had seen enough victims of child abuse to read between the lines. Madame, whoever the bitch was, had used starvation as a way of reinforcing her beliefs on Mila Antoniou’s grandchild. Food had become a measurement of love, and the child had learned to voluntarily starve herself until Madame considered her “good.”


  The memory had the doctor feeling murderous. The taking of human lives went against his very nature, but for the so-called Madame, Samuel was more than willing to make an exception.


  “Doctor?” Mila’s strained voice snapped him out of his thoughts, and he found the older woman standing next to the two-way window, her eyes filled with despair while gazing at her grandchild.


  The doctor came to stand next to her. “Your grandchild will never be completely normal.” Ignoring the matriarch’s cry of pain, he asked in a hard voice, “Knowing that, are you still certain you’re able to care for her?”


  “I love her!” Mila’s voice was both ravaged and absolute. “I will do everything for her—”


  “I hope you mean that.” Samuel faced her then. “Because I wasn’t lying. The trauma she’s suffering from is so severe, Madame’s conditioning too deep and ingrained, I’m not sure we’ll ever completely get rid of it.”


  Mila Antoniou’s head lowered, defeat destroying the glamour that wealth and power bought and reducing her into an old woman burdened with the weight of the world on her shoulders.


  “The only thing you can do is to be patient with her. If you never tire of showing her love, she will get better. Eventually, she may learn to trust you. She may believe that she’s worthy of being loved. But never forget that she can suffer from a relapse anytime, and anything can trigger it.” The doctor’s eyes bored into hers. “Everything, but most especially lying.”


  Mila nodded stiffly. “I understand.” She held her tears back ruthlessly as she spoke. If her young grandchild could suffer this long without breaking down, so would she.


  When Mila was about to leave, Samuel wrestled with his conscience and his professional duty. The former won, and he went after the matriarch. “Wait, Mrs. Antoniou.”


  In the act of joining her granddaughter in the car, Mila paused, and turning back, she saw the younger man running down the hospital steps.


  She waited for the doctor to reach her. “What is it?” Mila deliberately didn’t speak in Greek to prevent her grandchild from understanding.


  In blunt English, the doctor said, “I know you worry about the time when she has to live alone and you’re not there to guide her.”


  Mila inhaled sharply. “I don’t plan on dying anytime soon—”


  The doctor interrupted quietly, “I know that, but we both know death is an unpredictable thing.” Behind Mila, his patient stared back at him with guileless eyes that knew too little and too much at the same time. “I want her to get well, too, Mrs. Antoniou, and that’s why I’m advising this.” He didn’t wait for an answer, saying grimly, “Buy her a husband. Someone honorable. Someone who understands that she’s emotionally crippled but not insane. And most importantly, someone who will not abandon your grandchild to the wolves when you’re gone.”


  



  ****


  



  Two years later


  



  Mila’s daily routine had not changed despite learning that she had Stage IV cancer. She still woke up early, went to work six days a week, and still flew all over the world attending business meetings.


  Her doctors didn’t approve, of course.


  “Your already limited days on earth will be even more limited if you keep up what you’re doing,” one of them had warned.


  Idiots, Mila thought, fuming. None of them had realized she didn’t have a choice. She had to present a strong front for as long as her granddaughter needed her.


  A knock sounded on her bedroom door just as Mila finished her bath, something that used to take minutes but now took her almost an hour and caused immeasurable pain. “Come in,” she said wearily.


  To her shock, it was her granddaughter, and she sat up abruptly. “What is it, Kalli?” Six months ago, Mila had finally succeeded in manipulating the child into accepting her name – or nickname for that matter. Seeing how the girl abhorred causing anyone pain, Mila had resorted to emotional blackmail, crying copious tears as she told the child that she would die of loneliness if Kalli didn’t stop thinking of herself as ‘it.’


  



  “And you promise not to die of loneliness if I do what you want, Grandmama?”


  Mila had sniffed for effect. “Yes.”


  Her 14-year- old granddaughter gazed at her for a long time, her uncanny violet eyes so bright it was almost like having a light shining all the way to her soul.


  But Mila had refused to feel guilty, telling herself that she wasn’t speaking any untruth.


  “Alright.”


  Her head had snapped up. “What do you mean alright?” she whispered.


  “I am no longer it.” A heartbreakingly shy smile broke over her granddaughter’s lips, and her voice was grave when she said, “If you think I am deserving of having a name—” A pause, as if the child was waiting for Mila to change her mind.


  She didn’t of course. “It would mean so much,” Mila had said shakily, “if you let me call you by your name.”


  Another eternity passed before her granddaughter finally nodded. “Then from this day, I am…Kalliope Antoniou.”


  



  And that had been the last time they talked, Mila thought painfully. Kalli had become distant and watchful again after that, and Mila had been at a loss on how to reach out to her granddaughter again. She had even begun to feel maudlin, wondering if she had imagined it all…until now.


  In front of her, Kalli remained by the door, her serenely beautiful face yielding nothing.


  “What is it, Kalli?” Mila asked gently.


  “You haven’t eaten breakfast.” It was a statement, not a question, spoken in an equally monotonic voice.


  Not knowing what to make of it, she said slowly, “No, I haven’t.”


  Another watchful, calculating glance, and then Kalli said almost defiantly, “I have prepared breakfast for you.”


  Mila’s heart raced at the words. “Y-you did?”


  Kalli nodded.


  “F-for me?”


  Kalli nodded again.


  Mila swallowed in an effort to control her emotions. “I w-would love to eat it.” She started to stand up, only to have her granddaughter shaking her head at Mila.


  “Stay there.”


  Mila had started to smile at the commanding note in Kalli’s voice when the door opened and her granddaughter pushed a trolley in, with a covered tray on top.


  The urge to smile disappeared, replaced by an intense desire to weep.


  Oh, Kalli.


  This girl broke her heart every day, with how strong and good she was, and Mila could never thank God enough for it.


  Lord, don’t take me away until I know Kalli’s strong enough to survive without me.


  I beg you, Lord.


  In front of her, Kalli lifted the tray, and Mila’s breath caught. “It’s beautiful, Kalli.” She had never described food as beautiful, but there was no better word for it now. On a black rectangle box was white saffron rice on one side, and on top of it was egg white dyed pink and cut in the shape of cherry blossoms, with strips of nori seaweed making up its thin and almost intricately arranged branches. On the other side was a mix of fresh broccoli, cubed beef teriyaki, and carrots shaped like hearts.


  Swallowing back a sob, Mila asked tremulously, “Where did you learn to make this?”


  “The Internet.” The girl’s eyes were bright and intense, her gaze focused intently on her grandmother’s face. “Do you like it?” Her voice was sharp, almost abrupt.


  Mila said simply, “Yes.”


  A bit of tension left Kalli’s taut form. “You may eat it now.”


  As Mila started on her meal, Kalli’s gaze never left hers. When she was done and sipping a glass of lemon water, Kalli suddenly asked, “Do you love me, Grandmama?”


  Her heart broke for the second time that day. “Of course.” Mila poured all her heart into those two words.


  It wasn’t the first time Kalli had asked the question. In fact, the girl liked to ask it at the oddest times. When they were in the middle of a shopping mall, when she saw Mila tending to her private garden in her bedroom – there was no telling when Kalli would ask, and every time she did, Mila wished with all her heart she had the power to kill Madame over and over.


  Looking at Kalli, she said softly, “I will always love you.”


  No emotions crossed the girl’s unblinking gaze as she asked simply, “Why?”


  “Because I do.” Mila furiously blinked back tears. “And you don’t need to do or say anything to earn it.”


  Kalli frowned. “You are not…lying?”


  Mila met her granddaughter’s gaze head on, praying to God that Kalli would see the truth she lived for. “No.”


  Kalli started walking towards her, and Mila found herself beside anxiety. Had she said something wrong? Was Kalli mad? Was—


  Kalli dropped to her knees.


  Mila let out a cry of dismay. “Darling, what is it?”


  Kalli’s words were a fragile whisper. “If you’re not lying to me…”


  Mila paled.


  Kalli’s body trembled so hard it was as if Mila’s granddaughter was struggling against the vilest demons inside her.


  “Oh, baby, what is it?”


  Kalli lifted tear-stained eyes to her. “If you’re n-not l-lying, G-Grandmama, then I’ll…I’ll try to love you.”


  A sob escaped Mila as she drew her granddaughter into her arms, and for the first time, Mila felt Kalli’s arms going around her. She choked on another sob. “Oh, child, I love you. I’ll always love you.” She murmured the words over and over, her tears bittersweet because she knew that God had answered her prayers.


  Kalli was strong now.


  It was time for her to go.


  



  ****


  



  “She’s different,” Mila explained carefully, “but she’s not crazy.”


  The young man seated across her only nodded, his angelically beautiful face perfectly expressionless. It reminded her so much of Kalli it was uncanny, and Mila had to repress a shiver. Is this a good or bad omen, Lord?


  “You’ve read the reports I’ve sent you?”


  “I have, kyria.”


  Her voice became fierce. “Then you know I’m telling you the truth.”


  “I never thought you would lie to me, kyria.”


  The man’s voice was courteous and pleasant, something Mila normally found admirable in young Greek men. But right now, she would pay a fortune to hear any emotion in that voice.


  Mila made a snap decision to lay all her cards on the table. “I could have had any man in Greece, but I chose you because I know you’re honorable and because—” A dainty shrug. “You need me more than I need you.”


  The young man inclined his head. “Touché, kyria.” His tone remained respectful but even, his face expressionless.


  Mila refused to feel defeated. The man she had chosen might appear too young for the daunting task she had for him, but she knew with all her heart that he was the only one she could trust. She would bet all her remaining days in earth on it. 


  “What’s stopping you from saying yes?” she demanded.


  A moment of hesitation before the man answered slowly, “I may be too cold for her.”


  “Is that the only thing you’re worried about?” Mila’s laughter didn’t reach her eyes. “Let me make it clear to you then. I chose you precisely because of that. That coldness you speak of is nothing but a shield. I know because I use the same thing, too, to protect what I value the most. For me, that is my granddaughter. For you, that is your half-sister.”


  The man stiffened.


  “Yes,” she acknowledged shamelessly. “I know about her. I know you’ve sacrificed your relationship with your father for her, and it’s that kind of selflessness – no, that coldness – I want from you.” Her voice turned hard. “Let us stop playing games. We both know you have no one left. No one but me. There is no one else in this world who has the wealth, power, and motivation necessary to go against your father. I am your only chance, Yuri Athanas, so I suggest you be as cold-blooded as you say you are and say yes.”


  Ten minutes later, and Mila was leading the young Greek scion out of her office and downstairs, where Kalli was.


  Yuri was bemused when he realized where they were heading. “She’s in the kitchen?” With the exception of his own half-sister, most heiresses of his acquaintance weren’t even aware where their own kitchen was.


  “It’s her favorite place in the house,” the Antoniou matriarch answered briefly.


  Opening the door for Mila, Yuri followed the older woman inside. He stopped when he saw the sole occupant in the kitchen, his gaze immediately arrested by the 14-year-old girl behind the island, her head bent as she expertly minced spring onion on the chopping board. Sunlight filtering through the expansive windows at her back gave the girl a golden halo. Her hair, cascading down in a silky brown waterfall, hid most of her face, but what little he saw told Yuri that the girl was exquisitely beautiful and would be even more so when she matured.


  Even so, Yuri did not feel a thing.


  When the Antoniou matriarch nodded at him, he walked towards the girl. They had agreed that he would speak to his granddaughter first and he would make his decision from there.


  Kalliope Antoniou didn’t look up when Yuri’s shadow fell over her chopping board. Her fingers paused, however, the knife coming to a stop mid-air. A second passed, and Yuri sensed she was waiting for him to speak. When he didn’t, another second passed before her slender, elegant fingers started moving again.


  Finally, Yuri said, “Hello.”


  The girl stilled, and she was so perfectly motionless that with her ivory skin, one could be forgiven for thinking she was a marble statue. Slowly, she raised her head, and violet eyes met brilliant blue.


  Ah, Yuri thought. Now he knew why her first and only day in the girls’ academy Mila enrolled her in had been disastrous. Those gypsy-looking eyes were innocent and all-knowing like a child’s, hiding nothing but seeing everything.


  Most people would feel condemned just looking at those eyes, Yuri knew.


  He was about to speak again when he saw her lips part, and Yuri stilled.


  “Hello.” Her voice was light and grave, beautiful and cold. But her violet eyes had a hint of wariness, and when Mila came to join them, Yuri realized that the girl had already been briefed about him. What she thought of it, however, was impossible to tell. Her eyes were too much like his in that sense. Perfectly glassy, reflecting everything except her own thoughts.


  “Darling,” Mila said softly. She waited for her granddaughter’s gaze to meet hers before continuing. “This is the man I was telling you about. His name is Yuri, and he’ll take care of you because he loves you, like I do.”


  The girl’s brows furrowed. “You’re not lying?”


  Mila swallowed. “I love you, don’t I? Will I lie to you?”


  The violet eyes turned towards Yuri.


  In her gaze, he saw both his prison and his future.


  “Will you love me?”


  And for this girl, Yuri realized bleakly, it was that simple.


  Dishonesty had been beaten out of her system, and Mila’s overprotective love hadn’t given her any chance to discover that life would never be that black and white.


  Meeting her gaze, Yuri heard himself lie, “Yes.”


  After, Mila and Yuri were both quiet as they went through the majestic front doors of the Antoniou mansion.


  When the valet brought his car to the driveway, Mila broke the silence, saying, “I will not go back on my word.”


  “I never thought you would,” Yuri murmured.


  The older woman hesitated, and it struck him at that moment how frighteningly frail she appeared. In her frequent photos on the society pages, the matriarch always had an untouchable aura about her, but there was none of her usual glamour now. “Are you alright?” he asked.


  “Of course.” Her voice was bland as she knowingly added to her sins. Forgive me, Yuri Athanas. Mila had deliberately withheld the truth of her medical condition from the younger man, fearing his refusal if he realized that he might have only months left before fate demanded him to tie himself irrevocably to a stranger.


  After accepting the keys from the valet, Yuri faced Mila again. “Is there anything else you would like to discuss?”


  A lot, Mila thought painfully. Do you think you’ll ever fall for someone like my granddaughter? Can you promise never to make her cry? Do you realize how terrified I am, knowing that I have no choice but to trust you?


  But in the end she knew she could not say any of those. Instead, she had to content herself with a promise. “I will do everything in my power to help you save your sister, but you must promise me that you will do the same for my granddaughter. Save her when the time comes that I am no longer by her side.”


  Chapter One


  



  Four years later


  Athens, Greece


  



  If only she could be food.


  Food didn’t lie. Food smelled good when it was edible. Food smelled bad when it was rotten. If only everyone could be food, maybe she wouldn’t be so confused.


  Somewhere in the room, Dr. Silas Korba continued to talk in a pompous-sounding voice. The thin-haired, bespectacled man had appointed himself as her guardian since her grandmother had died, and everyone in the estate as well as the lawyers hadn’t questioned it.


  Or at least everyone except her—


  “Are you listening to me, Ms. Antoniou?” Silas wrestled with irritation and infatuation as he gazed at his future wife, whose profile was turned towards the expansive windows. Kalliope meant ‘beautiful’ in their language, and the Antoniou heiress was indeed the embodiment of physical perfection. Her long, shiny hair was like ebony silk, providing a mesmerizing contrast against her skin, which was an unusual ivory shade when most Greek girls had sun-kissed complexions. Tall, slim, and long-legged, Kalliope also had an equally perfect figure, the kind that any dress would end up flattering.


  Perfect, Silas thought, and if his plans would proceed without fail, this goddess and all her money would be his.


  Straightening, he walked towards Kalliope, and in what he hoped was a hard, authoritative voice, he said, “I asked you a question, Ms. Antoniou.”


  Kalliope slowly turned towards him, and her large, violet, all-seeing eyes focused on his face.


  Silas could feel himself flushing under the girl’s gaze. It was as if she knew exactly what he was planning. Which was rubbish, the doctor told himself. He had been exceptionally careful, and never once had he slipped in the presence of Mila Antoniou when she was still alive. No one knew that he had unintentionally learned the truth while listening to the old woman’s maudlin ramblings when she was under the power of heavy sedatives. From there, it had been ludicrously easy to confirm the facts. Although all files about Kalliope’s past and her medical history had been destroyed, people’s memories remained, and those memories could always be bought.


  Silas grimaced at the thought of how much he had paid for those memories. Half of his life savings blown away, but he had to think of it as an investment he could recoup, the doctor comforted himself.


  When his gaze returned to Kalliope, the 18-year-old girl said in an exquisite lilting voice, “No.”


  Silas was confused, having forgotten what he had asked. “No, what?”


  Her violet eyes unblinking and steady on his face, she said clearly, “No, I wasn’t listening to you. I don’t like listening to foolish talk.” Her voice took on a patient note. “I told you that already, didn’t I, Dr. Korba?”


  Silas could feel himself flushing at the heiress’ words. “Y-you mustn’t speak to me that way,” he managed to bluster even though he was more humiliated than furious. There was just something about the way Kalliope Antoniou looked and talked that made one feel like he was facing an angel. A real angel, one that hadn’t sinned and never would – how could anyone lie to an angel?


  The heiress’ head inclined to the side, a puzzled look on her face. “What way, Dr. Silas?”


  She really was mad, Silas told himself. She had no sense of propriety, no sense of right and wrong. If he didn’t do his duty by intervening, she could be completely out of touch with reality and maybe even end up killing herself or someone else.


  Ultimately, he would be doing Kalliope and the world a great favor by taking her under his wings. The thought made the doctor unconsciously puff his chest out and condescension turn his voice oily when he said, “Never mind that.” He smiled at Kalliope. “Even though your grandmother has unfortunately departed this world, I want you to know that you are not completely alone.”


  Kalliope’s violet eyes blinked, once. “How can I be alone when I have the entire staff with me, Dr. Silas?”


  The doctor’s laugh was high-pitched. “I don’t mean just physical companionship, Ms. Antoniou. I meant that with Mila Antoniou gone, who will be there to take care of you?” He paused before sliding the first knife into her back, saying, “The staff is paid to cater to your needs, but they don’t love you.” Every word was calculated to poison, the way only people born with the capacity to be treacherous could. “I hope you didn’t fool yourself into thinking they have gradually come to care for you just because of the years you’ve spent together?”


  Kalliope didn’t speak, but Silas observed in satisfaction that the young woman now sat tensely on the sofa, her back ramrod straight and her elegant fingers curled into fists on her lap.


  “You’re an exceptionally intelligent girl,” he murmured. “You know I’m saying the truth, don’t you, Kalliope? May I call you that—”


  “No.”


  The doctor started at the girl’s cold voice, and when he glanced at her, he almost found himself rearing back at the fierce intensity in her violet eyes. A shiver ran through him, and he suddenly realized that this girl would be more than happy to dance on his grave.


  She disliked him that much, Silas thought, and this angered and offended Silas’ great pride so that it pushed him to reveal his inner emotions for the first time. “Don’t start putting on airs,” he said nastily, “when we both know who you were before Mila Antoniou dressed you in jewels and furs.”


  Kalliope’s expressionless face didn’t alter at the doctor’s outburst, and her voice was mild when she said, “I don’t own any jewelry or fur, Dr. Korba.” She had only meant to correct the doctor’s misassumption about her wardrobe, but it only seemed to goad him further.


  “You think you don’t deserve someone like me, don’t you?” Silas accused.


  Since Kalliope couldn’t lie, she said simply, “Yes.” This time, the doctor looked like he wanted to kill her.


  Throughout his years of being a physician to Greece’s rich and famous, Silas had struggled with insecurities fed by his greed and envy. The more he saw of their wealth, the deeper his sense of injustice became. He had every right to be as rich and powerful as all of them were. The only difference between them was that his parents had been born poor and theirs were not, and this had never been truer than with Kalliope.


  If not for Antoniou blood running through her, Silas thought angrily, she would have remained the slave of a lunatic and maybe starved to death in a couple of years. She was nothing without her name but because she was an Antoniou, she was everything that Silas, despite all his hard work, was not.


  In his self-righteous anger, the doctor failed to realize that he was completely wrong about the Antoniou heiress in one sense.


  Kalliope, whose years with Madame had taught her perspicacity beyond her years, had never been fooled by the doctor’s obsequious manners. As such, she did not dislike Silas Korba. She simply did not trust him. And because she did not trust him, she did not believe she deserved him. How could she when she didn’t know him yet?


  “I’m afraid you have no choice, Kalliope.” Silas used the girl’s given name with relish.


  Again, Kalliope only cocked her head to the side in silent question.


  “You are too young and sick to live alone. I will request the courts to put you under my care as you have no one—”


  “But Doctor Korba,” she interrupted quietly, “didn’t I tell you? I am not alone.”


  “The staff doesn’t count,” he said impatiently.


  “But I’m not talking about the staff.”


  “Then who? An imaginary friend?” The snide remark came out before he could stop himself, and Silas flushed guiltily at how childishly petty he had become. But it was all her fault, he told himself. She had insulted him first!


  But when Kalliope spoke, it was obvious she hadn’t taken offense at all. “No, Doctor Korba.” Her beautiful face remained serene, her voice unruffled.


  It was as if he had no power at all to affect her, and the doctor perceived this as another slight to his pride. Insecurities fed his hatred, and all his good intentions were forgotten as he said coldly, “I wonder, Ms. Antoniou.” This time, he spat her name out. “Maybe with your grandmother dead, you realized you’ve been living a lie all along? The greatest lie of all. Maybe you’ve come to know that without Mila Antoniou, you are nothing and you have to go back to Madame—”


  A flicker in those violet eyes, and Silas wanted to laugh triumphantly at it.


  “Yes,” he gloated. “I know everything about Madame, and if you ask me, I think she had it right on how to handle someone like you.” He looked at Kalliope, and this time he didn’t bother hiding behind a wall of professionalism. This time, he looked at her with all the lust he felt in his body ever since he saw her. He wanted to fuck her, but not as a woman to care for. He wanted to fuck her as his sex slave.


  Kalliope’s face remained expressionless, but there was no hiding the sudden pallor of her skin, no disguising the way her body had become stiff as a corpse.


  He had gotten to her, Silas observed in cruel satisfaction.


  And he had.


  Names had power, one either brought by fear or love. For Kalliope, she had unthinkingly given Madame’s name power over her by steadfastly refusing to think of it, much less say it. For Kalliope, the name Madame didn’t exist and by thinking so, she had turned the name into a bogeyman that lived under her skin. And when the doctor had spoken the name, it was as if he had claimed ownership. In her eyes, in her mind and heart, Silas Korba was Madame reincarnate.


  She believed this even if her logic, her much-lauded MENSA-level IQ, told Kalliope vehemently she was wrong.


  A hungry, obsessed smile spread on Silas’ lips. He started to speak about his plans, and oh, how glorious they looked now, when the Antoniou’s butler interrupted them, coming forward and bowing before announcing, “Ms. Antoniou, you have a guest.”


  Silas wanted to strangle the butler. The web of influence he had weaved around the girl disappeared in a flash. He saw it happen right before his eyes, with the way Kalliope Antoniou shook her head, as if she was brushing off the power he had started to wield over her, with dear old Madame’s help.


  No, Silas wanted to howl.


  Taking out his anger on the butler, he snapped, “She’s still in mourning, Mathias. You should—” He stopped when Kalliope came to her feet and walked out of the drawing room. “Stop, Kalli—”


  And she did stop, turning towards him with burning violet eyes that made him recoil.


  “You are not to call me that, Dr. Korba.” The girl’s voice was quiet, cold, and almost menacing, and Silas bitterly realized that he had been too hasty. He shouldn’t have showed his true colors right away. Kalliope Antoniou would never trust him now, and if he wanted to have her, it would not be with the girl’s voluntary support.


  Silas’ fists clenched against his sides. So be it. Whatever it took, he would make sure that Kalliope and her fortune would be his. It was fate, he told himself, God’s way of giving him what he truly deserved.


  When Kalliope walked away again, Silas and the butler followed her to the mansion’s receiving hallway. One of the front doors was open, and Silas slowed down when he saw a tall, black-haired man standing outside, his back to them. Who the hell was that?


  He watched Kalliope halt by the door.


  As if sensing her presence, the man turned around, and to Silas’ disappointment, the stranger turned out to be a lot worse than he thought. The man was not only younger than he was but also exceedingly handsome. Worse than that, this man wore a cloak of power and strength as if he was born to it. Watching Kalliope and the stranger gazing at each other like long-lost lovers, Silas experienced a crushing sense of fear.


  “Kalliope!” His voice was sharp, the doctor wanting to tear his future wife away from the stranger but sheer cowardice making him powerless to do so.


  Kalliope didn’t turn around.


  Swallowing back his anger, he walked towards the couple. “Ms. Antoniou—” He tried to reach for the girl, but the way the stranger’s brilliantly blue gaze pierced him with blatant warning made the doctor’s hand fall back. Jealous anger made him grind his teeth as he watched Kalliope move closer towards the stranger before facing him.


  Her violet eyes rested on him, and a sense of foreboding washed over him at the way the girl looked so damn peaceful.


  Who the hell was this interloper, Silas wondered furiously.


  As if hearing his thoughts, the stranger offered his hand, his voice deep and strong as he murmured in flawless English, “My name is Yuri Athanas.” 


  Silas’ foreboding worsened. Athanas…as in someone related to the billionaire Nelson Athanas?


  He reluctantly shook hands with the stranger. “Dr. Silas Korba, and I am acting as Ms. Antoniou’s guardian, in loco parentis while we request the court—” He was forced to stop when the younger man shook his head.


  “That is no longer necessary,” the stranger murmured politely. “As her fiancé, Ms. Antoniou is now under my care.”


  Chapter Two


  



  Anyone gazing at Yuri Athanas would be forgiven for thinking he was taking everything in stride, with the polite mask he wore over his sculptured features, and his tall, laconic but muscular form completely relaxed as he stood gazing outside the windows of the Antoniou estate.


  No one would certainly guess that, at that moment, Yuri was still mentally reeling. It had been shock after shock, Yuri considered grimly, ever since Kalliope’s unexpected call yesterday.


  The first shock was of Mila Antoniou’s unfortunate death. He mourned her passing, but at par with his grief was Yuri’s disquiet. From now on, for better or for worse, he would be responsible for an 18-year-old girl who was best described as...different.


  The second shock was Kalli herself. His first sighting of his fiancée had stunned Yuri. As a member of the world-famous underground racing club Afxisi, Yuri was used to being constantly surrounded by beautiful girls. Even so, nothing could have prepared him at the astounding change a mere four years had wrought on his betrothed.


  Beautiful didn’t even cover it, Yuri thought, with the first faint stirrings of unease. She was…exquisite, and Yuri wasn’t sure it was a good thing.


  At the same time Yuri was contemplating the impact of Kalli’s presence in his life, Silas Korba was anxiously contemplating Yuri Athanas’ impact on his.


  The younger man’s straightforward announcement of his engagement with Kalliope Antoniou had left Silas shaken even though he was loath to admit it. As he struggled to regain his composure, the doctor told himself to stop thinking of Yuri Athanas as a worthy rival. Perception was everything, and he had to stop seeing of Yuri as a man and start thinking of him as a boy.


  A boy, he told himself firmly. Yuri Athanas might be one of Greece’s wealthiest scions, but at the end of the day, he was still a boy. Why, he was still in university even! In the real world, Silas’ word – as the adult – should and would have greater sway.


  The thought giving him false courage, Silas cleared his throat, but the sound petered off when the so-called boy turned towards him with bright blue eyes that were eerily similar to Kalliope Antoniou. Whereas the girl’s disconcerted Silas with its unnatural transparency, the boy’s gaze was simply too…sharp. It made Silas feel like any lie he uttered now would be akin to signing his death warrant.


  “You have something to say, Dr. Korba?” The voice was nearly angelic in its purity, which again bore an uncanny similarity to Kalliope’s own lilting tones. 


  Damn these two, Silas thought in sheer frustration. They were too inhumanly near to perfection, it just wasn’t right.


  Squaring his shoulders in a desperate desire to establish his superiority and seniority, Silas answered, “I would need proof of your engagement to Ms. Antoniou—”


  “Of course,” Yuri said politely, cutting the doctor off. Taking out a business card from his wallet, he handed it to the older man. “It’s the law firm the late Mrs. Antoniou, Kalli, and I have employed to formalize our engagement and upcoming wedding.”


  Silas’ heart sank when he saw the name embossed on the card. It was indeed the law firm the Antoniou family used, and the lawyer’s name was also one he was acquainted with.


  Not to be defeated, Silas tried another tactic, asking, “You are aware of Ms. Antoniou’s condition, of course?” He tried not to flush in discomfiture when the younger man raised a brow at his question, the simple gesture conveying just the right amount of courteous disapproval. It made the doctor feel like he had overstepped the line, and his dislike of Yuri Athanas increased.


  He said defensively, “I have been employed by the late Mrs. Antoniou as Kalliope’s doctor—”


  “Perhaps,” Yuri said very gently, “what you mean is that you have been employed as Mila Antoniou’s physician and not Kalliope’s herself.” During his flight to Greece, Yuri had made use of his time wisely, gathering as much information as he could on how the Antoniou family had gotten on in the past four years.


  In front of him, the doctor was saying sullenly, “It’s almost the same.”


  Yuri managed to keep his contempt from his voice as he answered in the same gentle tone, “No, Dr. Korba. It’s not.” This man was a bully, but like all bullies, they were weak, timidly, and cowardly inside. He had a hard time accepting that someone as naturally intelligent as Kalliope couldn’t see that for herself.


  Silas wanted to argue the point, but his cowardice got the better of him at hearing the note of warning in Yuri’s tone. It finally dawned on him that, boy or not, Yuri was the typical alpha Greek male. Since the boy considered himself responsible for the Antoniou heiress, challenging his authority would be the quickest way to failure.


  For now, Silas decided, it would be best to beat a strategic retreat. Pinning a humble smile on his face, he made himself apologize, saying, “You’re right, Mr. Athanas. I apologize for misspeaking.”


  Yuri only nodded.


  “I can only say in my defense that being Mrs. Antoniou’s doctor for the past year has made me concerned about her granddaughter as well.” He sent a questioning glance at the boy. “But you do know about her condition?” Clearing his throat, Silas acted like the next words pained him to speak. “She isn’t all right in the head—”


  Yuri Athanas’ eyes glinted, but his tone was as soft and bland as ever when he murmured, “You must exercise greater care with your words, Dr. Korba. I’m sure you didn’t mean to imply that my fiancée is in any way insane.” A pause. “Did you?”


  It was a threat.


  “Not at all, Mr. Athanas,” Silas said quickly. But inside him, his hatred festered, an emotion that allowed him to remain blind to the fact that it was really his own cowardice he despised. “Again, I only speak out of my great concern for Mrs. Antoniou’s daughter. She’s a very, ah, different person, and I only care about her well-being. It would be better,” he said hopefully, “if she were to pass her mourning period in our clinic—” He forced himself to stop when Yuri shook his head.


  “If Mila Antoniou had wanted her grandmother in the care of medical professionals,” Yuri said quietly, “that would have happened years ago.”


  Silas swallowed his disappointment as he realized that there was nothing else he could do. “I understand.” He hesitated then asked, “Perhaps I may call on you or Ms. Antoniou from time to time, just to ensure she is not suffering from post-traumatic shock caused by her grandmother’s death?”


  Yuri frowned. There was something about the doctor he didn’t quite trust. Then again, this might only be because such timidity was scarce among the Afxisi. He said finally, “You may call me.”


  And that meant Silas was to only direct his calls to Yuri Athanas but not Kalliope Antoniou herself. The unspoken words were made evident by the way Yuri gazed at him, the pleasant smile on the boy’s face sending an unwanted shiver down the doctor’s spine.


  Silas Korba had left over half an hour ago by the time Yuri heard footsteps descending from the grand staircase.


  He turned around and was treated to his third major shock in recent days.


  Kalliope Antoniou stood at the foot of the stairs, fresh magnolia pinned on her ebony hair, her body draped in a long dark violet cotton dress and her feet strapped in bronze-colored Valentino sandals. Flanking each side of her was an extra-large monogrammed Louis Vuitton suitcase.


  “I will go with you now,” his fiancée said in her usual calm voice.


  “I see.” He would have laughed out loud if he weren’t so stunned at how fast things were moving. Just like that, Yuri thought incredulously. They hadn’t seen each other for four years. They barely knew each other, and just like that, she wanted to go with him to—


  Yuri asked softly, “Where do you want us to go?”


  Kalliope’s head cocked to the side, and her tone was faintly quizzical when she answered, “To your home in America, of course.”


  “Of course,” he heard himself answer even though inside he knew there was no ‘of course’ about what she wanted. When he reached for her luggage, she shook her head and placed her hand in his instead. Then she made Yuri take the handle of one trolley with his other hand while she took hold of the second one.


  She looked up at him, asking gravely, “This is how we should walk, shouldn’t we?”


  Yuri was half-amused, half exasperated. “According to…?”


  “The Internet,” she answered simply.


  “Ah.” Yuri remembered Mila telling him how Kalli believed everything on the Internet to be true, leading the matriarch to implement parental controls on all the computers, gadgets, and TVs in their home.


  One of these days, he needed to have a talk with Kalli about the Internet. But for now, Yuri decided he should go along. It would be less tiring for both of them. He said finally, “We should do whatever feels right.”


  A pause.


  Then softly, Kalli answered, “This feels right.”


  Yuri’s heart clenched, knowing that from someone who had suffered as much as Kalli had, the words were more than a stranger like him deserved.


  He said quietly, “Then we’ll hold hands.”


  And so they did.


  When they were inside the limousine, Kalli choosing to sit beside him, Yuri asked, “You’re not afraid??”


  She shook her head.


  “Why?” He felt he had to ask, if only to make sure that he would keep doing whatever it was that had taken away her fear.


  A quizzical expression touched Kalli’s exquisite face, and her tone was surprised as she replied, “Because you said you love me.”


  Chapter Three


  



  Whenever tabloids featured officers of the Afxisi, the headlines typically varied but the gist of them remained the same. Helios Andreadis was the hotheaded sun god, Kellion Argyros the charmingly wicked playboy, and Andreus Economou the mysterious and dangerous bad boy. Each had his own vice, which the media loved to exaggerate for the club’s adoring, obsessed fans.


  But with Yuri Athanas, it was different.


  The paparazzi had long given up on trying to dig out any dirt on the club’s current vice president and instead delighted in speculating what kind of girl would eventually capture the Greek bachelor’s heart.


  Some thought that no less than a princess would do for the club’s lone angel, who was also known for his old-fashioned and conservative ways. Others believed that Yuri Athanas would remain elusive until he was as old as George Clooney and, also like the actor, find someone who had both brains and beauty. The more cynical, however, believed Yuri was just like any other rich young man and would eventually fall for a trashy sex symbol.


  Naturally, none of their conjectures was close to the truth.


  “Is that your girlfriend?”


  “Give us a smile, beautiful!”


  “Where you guys going?”


  All the shouting and rapid-fire questioning would have disturbed Kalli if not for the way Yuri’s hand tightened around hers. It gave her a sense of peace and safety, and when Yuri murmured, “Don’t mind them. I’ll protect you,” she relaxed immediately.


  If Yuri said so, she thought, it must be true.


  Although Yuri had taken steps to mislead the paparazzi, a small number had still decided to leave nothing to chance by camping out in Athens’ airport, and they had gotten their reward when, for the first time since Yuri had risen to fame, the Afxisi’s scandal-free vice president stepped out of the limousine with a girl in tow.


  In minutes, their numbers swelled by the dozens, and Yuri’s jaw clenched. It was a rare display of temper, and the sight whipped the crowd into an excited frenzy.


  “Give us a kiss, Yuri!”


  “Look at the camera, you guys!”


  Even with airport security helping his bodyguards ensure their privacy, the aggressive jostling amongst the reporters and their cameramen forced Yuri to pull Kalli closer towards him. “Keep your head down,” he ordered under his breath.


  Kalli obeyed the command automatically. Her grandmother had warned her this would happen once the world found out she was Yuri’s beloved girl. Many people are fascinated with Yuri Athanas because he’s part of a very famous group, Mila Antoniou had explained to her. Many of them will lie to you about Yuri, but you mustn’t believe them. You mustn’t trust them, mustn’t even listen to them. The only thing that matters, Mila had said gravely, was what the people you love is telling you.


  Even as the furor around them made Kalli’s chest tighten, she sought to calm herself, not wishing to worry the man beside her. They walked with both their heads down, Kalli pressing close to Yuri, her innocent mind completely unaware that doing so had triggered a completely unexpected reaction.


  What the hell was happening to him?


  Yuri’s teeth clenched at the way his body suddenly stirred in hyper-awareness of Kalli’s soft curves. While he hadn’t played the field as much as his friends had, he was far from being inexperienced. Control over his sexual needs had never been a problem, or at least it hadn’t been until—


  Kalli suddenly looked up at him, her forehead furrowed in concern. “Yuri?”


  Fighting to keep his face blank, he shook his head, “It’s nothing.” The noise from the paparazzi faded as they went past immigration, replaced by the low, steady burr coming from the jets parked at the hangar’s private section.


  With no one to bother them from this point, Yuri carefully set Kalli away from him, needing to put as much distance between them. He must have been celibate far too long, Yuri told himself. God knew when was the last time he had even jerked himself off—


  “Yuri?”


  “Yes?” Glancing back at Kalli, Yuri was surprised at the faintly troubled expression on her face.


  “Did I do something to displease you?”


  She had sensed his withdrawal from her, Yuri realized with sudden insight. It was beginning to be clear to him that he had a lot more to understand about Kalli, things that hadn’t found its way on his detectives’ report.


  Resolving to be more careful in the way he reacted around Kalli, he only had a moment’s hesitation before slowly taking hold of her hand. “There’s little you can do or say that will displease me, Kalli.” He kept his gaze on her so she would see that he wasn’t lying.


  The troubled expression disappeared from her face. “I was worried.” Her fingers twined with his as she spoke.


  Too sweet, he thought. He had to be careful with Kalliope Antoniou. He had to make sure she never realized that the man who had promised to love her didn’t have a heart.


  



  ****


  



  The plane had been airborne for almost an hour by the time Yuri went back to the lobby, where Kalli was supposed to be but wasn’t. He raised a brow at the stewardess, who then answered him with a fond smile, “Where she always is.”


  “The kitchen?”


  “As always, Mr. Athanas.” The stewardess’ smile turned into a grin, and the rest of the cabin crew – all employed by the Antoniou’s law firm – grinned, too. He realized then that the staff was inordinately fond of his fiancée, a rarity among those in the employ of most heiresses he knew of.


  “How long have you been serving the Antoniou family, Brenda?” he asked.


  Brenda flushed with pleasure at Yuri’s use of her name. She knew that he had only known it because of her name plate, but even so most other wealthy people she knew wouldn’t have bothered to do the same. It only shows that the late Mrs. Antoniou had made the right choice, Brenda thought. This young man was indeed the right one to take care of Kalliope.


  Wishing to be as much help to her new employer, she said, “I’ve been with the family since I completed my training so about…ten years. Practically everyone here has been employed by the Antonious for just as long.”


  “I see.” Yuri studied the faces around him. “Then I’m assuming that you are all sufficiently cognizant of Kalliope’s special circumstances?”


  Brenda’s smile dimmed. “We were there when she was rescued.” Even now, she had to repress a shudder at the memories, and she hurriedly changed the subject, saying, “If there’s anything we can do to help you…” She halted.


  Correctly guessing the reason for her hesitation, Yuri said gently, “You have nothing to worry about. I don’t consider your offer of help presumptuous. My first priority is Ms. Antoniou’s wellbeing, and as such I’d appreciate anything that could help me understand her better.”


  Relief shone in Brenda’s eyes. “You have nothing to worry about us, sir. Although we’ve also had to sign a non-disclosure before working for the Antonious, all of us are greatly fond of Ms. Kalliope. It would be our greatest joy to help her in any way.”


  “I’m glad to hear that since you all no doubt know my fiancée better than I do at the moment.” Yuri’s smile was wry.


  “Well, she loves food a lot,” Brenda murmured thoughtfully. “She loves to prepare those cute lunchboxes for people she likes.”


  “And for the people she don’t like?”


  Brenda frowned.


  “I don’t think we’ve ever seen Ms. Kalliope dislike anyone,” Ned, the bartender, volunteered. “But she gets extremely upset when she sees leftovers on people’s plates.”


  Yuri nodded and mentally filed the information away for future reference.


  Seeing his genuine reception of their advice, the rest of the staff eagerly proceeded to share their insights.


  Amy, the other stewardess, proudly spoke of his fiancée’s intellectual accomplishments. Ms. Kalliope learned Arabic in one week, sir, she had gushed.


  One of the senior security officers cautioned him about her innocence. She doesn’t cry, sir, but she goes alarmingly silent for days when she witnesses bad things. Even Mrs. Antoniou doesn’t understand what goes on in her mind when it happens.


  Ten minutes later, a more knowledgeable and grimly reflective Yuri joined his fiancée in the kitchen. She looked up the moment he entered, her violet eyes wide and a frilly apron over her dress. She could have easily passed for a Stepford wife if not for the functional but unfashionable hair net she had over her head.


  The sight of it almost made Yuri smile. A black-haired goddess in a hair net, he thought wryly. It was just one of the many fascinating things that made his fiancée an intriguing paradox.


  “Hi,” he said finally, seeing that Kalli was still staring at him.


  “Hi.”


  The wary note in her voice made him ask immediately, “What’s wrong?”


  A brief hesitation before Kalli replied quietly, “I’m nervous.” Her words made him notice the way her fingers silently but restlessly moved on the edge of the table, alternately tapping and tracing, while her violet eyes stayed on his face.


  Something about it made Yuri’s fists clench. “Why?” Whatever it was, he would fix it.


  “I’m not sure if…” Her gaze lowered, and that was when he saw what she had on the bento box. Lying on top of colorful crackers and amidst cheese flowers were baked cookies shaped in letters that spelled YURI.


  Ah.


  Slowly, Yuri approached her, not wanting to give her any reason to bolt. He could see it in the stiff posture of her body and in the way her knuckles had now turned white with how tightly she was gripping the edge of the counter.


  When he reached the counter, she asked, “Do you like it?” Her tone was defensive, but there was childish yearning in it, too. His heart, which Yuri thought was long dead, showed the smallest sign of life, two microscopic pieces joining together at the realization of just how important he was to the girl he had promised to marry.


  “I love it.” He made sure to keep his eyes on her as he spoke, remembering the staff’s advice about speaking the truth to Kalli. The tension eased from her form, but for Yuri it wasn’t enough. Wanting her completely relaxed with him, he gestured to the cookie, asking, “May I eat it?”


  She shook her head, surprising him, and cocked her head to the side questioningly at him. “Aren’t you going to take a photo of it?”


  It was Yuri’s turn to be bemused. “Why would I?”


  “Because,” she answered patiently, “that’s what people do.” And she added with a combination of innocence and wisdom, “I’ve seen it in the Internet. People take photos of what they love and upload it to Instagram.”


  When Kalli’s guileless violet eyes went back to him, Yuri didn’t have it in himself to refuse. She was already running circles around him, he thought, without even knowing it. Despite the sardonic thought, Yuri still found himself doing as asked, taking a photo of the admittedly lovely bento box and obediently uploading it to his Instagram.


  “Done,” he said lightly.


  Kalli was busy swiping on her phone, and when she looked at him, there was confused surprise in her eyes. “It’s your first photo on your Instagram account.”


  “Yes.” Yuri managed to keep his tone bland even though he had a feeling everyone at the club was now thinking either his account or his mind had been hacked.


  He could even hear Kellion laughing his damn head off about it. Yuri Athanas’ first Instagram photo is an oh-so-cute bento box. The thought alone was enough to make him mentally wince, but then he saw the sweet, pretty smile on Kalli’s rosy lips—


  Her next words were even sweeter. “I feel very special, Yuri. Thank you.” And just like that, she bent over the counter to place a quick, shy kiss on his cheek.


  Yuri was frozen in his spot. Goddammit. He had the insane urge to touch the place where her lips touched his skin. Goddammit. He was acting like a boy in the throes of first love. Goddammit.


  He heard Kalli asking in a concerned tone, “You’re looking flushed, Yuri. Is something wrong?”


  Everything was wrong, Yuri thought.


  But of course he couldn’t say that.


  Careful to keep his eyes hooded from her all too-seeing gaze, he murmured, “Nothing, Kalli. Everything’s perfect.”


  Chapter Four


  



  “Kalli, this is the former president of the Afxisi, Helios Andreadis.” Yuri kept his gaze on his fiancée as he spoke. All but one officer of the Afxisi was present to greet them, the three pairs forming a half-circle in the private hallway that only high-ranking members of their club had access to.


  “Helios, this is my fiancée Kalli.” He managed to keep his tone polite, but his form was rigid with tension as he kept an eye for any sign of discomfort from Kalli. If it had been up to him, he would have taken her straight to her room. The introductions could have waited. She was his first priority, and knowing how sheltered her existence had been, he had wanted to give her time to adjust to her new life.


  But when he had broached the idea, Kalli had only blinked and asked, “Are you ashamed of me?”


  And so here they were now.


  Kalli was gazing at Helios pensively. He was about to ask her why when he heard her murmur, “He really does look like the sun god.”


  A giggle escaped MJ while Helios lifted one sardonic brow. The other officers did their best to maintain straight faces.


  Yuri’s lips twitched even as he told Kalli solemnly, “You’re absolutely right.”


  The sun god turned to look at him, and the message in his golden gaze was readily decipherable. Fuck you.


  Yuri wisely ignored this, concentrating instead on his delightful bundle of honesty. “You have nothing to be afraid of with him, sweetheart. He’s a lot like Tigger.” It was a ludicrous analogy, but he did it anyway because one, the cabin crew had told him of Kalli’s obsession with Winnie the Pooh and, second, because he liked yanking Helios’ chain. 


  When Yuri turned to Kalli, he saw that she was now looking at Helios like he was a god.


  Helios meanwhile looked like he wanted to kill Yuri.


  Kalli offered her hand. “I am honored to meet you, Helios Andreadis.”


  The formal tone had the near-seven-foot biker blinking, but his voice was gentle when he returned the greeting. “It’s my honor.” They shook hands. “And as we don’t stand on formalities here, I shall call you Kalli, if that’s okay.”


  A regal nod from his fiancée. “Anything from someone who is as adorable as Tigger.”


  Sudden coughs filled the room while another giggle slipped past MJ’s lips.


  After shooting everyone deadly looks, Helios curved an arm around the tiny brunette beside him, pulling her closer as he said, “This is MJ.”


  “Hi, Kalli.” Her voice had just a trace of shyness in it. “I’m Helios’ wife.” This time, her words had a dreamy quality to it, like she still found the fact surreal.


  Kalli shook hands with MJ. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, too. I am Kalliope, but you may also call me Kalli. I am the girl Yuri loves.”


  It was Helios’ turn to smirk as a familiar, stoic look fell over Yuri’s too-pretty face. But more than amusement, Helios privately felt relief. Whatever doubts he had over the rightness of having someone like Kalliope Antoniou engaged to the club’s vice president, it had been eliminated by the way the Greek heiress so easily kept Yuri Athanas on his toes.


  He needs someone like that, Helios thought. Yuri had lived too long behind his self-imposed cage. Even Yuri’s own sister hadn’t managed to completely penetrate Yuri’s rigid control over his emotions, but maybe Kalli was the key.


  Hallie Athanas harbored the same hopes. She watched her brother shake his head in exasperation and held her breath. With anyone else, she was sure he would be ruthlessly polite and use his beautiful manners to put the woman in her place.


  But he didn’t.


  “You don’t have to say that all the time, sweetheart,” Hallie heard Yuri say.


  To which his fiancée replied in a perplexed tone, “Why shouldn’t I?”


  Yuri’s jaw clamped shut. How the hell did he answer that without possibly offending Kalli? But as it turned out, he didn’t have to worry about it at all.


  “I like saying it, Yuri.” The grave look that accompanied her words was beginning to be familiar, a sign that she was about to drop another oh-so-truthful bombshell. “I’m proud someone like you loves me.”


  And that was that.


  Seven words, and it threw his entire world off tangent.


  I’m proud someone like you loves me.


  Yuri ran a hand over his face. Sweet, beautiful Kalli. How did she keep doing it? How could she keep breaking his heart when it didn’t even exist?


  



  ****


  



  Kalli was left alone with a small group of girls when Yuri temporarily excused himself to take a call. The other men, sensing Kalli’s discomfort at being alone with too many strangers, moved away as well.


  Kalli found her face to face with Hallie Athanas. She was a smaller and more feminine version of Yuri, with her dark hair held back by a lace band and her slim body draped in a pastel-colored dress. She recognized the girl through her photos on the Internet, and Kalli told her so.


  A rueful smile touched the girl’s lips. “I tried researching you, too, but I found nothing.”


  “You’re not supposed to,” Kalli answered matter-of-factly. “There’s a company my grandmother pays to keep photos of me off the Internet.”


  “Oh.” Hallie grinned. “Well, they did a good job.” She hesitated for a moment before stepping forward and surprising Kalli with a quick, tight hug. “I’m really glad to have finally met you, Kalli. I think you’ll be good for my brother.” She was about to say something more when she realized the other girl had become stiff in her arms.


  Mortified, she released Kalli right away, stammering, “I’m sorry, I—”


  Kalli shook her head. “There is nothing to apologize for.” A pause. “I’m not used to being hugged.” Another pause. “But I think I like it…if you really mean it?”


  Hallie’s chest tightened when she realized Yuri’s fiancée wasn’t joking. What kind of life had Kalliope Antoniou led that she would have to ask something like it? Unable to help it, she gave Kalli another hug. “I don’t just mean it. I also want you to know that I think of you as a sister already.”


  Just when Hallie thought the other girl wouldn’t answer, she felt Kalli awkwardly hug her back. “Thank you, Hallie Athanas.” Kalli’s quiet, serious voice caused Hallie to have a ridiculous urge to cry. “From now on, I will look upon you as my sister, too.”


  When they stepped away from each other, the first thing they saw was Kellion’s girlfriend, Aria Redfield, with her compact whiteboard up, a message written on it in uppercase letters.


  YOU GUYS ARE SO EMOTIONAL.


  Kalli blinked while Hallie rolled her eyes.


  MJ laughed, but in truth the odd exchange between Yuri’s sister and fiancée had left her a little teary-eyed. She didn’t know much about Kalliope Antoniou, but there was something so powerfully innocent about the other girl that tugged at her heartstrings.


  It reminded her of how she had been, when all she knew of life was pain, and this had MJ closing her eyes to send a quick prayer to God. Please let Yuri be gentle with her. When she opened her eyes, it was to see all three girls looking at her.


  Aria had her board up. YOU’RE DAYDREAMING AGAIN.


  “I am not!” But MJ couldn’t help blushing because she knew Aria had every reason to think so. Clearing her throat, she changed the subject by making the introductions for Kellion’s girlfriend. “Kalli, this is Aria Redfield. She lives here, too, and she’s the girlfriend of our president Kellion Argyros.”


  The curvy blonde raised her board. NICE TO MEET YOU.


  Kalli frowned.


  Aria erased her message and wrote a new one. We’ll give you a tour now. If we leave it to the men, they’ll only show you their work lab.


  When Aria put her board down, Kalli asked without preamble, “Why don’t you speak?”


  



  



  Yuri was about to join Kalli when he found himself coming to a halt at his fiancée’s question. Damn. Of all the things to ask—


  A second later and Kellion had come to stand beside him, his grim face telling Yuri he had heard the same thing.


  “I’m sorry,” Yuri said under his breath. He knew how it still hurt Aria to speak of her past.


  Kellion shook his head. “You don’t have anything to be sorry about.”


  Following his friend’s gaze, Yuri saw that Aria had her whiteboard up in answer. I had a childhood trauma.


  Kalli only stared.


  Aria wrote another message. IT’S RUDE TO STARE.


  But Kalli kept staring.


  Aria raised a brow.


  Finally, Kalli spoke. “We will never be able to forget it, will we?” Her voice was sad.


  Both Yuri and Kellion breathed hard simultaneously at the words.


  Aria’s face had turned white. Knowing how quick-tempered she was, Yuri half-expected the president’s girlfriend to simply walk away and curse Kalli for her rudeness.


  But she didn’t.


  Instead, she answered. Out loud. “No, Kalli.” The rusty quality of her voice couldn’t mar its lovely cadence, nor could it drown the sadness that underscored her words. “I don’t think we can ever forget it. I’m not sure we even should.” A ghost of a smile flitted over her lips. “You see, those memories…make us strong. They make us appreciate…” Her gaze drifted to Kellion. “—what we have now.”


  Then Aria bent her head and hastily started scrawling on her board. It went up after another moment. ALSO, I HATE BEING EMOTIONAL, SO STOP WITH THE EMOTIONAL QUESTIONS.


  MJ burst into laughter, and even Kalli cracked a smile. But when they left, it took a while for the men to break the silence between them.


  “Well,” Helios said finally. “That was something.”


  “As always, the king of understatement.” But Kellion’s smile didn’t reach his eyes.


  Andreus clapped a hand over Yuri’s back. “We will do our best to make her feel comfortable and safe here.”


  “Thank you.” He meant it, knowing that other people wouldn’t have been as easily accepting of Kalli’s “different” ways. He was about to tell them of Dr. Korba’s call, wanting their opinion, when he caught sight of Hallie heading their way. Yuri excused himself instead and met his sister halfway.


  “We’ll be waiting for you downstairs,” Helios told him before stepping inside the elevator.


  Yuri waited for the others to leave before telling Hallie, “Thank you for doing what you did for Kalli.”


  Hallie shook her head. “How can I not? She’s the reason we’re free.”


  Yuri stiffened, like he always did when Hallie brought up the past. If it were up to him, he would have done everything possible to wipe the terrible memories from his sister’s mind. But he could not.


  No one could.


  “Yuri?”


  Hallie’s suddenly worried tone made him frown. “What is it?”


  “Y-you will love her, won’t you?”


  “Of course.” He uttered the lie without hesitation and saw that he was so good at pretending to be the nice guy he even had his younger sister fooled. Apparently, he could fool everyone but himself.


  Chapter Five


  



  Yuri and his sister were on their way to join the rest of the club in the common room when they saw Kellion heading their way.


  “I’m afraid we have a little situation.” Wicked amusement gleamed in Kellion’s green eyes as he spoke.


  Yuri was instantly on his guard. “What is it?” When the president had that look, it usually spelled trouble…for someone else. In this case, that would be him.


  “MJ and Aria took her to the room prepared for her and I’m afraid she doesn’t like it.” Kellion smirked. “Kalli asked to be taken to your room because that’s – and I quote – where she belongs.”


  When Yuri made it to his bedroom, he found his fiancée alone and busy unpacking.


  She glanced up the moment he entered and continued to watch him with unwavering eyes as he closed the door behind him.


  Like all the other officers’ suites in the club, Yuri’s was vast and elegant. Since his tastes ran in the minimalist side, his bedroom sported a neutral palette of whites and grays, with occasional accents of wood.


  It would have been a beautiful room for anyone’s standards, but for Yuri it had always been just a place to wrestle with his nightmares every night. It was more a prison than a room, a place for punishment than rest, but somehow, it was different now.


  Somehow, Kalli made the shadows go away, made all things dark and painful disappear with how beautifully innocent she was.


  She might not be completely normal, but she represented everything good in the world.


  Taking a deep breath, he asked quietly, “I was told you wanted to sleep here?” He watched her face closely as he waited for her reply and saw not a hint of embarrassment as Kalli nodded at him.


  “People who are lovers sleep in one room.” She then added wisely, “I read it on the Internet.”


  If the Internet were a man, Yuri would have gladly strangled it by now. Also, what kind of antiquated parental controls did Mila Antoniou install in their system? Wasn’t Kalli too – too innocent to know anything about lovers?


  “I see.” He briefly considered enlightening her about how the Internet was mostly filled with lies but eventually decided against it, remembering how the cabin crew had warned him against bringing up any kind of untruth with Kalli.


  Wariness flickered in her violet eyes. “I may stay here then?”


  God help me, Yuri thought. But out loud, he said the only thing he could say. “Yes.”


  A smile that was dazzling in its innocence and sweetness touched her lips, and Yuri found himself mesmerized. “Thank you.” Her husky, lilting voice deepened the enthrallment and again his body began to stir.


  Kalli sat at the edge of his bed and patted the space next to her.


  His body burned at the invitation. What the hell was happening to him? Even though his mind knew it was a simple invitation for him to sit beside her, his body insisted on an illusion. It told him Kalli was seducing him, tempting Yuri to join her in bed.


  When Yuri sat next to her, Kalli was confused to find her fiancé had turned into a rock, his body hard and stiff, a stony expression on his handsome face. Blinking in confusion, she closed the distance between them, unknowingly pressing her breasts against his arm as she reached to touch his forehead.


  He stiffened at her touch, and thinking he had rejected her, she snatched her hand away.


  Fuck! Seeing the look of hurt in her eyes, he realized she had misinterpreted his reaction and automatically captured her hand. “I’m sorry.” His tone was low and fierce. Yuri hated how callous he was with her, when with everyone else he was always careful and in control. This girl had saved him and his sister. He owed her everything, and he mustn’t ever forget it.


  The pain didn’t fade from Kalli’s violet eyes. “You don’t want me to touch you?”


  The ache in his groin intensified. “I want to, of course. Only, you surprised me.” It was the only thing closest to the truth he could think of saying.


  “Oh.” The hurt faded. “I’m sorry I surprised you.”


  She glanced away then, her eyes drifting to the large windows in front of them. It faced the university’s gardens, which were renowned for its award-winning landscaping. The school’s founders, the Christopoulos family, prided itself in having one of the world’s most beautiful campuses and spared no expense in ensuring it retained its title.


  “This kind of sunset,” she said softly, “it reminds me of the ones we saw in South Africa. They were…magical.”


  His lips curved as he tried to imagine how Kalli would have looked in her African expedition. Probably wearing something feminine and appropriate, he thought. She reminded him of her little sister that way.


  “You’ve traveled a lot with your grandmother?” he asked.


  She nodded, a wistful expression on her face. “Europe, Asia, South America…”


  “The United States?”


  Slowly, Kalli shook her head.


  Yuri was bemused. “Everywhere but here?”


  “Yes.” Kalli’s gaze remained at the orange-tinted skies as she said, “I think Grandmother didn’t want me to be hurt.” Before he could ask what that meant, she continued matter-of-factly, “She told me you were busy with school and your club, and that if we came here you might not have time for me. I told her you would, because you loved me.” This time, her gaze sought his. “You would, wouldn’t you, Yuri?”


  He wanted to say yes. But to do so would lie, and the thought of lying to someone like Kalli was suddenly sickening. He had already lied to her so many times, had lied to her for years, ever since he had promised to love her.


  He heard himself ask, “Why is it so easy for you to believe I love you? And that you love me?”


  “Why wouldn’t it?” she asked simply. “You said so, and you have no reason to lie to me, do you?”


  The words made no sense. The words made every sense.


  In her world, people didn’t lie. People didn’t need time to find out if one or the other could be trusted. People simply loved.


  But in his world – the real world – it wasn’t that simple. It wasn’t that black and white.


  In Yuri’s world, people didn’t always have a choice. People still loved, but they also had to lie because they loved.


  Like Yuri had to do now.


  “If you had come here,” he said levelly, “I would have dropped everything to be with you.” It was the truth. “Because you’re right. Because I love you.” And that was the lie.


  A moment later, he felt something—


  Looking down, he saw her fingers brushing against his, and he automatically clasped hers. Her hand, small, pale, and soft, felt too right in his.


  “Thank you, Yuri.” Her eyes were shining with love, happiness, and trust.


  He shook his head. “Thank you, Kalli.”


  The silence that grew between them was comfortable, almost too much so. Minutes passed, and he felt Kalli leaning her head against his shoulder.


  “I want to stay like this forever,” she whispered.


  “I want that, too.” But this time, Yuri realized uneasily he was no longer sure if he were speaking the truth or another lie. He thought of Dr. Silas Korba’s call. Unlike their earlier encounter, the doctor had fawned on him over the phone, thanking him profusely for taking care of his former patient’s granddaughter.


  People think I have cured her because of you, Mr. Athanas. I am now able to charge higher fees, and it is all because you have taken responsibility of Ms. Antoniou. But I beg you, sir. If she ever suffers from another relapse, please call on me first instead of taking her back to Athens.


  Beside him, Kalli suddenly stiffened. “Yuri.”


  She shivered, and Yuri automatically wrapped one arm around her shoulders. “Cold?”


  “No.” Her voice was small. She laid her head against his chest. “I feel like…” She paused, and Yuri sensed her mentally searching for the right words. “It’s like what Grandmama used to say when she had a feeling something bad was going to happen.”


  Yuri tightened his hold around her. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you, sweetheart.”


  Kalli didn’t answer, only shifting in his arms as she pressed her head closer to his chest. He realized then she was listening to his heartbeat and, for some reason, drawing comfort from it.


  Sweet, beautiful Kalli.


  But still, Dr. Korba’s words slithered into his mind. Please be on your guard, Mr. Athanas. She’s been known to hurt other people when she’s having one of her attacks.


  As if hearing the same warning, Kalli shivered in his arms.


  Chapter Six


  



  “You’re ashamed of me,” the violet-eyed girl in a long, floral dress said sadly.


  “You know that’s not true,” the tall, angelically handsome guy before her answered.


  “Then you will let me do this?”


  Pause.


  “If it’s truly what you need.” The guy spoke with audible reluctance.


  A smile that transformed her face into something untouchably ethereal, and then she was murmuring in a breathy voice, “Thank you, Yuri.” She raised herself up to place a kiss on the guy’s cheek. After, she hurriedly but gracefully walked past her companion. Her steps were light and nimble, it was as if her feet didn’t seem to touch the ground.


  Score for the girl, Leon Arlotta thought in amusement.


  The tableau that unfolded in the corner of the admissions center had interested Leon greatly, mostly because it was the first time he had seen Yuri Athanas with a girl who was neither his sister nor a girlfriend of one of his brothers in the Afxisi.


  He had assumed the younger guy would reject the idea of having a known player like him take on the role as official school guide for his girl, but that showed how little he understood of Greek billionaires or, in this case, their sons.


  About to walk past him, the girl stopped and said formally, “I will be with you as soon as possible, Mr. Arlotta.”


  He flashed the girl an easy, lazy grin. “I’ll wait for you forever, Ms. Antoniou.”


  Her extraordinarily pretty face remained expressionless. “I assure you, Mr. Arlotta. It will not take forever.”


  And then she was gone.


  Beside him, he heard Yuri murmur, “If I may speak with you for a moment, Mr. Arlotta?


  He had known this was coming and only lifted a brow at the biker. “Am I supposed to refer to you as Mr. Athanas as well?” His voice was mocking. He might be dirt poor in these people’s eyes, but he didn’t give a damn. None of them intimidated him.


  “Whatever pleases you, Mr. Arlotta,” was the polite reply.


  Leon almost rolled his eyes. What was it with these two and their too-formal attitudes? “Let me make it easy for you,” he said, suddenly impatient. “You’re going to warn me off your girl because you’ve heard the stories about me. You swear to kill or ruin me or whatever other grave threat you can think of if I even look at her the wrong way.”


  When he was done, Yuri Athanas said simply, “We can get to that later. What I have to say is more important.” Not waiting for Leon to answer, he continued in the same soft, courteous tone, “Kalliope Antoniou is my fiancée. I would rather you do not speak of this for her sake, but I won’t hold it against you if you do. It would only mean I’d have to request for a change of student assistant from Admissions. I don’t think you want that any more than I do.”


  Leon’s jaw clenched, but he wasn’t surprised Athanas had found out about his scholarship and that he was largely dependent on his supplementary income from his work with the university.


  When Leon didn’t speak, the biker resumed speaking. “My fiancée is a very special girl, Mr. Arlotta. She’s…different from the rest. You’ll see this for yourself when you spend enough time with her. As such, I like to be thorough when choosing the people whose company I trust her with.”


  Blue eyes that were deceptive in their gentleness settled on Leon’s face. “When the school told me about assigning you to my fiancée, I admit to having reservations. In the end, however, your reputation for being honorable has worked in your favor.”


  Leon was torn between feeling insulted or bemused. Also, Yuri Athanas was the only guy in college he knew who had ‘honorable’ in his vocabulary, much less have an actual need to use it in conversation.


  “If you’re counting on me to kiss your feet in gratitude, you’re insane,” he said finally.


  “Of course not.”


  His gaze narrowed. “That’s truly all the warning you’ll be giving me then?”


  The blue-eyed biker raised one brow. “Such as?”


  “If I flirt with her…”


  “Ah.” A flicker in those eyes, but it was gone too fast for Leon to decipher what it was. “What you do is your business, Mr. Arlotta. And if she chooses to flirt back, well, that is her business and mine.”


  Bastard, Leon thought. What a fucking cold bastard. Kalliope Antoniou, for all her formal ways, was a waste on this man.


  Leon Arlotta was helping Kalliope into one of the school’s golf carts by the time Helios, Kellion, and Andreus caught up with their friend. They stopped dead at the sight of the good-looking and rather notorious Italian playboy holding Kalli’s hand and Yuri simply standing on the steps of the admission center, doing nothing without it.


  Was Yuri made of fucking stone? If it had been MJ, Helios thought grimly, that guy would have been on the ground and sporting a bloody nose…for starters.


  The golf cart was driving down the main road now, and the officers slowly went to Yuri. “What the hell’s that about?” Andreus asked in his customary blunt fashion.


  “Leon Arlotta has been assigned by the school to serve as Kalli’s official guide.” Yuri’s voice was perfectly even, and Helios would have been fooled by it if he hadn’t caught sight of the club’s vice president cracking his fists as he spoke.


  “You do know,” Kellion drawled, “that the majority of freshmen hookups begin with those tours, don’t you?”


  A pause.


  “No. I did not.”


  And then Yuri was striding towards his bike without a word.


  Helios raised a brow at his friends. He’s jealous, isn’t he?


  Andreus smirked in response while Kellion laughed out loud. “He probably doesn’t know it yet. The boy’s stubbornly in denial with those things, but…” The president headed towards his own bike. “That’s what we came out to see.”


  In seconds, the three officers of the Afxisi and their beasts shot down the main lane, the sight of them driving in their famous V routine causing the girls they drove past to shriek and run after them.


  For once, the officers of the Afxisi were without any of their real or rumored girlfriends. It was something to take advantage of, right away!


  



  ****


  



  “You really didn’t notice anything, did you?” Leon Arlotta asked his companion two hours later. They were at the end of their tour, and not once had Kalliope Antoniou acted like she was aware that the officers of the world’s most popular underground racing club had been following them from the start like bodyguards on red alert.


  And of course, where the so-called Heart Racers were, their multitudes of groupies followed. It had gotten so bad that eventually the security personnel of the school had to join forces with the private guards employed by Helios Andreadis, Kellion Argyros, Yuri Athanas, and Andreus Economou. Their main responsibility: to prevent the girls from mobbing those they loved (a.k.a. the bikers) and hated (a.k.a. Kalliope Antoniou, who turned out to be the mysterious girl who had been with Athanas in his recent visit to Athens).


  None of this, however, seemed to have registered with Kalliope.


  “What didn’t I notice? The architectural detail of the cafeteria?” she asked.


  Leon was incredulous to see the heiress’ completely serious expression. “No—”


  “Then perhaps,” she murmured thoughtfully, “you’re referring to the part where you spoke to me about the chef the university managed to lure away from the two-Michelin star restaurant in Dubai—”


  “Are you deliberately fucking with me?” He had to ask.


  The girl stiffened. “That kind of language is unbecoming, sir.”


  Unbecoming? Who the hell taught this girl English anyway? Jane Austen’s ghost? Leon shook his head in disbelief. “You really haven’t noticed a thing.”


  “If you tell me what I should notice,” the girl answered readily, “then I will not forget.” She then added matter-of-factly, “I am a fast learner.”


  He beckoned her to come close to the windows and pointed at the crowd of starry-eyed girls waiting outside the cafeteria. “That.”


  Kalliope followed his gaze. “Oh, them.” She shook her head. “Grandmother told me about them, and it’s alright. I understand their devotion to my fiancé. He is an easy man to love.”


  While she, he thought, was not at all easy to understand. How could she say something so easily, and to a stranger? Leon was beginning to understand why the biker had warned him about Kalli being…different, and it was turning out to be a vast understatement.


  “You know your boyfriend is here, too, right?” He almost gaped at Kalliope’s wide-eyed look. “Are you serious? What do you think those girls are here for?”


  “For me,” she answered. “I thought, because they’re fans of Yuri, they have realized that they must like me, too. After all, they love Yuri and Yuri loves me.”


  This time, Leon mentally threw his hands up in surrender. There was no point – absolutely no point – telling this girl that life would never be that simple or straightforward. No wonder Yuri Athanas entrusted the heiress with him, Leon thought broodingly. The biker had known his so-called honor wouldn’t allow him to take advantage of Kalliope’s incredible naiveté the way other guys could.


  “He’s here with his friends.” He turned towards the Afxisi’s direction so Kalli would see where the officers were seated. All of them, except for the more sophisticatedly dressed Kellion, were in shirts and jeans, but even so their uniform good looks and powerful auras made them appear like a postcard-perfect ad for a luxury denim brand.


  “Oh, I see them now.”


  “I gotta admit,” he murmured, “I was surprised Yuri Athanas let you spend time with me.”


  Kalliope frowned. “Why shouldn’t I?”


  “Jealousy,” he answered simply.


  The girl repeated the word in a puzzled tone, and it was obvious she was mulling it over in her mind. Privately, Leon didn’t think there was anything to think about. Jealousy was an extremely basic reaction, and one either felt it or not. It was clear Yuri Athanas didn’t, and as such, it went to reason that he didn’t care that much about Kalliope Antoniou.


  A pity, Leon thought, when she seemed like a nice girl, despite being different.


  “Is he supposed to be jealous?”


  Leon was reluctantly charmed by the lack of coyness in the girl’s question. “Yes,” he said finally. “If he cares about you, he should be jealous.”


  “Then he’s jealous,” she decided.


  “I just told you he couldn’t be,” he countered in exasperation. “Also, we’re on the last leg of our tour, and I’m duty-bound to finish telling you about the—”


  Kalliope was shaking her head at him. “No, Mr. Arlotta. This is more important. Love,” she clarified gravely, “is more important than anything else. And I’m telling you that he is jealous.”


  Stubborn girl, Leon thought. “I’m also telling you he’s not.”


  “How do I prove to you he is?”


  Deciding the biker needed a kick in his guts to be reminded of what he had but could lose, Leon looked at the girl with a hooded gaze. “You really want to know?”


  



  ****


  



  “How does it feel to be at the losing end of the stick this time?”


  Yuri pretended not to hear Kellion’s question, instead saying politely, “It might be a while before Kalli’s tour ends.” A lie, of course, since he knew to the exact second how long her tour was and the end was just five minutes away. That or as soon as Leon Arlotta stopped flirting with his fiancée, Yuri thought, whichever came sooner.


  “I don’t think there’s any need to ask,” Helios drawled. “It’s written all over the boy’s face.”


  Yuri rolled his eyes at the way the two insisted on calling him ‘boy’ even though he was only a few years younger than them.


  He checked his watch. Four minutes.


  At that moment, he heard Kalli’s laugh tinkle in the air, a silvery sound guaranteed to seduce anyone with a dick.


  Everyone in the table stilled…except for Yuri.


  “You don’t mind that?” Andreus asked finally.


  “She just laughed,” he answered patiently.


  “It wasn’t an ordinary laugh,” Helios said, “and we all know it.”


  Before Yuri could answer, Kellion cursed, saying, “Well, this time she’s placed her hands on his shoulders, and she’s goddamn smiling into his eyes.” When Yuri didn’t turn around, Kellion snapped, “I’m not lying.”


  Yuri slowly turned.


  Ah.


  It was the truth, indeed. Kalliope Antoniou had her hands on Leon Arlotta’s broad shoulders while the Italian hand clasped her slender waist with his large, strong hands.


  Something blazed inside of him, but Yuri ruthlessly buried it before it could develop into feelings he had to acknowledge.


  “You’re still not going to do anything?” Helios demanded under his breath when Yuri turned his back on the couple and returned his attention to his phone.


  “They’re not doing anything illegal or harmful,” Yuri pointed out.


  All three of his friends looked at him like he was insane.


  “Is this a fucking act?” Andreus asked darkly. “You want to play the cool bastard for some reason?”


  “I followed her here because Kellion said that school tours may cause something to develop between my fiancée and her tour guide. I came here out of concern to ensure he wasn’t going to push Kalli past her limits. That’s all.”


  Kellion leaned back against his seat. “That’s all, huh?”


  Yuri raised a brow. “Are you trying to make some kind of point?”


  Yeah, Kellion thought. And my point is that I never thought your fear of falling in love could actually turn you into a heartless, pompous prick. But out loud, Kellion’s tone was deceptively casual as he answered, “Not really.” His eyes went back to Kalli. “Just that your fiancée’s about to kiss another guy.”


  Now let’s see you handle that, Kellion thought.


  Helios, whose thoughts ran in the same direction, decided to give the vice president one minute before his control vanished and he tore through the cafeteria to break the two apart.


  Andreus, who knew Yuri a little bit more than the other two, mentally gave Yuri ten seconds.


  Both of them were wrong.


  Yuri was out of his seat in a flash.


  Reaching Kalli’s side just before her mouth reached the other man’s, Yuri unceremoniously dislodged Leon’s hands and replaced it with his own. Kalli gasped, her eyes flying open, but he didn’t pay her any heed, only tightening his hold on her waist before lifting her off her feet and placing her behind him.


  Then he faced Leon Arlotta.


  The Italian returned his gaze with impressive equanimity.


  Would it mean he was jealous, Yuri pondered seriously, if he planted his fist on the Italian’s too-pretty face?


  Before he could make a decision, Kalli had stepped around him, making Yuri’s face turn hard. “Kalli—”


  But she was looking at Leon. “I told you.”


  The Italian gave her a mocking bow. “You win then.” His enigmatic gaze rested on Yuri for a moment before turning to walk away. Yuri’s urge to punch the other guy in the face intensified. He must have been mad, Yuri thought, to entrust Kalli with him. That man was too handsome for his own good.


  Beside him, he felt Kalli’s fingers graze the sleeve of his shirt. “Yuri?”


  “What,” he heard himself ask without taking his gaze off Leon Arlotta’s back, “were you two talking about?” But inside him, a mocking voice taunted Yuri about the real question he wanted answered but couldn’t make himself ask. Even now, he couldn’t get rid of the image of Kalliope Antoniou’s mouth a second away from coming into contact with the Italian’s.


  When she didn’t answer, he swung around to face her. He expected her to look anything from guilty to furious, but she was none of those. Her beautiful face bore its usual placid expression, but the look in her gaze was decidedly soft.


  A sudden realization hit him. “Why, you little minx.” Yuri shook his head. “You set it all up, didn’t you?”


  Her lips twitched the slightest bit, but her voice was the soul of meekness when she answered, “Yes.”


  She took a step closer towards him, and suddenly Yuri found himself surrounded by her scent and his sight blinded by the temptation of her soft curves.


  Her violet eyes captured, enslaved, his. “Mr. Arlotta told me if you really love me, you wouldn’t have let me go with him.”


  Leon Arlotta had a big mouth.


  “I told him he was wrong. He told me if you loved me, you would be jealous and I said, then of course you would be. I asked how to prove it and he told me I should laugh like he had said the funniest thing on earth.”


  Leon Arlotta was a dead man.


  “He also said I should touch him because no man in love liked seeing his woman touch another guy.”


  Leon Arlotta had that right, but he was still a dead man.


  “And finally, he said I should kiss him—”


  He interrupted her sharply, “I don’t want to hear any more.”


  Kalli obediently stopped speaking, but the way she looked at him was all womanly instinct. Now he knew. A woman didn’t have to be normal, Yuri thought dryly, to know when she had a man wrapped around her finger.


  “Let’s go join the others?”


  She nodded but didn’t move.


  Remembering there was only one way to get Kalli moving, he offered his hand.


  She took it.


  As they walked back to his friends’ table, he said, “Kalli?”


  “Mm?”


  “Don’t make me jealous again.”


  “I promise.” She paused. “But I also want to ask you a thing.”


  “I won’t make you jealous either.”


  She surprised him by shaking her head. “Not that.”


  He frowned. “What is it?”


  “Don’t lie to me.”


  He stilled, which forced her to halt beside him. “Why would you ask me that now?”


  “Because, a while ago, when it took so long to make you jealous, I was afraid.” Her gaze didn’t waver from his. “I started to think that you lied to me. That you didn’t really love me, and it…hurts…here.” She suddenly beat her chest with her fist, hard enough for him to immediately hold her wrist so he could stop her from doing it again.


  Regret sliced into Yuri. He remembered Andreus’ question and wondered now if the other biker actually knew him better than Yuri knew himself.


  He hadn’t allowed himself to even consider the possibility that he was jealous. He had wanted to play the role of a cool bastard because cool bastards didn’t feel pain.


  And so he hadn’t, but he had ended up hurting an innocent girl in exchange.


  “I’m sorry,” Yuri said tautly. “I didn’t mean to make you doubt…what we have.”


  Instead of answering, she twined her fingers with his again, and the warm, forgiving gesture made Yuri swallow.


  God. Damn. It.


  How different she was. How special she was. And how unworthy he was for someone like her.


  “It’s okay.” Her voice was soothing, and Yuri’s self-loathing increased when he realized she was actually trying to comfort him. “You can make it up to me next time, Yuri. Be quicker to show your jealousy.”


  Ah, Kalli.


  Her words – something only she could say and actually have it make sense – had him torn between laughing out loud and just walking away, never looking back.


  Kalli started tugging on his hand, and he obeyed her silent command. They joined his friends, and the other three immediately did their best to make Kalli feel at ease with them. He watched them fawn over her, watched Kalli alternate between frowning and almost smiling at his friends’ teasing, and only one thought ran through his mind.


  Too fast.


  Too goddamn fast.


  Everything was happening too goddamn fast.


  Kalliope Antoniou had only been in his life for barely more than a day – most of that spent in a fucking airplane – and she had already remolded his world into something he didn’t recognize.


  Because Kalli was different, because she was special, none of the rules applied.


  His beautiful violet-eyed girl didn’t feel the need, the pressure, to get to know him first. She didn’t give a shit about what people would say if they learned she and Yuri had only met once before he had come to take her away from Greece.


  For Kalli, insta-fucking-love was real.


  For Kalli, love was a choice and a promise.


  And Kalli had chosen him.


  Yuri Athanas.


  The heartless bastard who had lied to her.


  Chapter Seven


  



  He had forgotten about the sleeping arrangements.


  Yuri wearily massaged the back of his neck in a futile effort to ease the tension inside him. This, he thought grimly, was shaping up to be the longest day in his life and even now, the rest of the night seemed to stretch endlessly before him.


  From inside the shower, Kalli’s voice floated to him.


  She was singing, and she was out of tune, which he found oddly charming. Even more odd was its effect on his body, but it was something Yuri was doing his best to ignore.


  God. Damn. It.


  Normally, Yuri didn’t swear as much as his friends did, but recent days had proved he also had the same capabilities, given the right provocation.


  Inside the bathroom, he heard Kalli call out, “Yuri? Do I wear my pajamas or my nightgown?”


  GOD. DAMN. IT.


  Clearing his throat, Yuri said, “Pajamas.”


  In a rare display of frustration, Yuri began to pace. He had to remember that where Kalli was concerned, anything sexual in nature could be too soon. And for all he knew, the right time might never come.


  Even now, Yuri was still struggling to compartmentalize the parts where she remained a child and the parts where she was…not. She was fluent in several languages, but she couldn’t seem to grasp the need for tact. She understood stocks and investments, but she had anxiety attacks over the mere idea of someone lying to her.


  Ultimately, she needed to be handled with care.


  Yuri knew this. He only wished his dick knew it, too.


  The door softly opened, and Kalli came out, her hair still wet and shiny, and wearing pajamas from Victoria’s Secret.


  Yuri mentally banged his head against a wall.


  Her tank top was made of ultra-thin cotton, its thin straps emphasizing her slim shoulders while the upper slopes of her breasts swelled above its low neckline. Its matching pajama bottoms weren’t any better, clinging to her long, shapely legs and the generous curves of her rounded butt.


  She caught him looking at her and said innocently, “They’re new. Do you like them?”


  Did he fucking like it?


  Was that a fucking trick question?


  Did she want him to show her how much he liked it?


  Yuri managed a strained smile. “They’re pretty.” Pretty hot. Pretty sexy. Pretty fuckable. What the hell was he thinking?


  “My turn now,” he said abruptly and walked past Kalli. He just had enough strength not to slam the door shut behind him. Stalking towards the shower, Yuri wondered grimly how long this insanity would last. Because it was insane, to want Kalli when she was still more child than woman in many ways.


  Outside, he heard Kalli say to him, “I’m going to wait up for you.”


  “You don’t have to.”


  “I want to.”


  Yuri almost smiled at the stubborn note in her voice. “I’ll be as fast as I can.” He switched the shower on. He had only started shampooing his hair when he heard her call out again.


  “What is it?”


  “Can I talk to you while you’re in the shower?”


  He frowned at the sudden odd break in her voice. Switching off the shower, he asked, “Are you okay? Do you need me to come out?” He forced himself to wait for her answer. Even though his first instincts were to check on her, Yuri knew if he did he would end up just like Mila Antoniou. He wanted Kalli protected from all harm, but more than that, he wanted her to be strong enough to enjoy a normal life. He owed it to her, at the very least, since it was Antoniou money that had ensured his own sister had a normal life.


  “Yes, it’s okay.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “Yes.”


  “Well…ask then.” He switched the shower back on but moved his head away from the showerhead while waiting for Kalli to speak.


  “…explain…weird…me?”


  “Could you repeat that?” Yuri turned the knob so he could reduce the flow of water and hear Kalli better.


  “I said,” Yuri heard Kalli say matter-of-factly, “Can you explain to me why my body feels so weird when you’re too close to me?”


  Yuri stilled.


  “You see,” Kalli continued guilelessly, “I suddenly can’t stop thinking about how hard your body is.”


  Yuri switched off the heater. A second later, jets of icy cold water shot out of the showerhead and cascaded down his naked body, but even so it wasn’t enough to stop his dick from jutting up.


  Kalli couldn’t stop thinking about how hard his body was.


  His dick went from half-erect to powerfully aroused and throbbing like mad at the thought, and Yuri stifled a groan. What the fuck had he done so wrong in his past life that he had to undergo this kind of torture?


  “It’s so different from my body or Grandmother’s. Do you think that’s why I feel weird?”


  He desperately tried turning the knob a little more to the right, hoping the water would turn freezing cold. But it didn’t.


  “Yuri?”


  Trying to ignore the way his balls ached under his throbbing cock, he cleared his throat and, moving his head away from the showerhead, he asked thickly, “Can you explain to me what you mean by, ah, ‘weird’?”


  “Well…”


  He could almost see Kalli closing her eyes as she thought of his question. A second later, and the image rearranged itself, Kalli sprawled naked on his bed, her eyes closed, her lips parted in a silent moan of desire.


  God. Damn. It.


  “It starts with my breath.”


  Breath. Right. He could hear her breathing hard, panting, as he fucked her hard—


  “The closer you are, the harder it is for me to breathe.”


  Same here, sweetheart. He leaned his arms against the walls, needing to keep his hands as far away from his dick. Trying to get his own breathing back to normal, he managed to ask, “What…else…is weird?”


  “Well…everything.” Her voice had gone lower, shyer, and more nervous. “I…I feel like I’m burning hot—”


  Dammit. Control yourself, Yuri Athanas.


  “And I just don’t understand why I feel that way when I don’t have a fever.”


  That hot?


  Kalli was that hot for…him?


  His control snapped.


  His fingers wrapped around his cock.


  “And then there are tingles.” Kalli’s voice was slightly breathless now.


  Yuri couldn’t blame her. He wasn’t even thinking of breathing now. At this point, all he wanted was—


  “Tingles all over my body, Yuri…”


  To hell with everything, Yuri thought.


  He started pleasuring himself, and his fully engorged cock felt close to bursting at the first stroke.


  Outside, he heard Kalli say wonderingly, “Oh, Yuri.”


  God, he could imagine her in his bed, moaning the same thing as he sank his cock into her.


  “I’m feeling weird again.”


  Biting back a groan, Yuri moved his hand faster.


  In his mind, the image was so damn vivid it was like the vision had been there all along, etched in his soul.


  Kalli, looking at him, her wide violet eyes filled with desire—


  Kalli, reaching for the back of her dress to unzip herself—


  Kalli, letting the dress slip down her body—


  “Yuri?”


  It was the real Kalli saying his name, and his mind didn’t hesitate to use it in its fantasy.


  Yuri, his imaginary Kalli moaned as she wrapped her legs around his waist.


  Yuri. She was digging her nails into his back.


  Yuri. She screamed his name as she came.


  A harsh, rough growl escaped Yuri as he came hard. He jerked himself off furiously, his eyes squeezing shut at the strength of his orgasm.


  When he got out of the shower, Kalli took one look at him and said worriedly, “Your face is red.”


  “Err, is it?” Guilt had his flush deepening and making Yuri unavailable to meet her gaze. He couldn’t believe he had actually masturbated to the thought of fucking Kalliope Antoniou.


  “Do you think you have a fever? Are you hot, too?”


  Yes, he was, but not for the reason she was thinking.


  Out loud, Yuri wisely changed the subject, asking, “Are you ready for bed?” But as soon as he asked the question, he knew it was the wrong thing to say. His imagination went into overdrive, deliberately twisting the meaning of having Kalli ready for bed.


  He saw it so damn clearly.


  Kalli, pulling her tank top over her head to reveal the sweet curve of her breasts—


  Kalli, wriggling her pert bottom as she took off her pajama bottoms—


  Kalli, offering herself to him in all her naked beauty—


  A groan slipped past his lips.


  Kalli gasped. “You are ill!” Scrambling to her feet, she flew to Yuri’s side and reached up to feel his forehead, not realizing that doing so would cause her body to press tightly against his.


  Fuck!


  She didn’t have any bra under her pajama top!


  His body went taut with reawakened desire at the realization, and Yuri’s gaze immediately became shuttered to prevent Kalli from seeing the need in his eyes.


  “You don’t feel hot.”


  Worry made Kalli’s voice huskier, which wasn’t exactly a good thing since it only added fuel to his desire. It was all Yuri could do not to snatch her into his arms, slam his mouth down on hers, and fuck her hard.  


  “But I’m still worried.”


  To his shock, he suddenly felt Kalli wrapping her arms around his neck, her body automatically fitting against his.


  Without thinking, he wrapped his arms around her body as well and pulled her to him tightly.


  “Yuri…” Her breasts rubbed against his chest as she spoke.


  “What is it?” he managed to rasp out as his cock jutted demandingly against the thin fabric of his sweatpants.


  “I don’t want you to be sick.”


  Ah.


  Somehow, the words – the goddamn sweetness of it – gave Yuri the strength to regain his control. He wanted to fuck her still – he had a bad feeling the urge would never go away – but this time, he was certain it would remain as such. A desire, unfulfilled, and one he was determined to keep that way for as long as he could manage it.


  “I’m fine, sweetheart.” He kissed the top of her head even though the tenderness of it made him feel sick to his stomach. A part of Yuri was telling him he was pretending again and that no matter how much he wanted to change, it would be impossible.


  He would always be a heartless bastard.


  “Yuri?”


  The tremulous note in her voice made his arms tighten around her. “What is it, sweetheart?”


  Kalli tried to breathe normally, but it was hard. Grief, made worse by the remnants of shock, was a crushing weight on her soul, and she had a sudden, crazy urge to cry.


  Mila Antoniou was truly gone.


  Her mind knew this, but her heart hadn’t really accepted it.


  Mila, the first person who had loved her and thought she was worth loving.


  Kalli looked up at Yuri, and her heart squeezed painfully at the thought that one day, he might be gone like Mila, too. The thought terrified her so much it had Kalli shaking her head. “No.” She knew she was talking to herself, but she didn’t give a damn. She wanted to tell her mind very clearly that she would no longer entertain such thoughts. Yuri would not leave her like that. Yuri was young. Yuri was strong. Yuri would live for as long as she lived.


  She raised pain-filled eyes to Yuri. “Right, Yuri?”


  He wondered if she knew she was asking him to join in a conversation he hadn’t even heard. But even so, he only said gently, “Tell me what you want to hear, sweetheart.”


  “Promise me you won’t leave me.” Her voice broke. “You’re all I have.”


  He didn’t hesitate. “I promise.” Some lies had to be said without hesitation, and Yuri knew with all his heart this was one of those lies. Even if he weren’t sure what the future held for them, he could not – would not – ever do anything that would make Kalli feel alone and helpless again.


  They stared at each other, and slowly the fear faded from her eyes. She wetted her lips unconsciously, and the tension in the air changed.


  Fuck. Yuri’s body was hard in an instant, and so was his dick.


  “I feel so weird again,” Kalli whispered.


  Fuck, fuck, fuck.


  No fucking way he would be able to resist that.


  “Close your eyes,” he commanded thickly.


  Her lids swept down, her long, dark lashes resting like silky fans against her pale cheeks.


  Yuri lowered his head.


  Kalli’s heart slammed against her chest as something like fire, but hotter and more alive, started licking her skin. He was going to kiss her, she realized, and the thought had her pulse racing even faster.


  She thought about all the romantic stories and videos on the Internet she devoured and became dizzier with excitement. This would be exactly like those stories. Those videos. Those stolen glimpses of love.


  Her throat tightened, and her heart knocked harder against her chest.


  Another moment passed – one that felt like both an eternity and an infinitesimal fraction of a second – and suddenly, Yuri’s lips were brushing against hers.


  Oh. She squeezed her eyes shut more tightly, feeling like she was living a dream and it would shatter the moment she opened her eyes.


  Again and again, Yuri brushed his lips over hers, and with each stroke, her temperature would go up a notch. So, so hot, Kalli thought dizzily. Feeling herself sway, she found her hands moving on its own accord, going up Yuri’s hard chest before settling on his broad shoulders—


  Aaaah.


  Suddenly, she felt his tongue nudging her lips to open, and the sensation was so strangely beautiful she couldn’t help doing what he wanted again.


  A shudder of desire racked Yuri’s powerful body as Kalli’s lips parted under his in surrender. Telling himself to take it easy, he claimed her mouth gently at first, moving his tongue in slow, languid strokes. But her taste was intoxicating, sweeter than anything else he could remember, and his tongue moved deeper into her mouth.


  Dimly, he heard her gasp again, and he tried to gentle his kiss—


  But then he felt Kalli tighten her arms around his neck, the same time she moaned his name. “Yuri.”


  Ah, God.


  This time, it was real.


  Kalli was truly moaning his name.


  Gripping her hair, he deepened the kiss, but it wasn’t enough. He started sucking on her tongue, and he was rewarded by the sound of her whimper.


  Kalli’s senses were swimming. Why had the Internet not told her a kiss could be this wonderful? This dazzling? This intense?


  Dimly, she felt Yuri pushing her towards the bed, and a second later, they were there, both of them lying on their sides, and still the kiss continued. Another second, and Yuri had somehow managed to lift her on top of him without breaking the kiss.


  Oh, oh, oh. She could no longer think. She could no longer breathe. All she could do was love. She loved him with every second they kissed. She loved him with every whimper that slipped past her lips. She loved him, oh how she loved him.


  Yuri found the strength to end the kiss just before his cock’s urgent demands took over his body. If he had allowed it to continue just one second more, he was damn sure Kalli wouldn’t wake up a virgin the next day.


  And that, Yuri thought grimly, would be too much, even for a heartless bastard like him.


  Kalli was still lying on top of him, and his arm tightened around her waist. He wanted – no, he needed – her to stay close to him, but he refused to allow himself to think why.


  “Yuri.”


  God. Her sexy husky whisper made him close his eyes in agony. How he wanted her, this woman-child who was everything he wanted and didn’t deserve. Striving to keep his desire from coating his voice, he asked, “What is it?’


  In a small, shy voice, Kalli asked, “Will I always feel this weird?”


  God. He wanted to kiss her again. But somehow, he found the discipline not to, knowing that with Kalli, he had to tread very carefully. Pressing a kiss to her hair, he said quietly, honestly, “I hope so.”


  Kalli was quiet for a few moments before she asked, “Do you feel weird when you’re close to me, too?”


  His lips twitched, and he answered gravely, “Probably weirder.”


  Shocked, Kalli lifted her head so she could look into his eyes. “Really?”


  He nodded.


  “Is it because we love each other?”


  Ah. His heart clenched. You really had to make her ask that, God? You really want me to remember how much I don’t deserve her by lying?


  His gaze met hers.


  And again, he lied. “Yes. Because we love each other.”


  Chapter Eight


  



  The screams woke him up. One moment, it felt like he had just fallen asleep. The next moment, he found it impossible to sleep, not when someone—


  Kalli.


  It was Kalli screaming bloody murder.


  His eyes opened and Yuri sat up in a panic, only to find Kalli near the foot of the bed, plastered against the wall, accusation in her gaze.


  “What’s wrong?” He automatically checked the time as he spoke and bit back a groan when he saw it was just a few minutes past six in the morning. Damn. Since he hadn’t risked taking his pills last night, sleep had only been able to claim him exactly forty-five minutes ago.


  “How could you?”


  Her shrill scream made his head pound, and Yuri wondered if perhaps this unexpectedly shrewish attitude from Kalli meant he was still dreaming. But the fantasy only lasted for a second¸ Yuri’s pragmatic mind not allowing him the luxury of illusions.


  With a sigh, he refocused on Kalli, who was still looking at him like a mass murderer. “How could I what, Kalli?” Whipping the covers off his body, he started to stand only to have Kalli screaming again.


  Incredulous, Yuri froze. “I haven’t even done—”


  “Don’t lie! I woke up and felt that!” Kalli pointed a furious finger at him. “You want to take advantage of me!”


  He stared at her. “Have you lost your mind?” He wasn’t sure if he was seriously asking the question, but he couldn’t think of anything else that would explain her actions


  Kalli stabbed the air with her finger again. “You. Want. To. Take. Advantage. Of. Me.”


  This time, he followed her gaze, and that was when Yuri realized she was pointing at his cock. His fully aroused cock, which of course made a rather formidable bulge against his sweatpants. The realization had Yuri flushing for the second time in his life. Kalli was still looking at his cock like it was some damn monster out to devour her, and fuck it, but her reaction made him feel embarrassed and even more aroused.


  Before he could ask Kalli to calm down, he heard MJ’s worried voice outside the door. “I heard screams.”


  Shit. MJ was probably doing the morning rounds with Aria as part of the latter’s training.


  A knock sounded on the door. “Are you guys okay?” But the doorknob was already turning even while MJ was speaking.


  “MJ, don’t—” But he was too late.


  The door opened, revealing MJ and Aria.


  Kalli opened her mouth.


  Yuri glared at his fiancée. “You will not say a word.”


  She glared back at him, and if he hadn’t been so frustrated and irritated at how things were turning out, Yuri would have been proud of her. It was the first time she had shown any sign of temper, and for Kalli, temper was a good thing. Temper meant she was gaining more confidence, and that was a step closer towards her leading a normal life.


  Kalli looked at her new friends. “My grandmother warned me about this, and I’m heartbroken and disappointed that Yuri has become what Grandmother warned me about.”


  MJ looked at Aria in confusion. What was Kalli talking about?


  Aria shrugged in response. Beats me.


  Feeling like she had to play diplomat even though she couldn’t even figure out what Kalli and Yuri were at odds about, MJ asked awkwardly, “What did your grandmother warn you about?”


  His teeth gnashed when Kalli stabbed the air again with an accusing finger pointing in his direction. “Damn it, Kalli—”


  “He tried to take advantage of me while we were sleeping! My grandmother told me how to find out about this, and he has it.”


  Like Yuri, MJ and Aria eventually realized the answer lay in Kalli’s eyes. They followed her gaze.


  Yuri cursed.


  MJ gaped. Aria started to laugh.


  Kalli was perplexed. “What are you—”


  “Out,” he snapped at the two other girls.


  “Yes, sir,” MJ said, mostly out of habit since before she was Helios’ wife, she had been one of the many volunteers who had worked in the club. Aria, however, wasn’t, and neither was she as tactful as MJ. She simply laughed harder and even as MJ quickly pulled the door shut, Yuri could still hear her laughter. Knowing Aria, he was grimly certain that the incident would have made the rounds in the entire club by the time he went down for breakfast with—


  His gaze swung back to Kalli.


  She was still glaring at him.


  “Kalli—” He took a step towards her.


  “No!” She pointed at his cock accusingly.


  “Stop pointing,” he growled. “And stop looking.”


  “Then make it stop moving and growing!”


  “Oh, for God’s sake—” Looking down, he willed his arousal to die. He willed his cock to wilt like a goddamn flower, but it was impossible. It continued to thrust demandingly against his sweatpants, and it would probably stay that way for as long as Kalli kept staring at it.


  Yuri threw his hands up. “I can’t.”


  Kalli looked like she was torn between anger and betrayal.


  Staring at her, his frustration, caused mostly by lack of sleep, eventually faded, and Yuri began to appreciate just how damn crazy the entire situation was. He looked at Kalli and said her name gently.


  When her wary gaze met his, he said in the same, gentle tone, “Remember who I am. Remember what I promised.” He waited patiently for his words to take effect and after a full minute had passed, he saw the tension gradually leave Kalli’s body.


  “Grandmother said if I felt that part of a man’s body, it meant he wanted to take advantage of me and that I had to scream for help.” Kalli chewed her lip. “Only, with you, I wasn’t screaming for help. I was screaming because I felt angry and…disappointed.”


  Yuri wondered if he should curse or thank Mila Antoniou for her lesson. Glancing back at Kalli, he kept his voice mild as he pointed out, “But I’m not just any man, sweetheart. Your grandmother was right to warn you, but it was a warning for other men – for those who weren’t your fiancé. You understand, right?” He kept silent and still while Kalli looked at him, a myriad of emotions in her eyes as she contemplated his words.


  Finally, she nodded.


  He took one small step towards her. All he wanted was to see if she would let him get close to her, but Kalli being her usual brave self, he saw her take a deep breath before she went running towards him—


  She was in his arms the next moment, her arms around his neck, her head against his chest, and his still engorged cock now throbbing against her belly.


  Fuck.


  Now she really was going to think he was about to take advantage of her. 


  But instead Kalli ended up stunning him by whispering, “If…this…doesn’t mean you’re going to take advantage of me, then what is it for?”


  Yuri closed his eyes. How the hell did he explain something like this to someone like Kalli? “It means…” He paused, trying desperately to make his cock a little less aroused, but it only served to throb more powerfully against Kalli’s belly.


  Ah, fuck.


  “When two people who…truly care for each other—”


  “Like you and me?” Kalli whispered.


  He nodded. “Like you and me.” He paused. “When…this…happens, it means he wants her and that he wants her to feel…good.” He could feel her confusion, and he asked, “Did you feel good when we kissed last night?” His cock jerked as if punctuating his question. Kalli stiffened against his body in response, but it only made his cock throb more insistently against her.


  Damn it to hell.


  He might just die of sexual frustration—


  Kalli whispered something against his chest.


  He lowered his head automatically. “What’s that, sweetheart?”


  “I said…” Her voice was huskier and a bit more audible this time. “I can’t remember feeling any better than when you kissed me.”


  His eyes closed. He was absolutely going to die of sexual frustration after this.


  “I see.” His voice was thick with need. “Then, that’s how, ah, this is going to make you feel, too—” He paused. “But only if you want the man – if you only want me back.” He decided it was important to make it clear it was his cock they were talking about.


  Again, her gaze searched his. “If I want you back?”


  He nodded.


  “How do I know if I want you back?”


  “You feel…things.”


  “What things?” Her forehead furrowed. “Can I search this on the Internet?”


  “Err, no.” This lie, he absolutely did not regret, Yuri mentally shuddering at what kind of sites Kalli would end up visiting if she ever decided to look up ‘cock’ on the Internet.


  A full-fledged frown marred her lovely features as she asked almost demandingly, “Then what?”


  God help him. He really had to spell it out? Yuri looked down at Kalli and realized that yes, he did have to spell it out. “Well, your breasts…”


  Kalli pulled away at his words and he allowed her, his arms falling back to his sides. “My breasts?”


  He nodded. “They would feel…swollen.” His overactive mind matched his words with vivid fantasies of Kalli revealing her breasts. “And your pussy…”


  Kalli blinked several times. “My cat?”


  He wanted to laugh and kill himself at the same time. Who would have thought talking about female body parts would be this agonizing and arousing at the same time?


  Yuri said hoarsely, “The part between your legs.”


  He watched her look down. “It should feel like it’s wet and swelling—”


  Even before he finished speaking, her hands started to move, and he shut up.


  She cupped her breasts.


  Fuuuuuuuck—


  Her hands moved down, and then she was running her fingers over her pussy.


  Fuuuuuuuck—


  Her gaze went back to his. “I’m not wet and nothing in my body is swelling.” She looked at him sadly. “I don’t want you or your cock, Yuri.”


  Well, fuck.


  Having seen her touch herself, it was the opposite for him.


  Yuri shook his head. “Never mind.” He gestured to his en-suite bathroom. “It’s time for you to take a shower, and then we can join the others for breakfast.” He managed to keep still until Kalli was safely ensconced inside the shower.


  He sank back into his bed and bent forward, elbows on his knees.


  What the hell was going to happen now?


  He wanted Kalli Antoniou like he had never wanted any other woman.


  He wanted her even though she deserved so much more than him.


  Chapter Nine


  



  Yuri did his best to keep his black mood to himself when he joined everyone at the dining room on their private floor. He had received another long voice mail from the good doctor, most of which involved him rambling about the importance of keeping Kalli sheltered and isolated.


  “Good morning,” he murmured before taking his place on Kellion’s right.


  “Morning. Where’s Kalli?” As befitting his position, Kellion was seated at the head of the table. As was typical of his personality, he also had his girlfriend seated on his lap even when there was a perfectly good chair next to his.


  “She’s coming,” Yuri answered.


  Seated across the vice president, Helios noticed his friend’s unsmiling façade and asked, “Something the matter?”


  Yuri shook his head. “Just someone making a nuisance of himself.” He made himself smile, noticing how even MJ, seated beside Helios, glanced at him in concern. But then his phone buzzed and his smile disappeared. The assigned ringtone told him it was yet another voice message.


  Kellion frowned at Yuri’s words. “Is it Nelson Athanas?”


  While her boyfriend spoke, Aria tried to get off his lap, hoping he was too distracted to notice. But it was futile, Kellion only pulling her back down as soon as she started to rise.


  The familiar sight of the president and his girlfriend’s psychological tug of war restored Yuri’s mood somewhat, and he could feel a bit of his tension evaporating. Despite being polar opposites – the curvy blonde was known to be sarcastic and reclusive while the president was notorious for being an outrageous flirt – the two still managed to make it work.


  As such, he was able to answer blandly, “It’s been over a year since I last spoke to my father.” But he also changed the subject promptly, asking, “You’ve sent out the memo about Kalli?” He didn’t want to risk having his mood go from bad to worse, which tended to happen whenever Nelson Athanas was the topic of conversation.


  “Yes,” Kellion answered. “They understand, of course.”


  The Afxisi had no secrets from each other, and yesterday the president had made the decision for the officers to temporarily take their meals in their private dining area. It was to give Kalli time to adjust to being constantly surrounded by people, and the other members had been given a brief explanation about Kalli’s special circumstances.


  “Thank you for going out of your way to make Kalli feel at home,” Yuri said quietly.


  Kellion sobered. “We have each other’s backs. Always.” He paused. “I only hope that she won’t be…bothered by the presence of volunteers when we finally join everyone.”


  “I’ll cross that bridge when I get there.” He stood up and excused himself from the table. “I should check on Kalli and see what’s holding her up.”


  But when he stepped out of the dining room, the first thing he saw was Kalli, in the act of closing the door to their suite. He stilled at the sight of her, thinking she was too beautiful for anyone’s peace of mind.


  She was again attired in one of her swirly cotton dresses, its billowing fabric making her appear like an exotic nymph that could slip through his grasp anytime. Staring at her, Yuri thought, I deserve an award for last night. It had been hell, feeling how close she was, remembering the taste of her mouth, but also knowing that it just wasn’t the right time to touch her.


  Kalli turned to him then, her lips parting in surprise at the sight of him. “Good morning.”


  “Good morning.” He wished he could stop staring at her mouth.


  When she didn’t show any signs of moving, Yuri walked towards her. The nearer he was to her, the more he remembered. The taste of her lips. The sound of her gasp. The softness of her curves.


  Fuck, but he wanted her again.


  When he reached her, she murmured his name, and he swore in his mind at the way the musical lilt of her voice was pure temptation in itself. “What is it?” He struggled but failed to keep desire from lacing his voice.


  In a voice that was huskily sexy and adorably bemused at the same time, his fiancée confessed, “I’m feeling weird again.”


  Uh-oh. Hallie had been about to come out of her room when she heard Yuri’s fiancée speak. Kalli was feeling weird? Wondering if the words were a prelude to a lover’s quarrel, Hallie decided to stay inside her room. She wanted to close the door but didn’t, afraid of drawing attention to herself.


  It was so odd, Kalli thought as she considered the impact of Yuri’s blue gaze on her. The onslaught of sensations was overwhelming, with the way her heart raced beyond her control and her throat becoming unnaturally tight, which prevented her from breathing properly.


  And, oh her body – it was tingling all over, tiny sparks of electricity bursting from every cell and making Kalli feel restless and aching.


  Instinct as old as time told Kalli that only Yuri could get rid of the ache inside her, and she murmured his name again. “Yuri.” This time, it was both an invitation and a demand, and most of all it was an innocent plea for Yuri’s possession.


  A plea that Yuri was also doing his best not to answer.


  Because if he did…


  They wouldn’t be leaving their room for at least a week.


  A half-weary sigh escaped him. “You better stop looking at me like that, sweetheart.”


  Kalli only blinked at him. “How do I look at you?”


  And because this was Kalli, he knew she wasn’t playing coy. Even so, it didn’t make any difference to his dick, which was doing its best to burn a hole through his pants.


  When he didn’t say anything, she asked, “Is it because you’re like me, Yuri?”


  As always, her words were an enigma. It might have frustrated other men, but not Yuri. “What do you mean, sweetheart?” As he spoke, he was no longer able to stop himself from touching her. As he caressed one pale, silky soft cheek with his knuckles, a part of him expected her to reject his touch, knowing that such intimacies were still strange to her.


  But she didn’t.


  Instead, she closed her eyes and proceeded to destroy him with sweetness. “When you look into a person’s eyes, are you able to tell what they’re feeling? When you look into my eyes now, do you know what I’m feeling?”


  Her eyes slowly opened.


  Ah.


  “Kalli—”


  But she cut him off, whispering, “You do, don’t you?”


  Fuck.


  He refused to answer even though they both knew the truth.


  He was like her. He saw people’s souls in their eyes. And in her gaze, he saw a gift he didn’t and would never deserve.


  She thought he – Yuri Athanas – was her life.


  It cut him to the quick, and he found himself shaking his head. “Kalli.” God. How did he tell Kalli that he wasn’t what she thought he was? She had only started living again, and if he told her that she was wrong – that he was not the one who had rescued her 14-year-old self from being permanently broken – he might as well throw her back in the bloodstained days of her past.


  If he shattered her dreams—


  If he told her that she was mistaken, that he was not the other half of her—


  If he admitted to lying about loving her—


  He might as well be Madame.


  And that he could never do.


  He would rather throw away his honor now than hurt her in any way.


  “Yuri?” She was looking at him questioningly, trustingly.


  He heard himself lie, “You’re right.” Slowly, he took her in his arms, and the way she automatically curled her arms around his neck, the way she fitted her trembling body with his even when the hardness of his cock still alarmed her—


  She was killing him again and again with how damnably sweet she was, and he wondered bleakly if the day he’ d deserve her would ever come.


  Tightening his arms around her, he murmured against her hair, “It’s exactly as you say. I see your soul in your eyes.”


  A pause and then, “I’m glad.” Another pause. “Does it mean you also know I’m feeling weird again?”


  Yuri wanted to laugh and groan at the same time. Only Kalli – only his beautiful bundle of honesty – could make his mood swing from despair to arousal in an instant.


  As his body rocked with silent laughter, causing his cock to rub against her mound, she said almost worriedly, “Very, very weird.”


  Bending his head, he whispered, “When you say you’re feeling weird...” He paused and was summarily rewarded with a tiny, sexy whimper.


  “Is that another way of saying you want me to kiss you?”


  Yuri had whispered the words directly to Kalli’s ear, and the effect on her was instantaneous and electrifying. Her body jerked, her knees buckled, and her fingers clutched his shoulders in a desperate grip while the music of his low, sexy laughter played against her skin as the world spun.


  And then they were kissing.


  Mouths fusing, bodies clasped against each other, hearts beating in a hard, exciting tandem.


  If yesterday’s kiss was a gentle breeze, this morning’s was a thunderstorm of passion. And she wanted it. She wanted more. She wanted everything.


  And she told him so.


  Yuri had planned to keep the kiss short and sweet, but then he heard Kalli moan against his lips, “More, Yuri. Kiss me harder. Make me feel feverish.”


  His brain shut down.


  He forgot about being Yuri Athanas, forgot about his rigid observance of proper decorum. Right now, all he knew was that he was a man, kissing a girl who wanted him as much as he wanted her.


  His tongue slid in, claiming and devouring what was his for the taking. He kissed her more. He kissed her hard as promised. And he kissed her long and deep, his tongue thrusting in and out of her mouth until he knew that he had made her feverish. As promised.


  Yuri only lifted his head when he knew they both needed to breathe. “Kalli…” Common sense kicked in, and Yuri stiffened with guilt. What the hell was he thinking, mauling his sweet innocent Kalli in the hallway?


  But then he made the mistake of looking at Kalli—


  Her eyes were glazed, her lips swollen, her cheeks flushed with passion.


  He had to give himself one last kiss, Yuri grinding his mouth down on her one last time. He would have stopped at the first sign of struggle, but instead Kalli responded to his kiss with equal abandon, even rubbing her body against his.


  Yuri managed to tear his mouth away after an eternity. Breathing hard, he gazed down at Kalli in a mixture of disbelief, consternation, and rampaging desire. “How do you do it?”


  To which his innocent temptress only blinked up at him, asking blankly, “Do what?”


  His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Terrify me. Every damn time.”


  The confusion in her eyes deepened. “Me? Terrify you?”


  “Like I’ve never been terrified for,” he said honestly, and Yuri knew it had to be one of the biggest jokes in his life.


  Kalliope Antoniou, a young girl whose condition might make her permanently dependent on the care of other people, terrified Yuri Athanas, who had never suffered a single moment of regret after choosing to leave behind his life as the Athanas heir.


  Unable to help it, he reached for her face again, and his chest constricted at the way she unhesitatingly laid her cheek on his palm.


  No questions, Yuri thought harshly. It was always no questions, no hesitation, no doubts with Kalliope Antoniou, and the world would always think she was crazy for it.


  When he released her, it was as if she sensed what he was already planning to say, a fearful, worried look entering her gaze. “Yuri?”


  God, why did it have to be her?


  Why couldn’t God have given him the usual, selfish empty-headed heiress? He could have lived with that, would have devoted his life to make such a woman happy even when she bored him to death. He would have welcomed any punishment with open arms because Yuri deserved to be punished.


  But instead, he was given Kalli.


  The sweetest, most innocent girl in the world.


  The girl he would never deserve.


  Inhaling heavily, he said, “Kalli, I have to tell you—”


  Before he could finish his sentence, he heard a familiar voice call out to them from behind. “Break it off, lovebirds.”


  Chapter Ten


  



  I’m in big trouble. It was a thought Hallie Athanas seldom had concerning her brother, but it did happen occasionally. Eventually, she had come to recognize such moments when Yuri had a certain look in his eyes.


  Like now.


  When the two reached her, she pretended not to notice how Yuri’s gaze was boring through her and instead addressed his fiancée, saying with a mock sigh, “It’s nauseating for you two to be so lovey-dovey this early in the morning.”


  Kalli gave her a solemn nod. “I’m sorry, Hallie.”


  Startled at the apology, Hallie stammered, “I—”


  Her voice ringing with sincerity, Kalli said, “I didn’t mean to make you feel bad because Andreus hasn’t given you a good morning kiss.”


  Hallie’s jaw dropped. “What?”


  Kalli nodded understandingly. “Aria and MJ told me all about you and Andreus.” She reached out to ruffle Hallie’s head, like a master comforting a disappointed pet. “But don’t worry. I will go to him now and let him know he’s made you sad. I’m sure he’ll be happy to make it up to you.”


  Did Kalli just—


  By the time she realized Kalli hadn’t been joking, it was already too late. The other girl had already hurried inside the dining room, and Hallie turned to Yuri, wailing, “Do something!”


  “What I can do?” His voice was all innocence, but his broad shoulders were rocking with telltale mirth. “You should know by now how she is.”


  “But…” Realizing she was just wasting time arguing with Yuri, she turned around, intending to catch up with Kalli, but her brother’s voice halted her.


  “Not so fast.”


  Uh-oh.


  Hallie belatedly remembered what she had interrupted. “I really have to get to—”


  His voice became softer. “Turn around, Hallie.”


  Her shoulders slumped. When Yuri used that tone with her, she knew it was pointless to try escaping. When Yuri Athanas wanted something done, he wouldn’t stop until things happened the way he wanted.


  When his sister faced him, Yuri said tersely, “Don’t do it again.”


  Hallie didn’t bother pretending not to understand his warning. “But it’s not right.” A mixture of frustration and dismay underlined her voice. “I think she’s perfect for you—” Yuri’s cold gaze made her voice trail off. She wasn’t and would never be afraid of her brother, but she would never go against Yuri either.


  “Whatever happens between Kalli and me,” her brother continued calmly, “it has nothing to do with you.”


  Hallie bit her lip hard. Did he really think those words were enough to get rid of her guilt? Yuri had sacrificed everything for her. Everything, and that included his freedom to choose the woman he married.


  Even without Hallie saying a thing, his sister’s anguish was palpable and Yuri exhaled his breath. “Can’t you see, Hallie? She’s perfect for me because—” Just thinking about the past made him feel sick with self-disgust. “You of all people,” he muttered savagely under his breath, “should know why I can’t give all of myself to Kalli. But it doesn’t,” he said fiercely, “mean I don’t care for her.”


  Yuri tipped her chin up. “You understand, don’t you?”


  Hallie managed a painful nod.


  She understood that because of her, Yuri no longer trusted himself to love. She understood that because of her, Yuri was not willing to give himself and Kalli a chance. She understood all this, and it made her want to cry so badly at how all this knowledge left her helpless.


  Knowing that the most she could do for her brother now was not to break down, she cleared her throat and said brightly, “We should go before everyone kill us for starving them.”


  Inside the dining room, Yuri took his seat next to Kalli while Hallie slid into her place next to MJ.


  “Are you alright?” Andreus asked from across the table.


  “Yup.” She managed to sound cheerful but studiously avoided his narrowed gaze.


  Breakfast was eaten in silence, and every minute was tortuous. She was sure no one had heard her conversation with Yuri, but even so everyone seemed to be equally tense. Or at least everyone except Kalli, who Hallie saw was clearing her plate in a swift but serene manner.


  It was fascinating, Hallie thought distractedly, watching a very feminine girl demolish her food so relentlessly and beautifully at the same time.


  “Yuri?” Hallie heard Kalli address her brother.


  Yuri turned towards his fiancée. “Yes?”


  “Did you make your sister cry?”


  An awkward silence fell over the table.


  Yuri slowly laid his fork down. At least she lasted ten minutes, he thought absently. He shook his head at Kalli in response. “I didn’t.” And just for the hell of it, he nodded his head at a surprised-looking Andreus. “He did.”


  Andreus sputtered.


  Yuri almost smiled at the evil glare Kalli threw at the treasurer’s direction.


  Considered to be the most dangerous member of the Afxisi, Andreus was almost as tall as Helios and with a similarly powerful build. The wildest rumors about him abounded, and almost everything involved someone else’s death. To go against Andreus Economou was to sign one’s own death warrant, but this fact seemed to have escaped Kalli completely.


  “I told you, didn’t I?” Kalli was telling Andreus reprovingly. “You should have kissed her good morning.”


  Hallie covered her face with a moan.


  Andreus looked like he wanted to gag Kalli. “Are you insane?”


  “I’m not sure,” Kalli snapped right back, “but what’s that have to do with you and Hallie?”


  Andreus’ jaw dropped, and he opened and closed his mouth several times after. It was obvious Kalli’s indirect admission about her mental state had thrown him off.


  Yuri glanced at the others, all of whom looked like they were being tortured. Taking pity on them, he bent close to Kalli and whispered, “I think they want to laugh, sweetheart.”


  His fiancée blinked. “Do they need my permission?”


  Yuri dared not look at his friends this time in fear of succumbing to laughter himself. “Err, no, sweetheart. They are, however, worried you’d be offended if they do.”


  “Ah.” Kalli gave the rest of the Afxisi a queenly nod. “You may laugh.”


  She didn’t have to say it twice. Kellion and Helios doubled over with laughter, MJ coughed, and Aria threw her head back.


  Kalli glanced at Hallie and Andreus, who were avoiding looking at each other. “You do not want to laugh?”


  Her utterly serious note proved too much for the two. Hallie’s laughter spilled out, and even Andreus cracked a grin.


  Kalli turned to Yuri. “It’s good,” she said quietly, “to make everyone happy.” Her voice was as serene as ever, but her violet eyes were shining with pleasure.


  Yuri had to allow himself a smile as well. Bending his head close to her, he murmured, “You do know why they’re laughing, don’t you?”


  Kalli nodded. “They think it’s funny I’m not sure if I’m crazy. But the thing is…” Her voice took on an apologetic note. “I’m honestly not certain.”


  Seeing that she was completely serious, he said slowly, “That’s okay. I think everyone, at one point in their lives, go a little crazy.” He reached for her hand under the table. “But it doesn’t mean something’s wrong with you.” His voice became gentle. “It only means you’re different. Special.”


  Her eyes softened.


  It was his only warning before she once again caught him off guard, leaning close to place a chaste kiss on his lips, and it was over before he could decide if he should kiss her back or not.


  “Kalli…” One of these days, Yuri thought in a mixture of frustration and amusement, he had to tell her she shouldn’t kiss him so easily. But out loud, he only asked mildly, “What do you want to do after breakfast? Would you like to sign up for any of the short-term classes?”


  A pensive look crossed her face before she slowly shook her head.


  “How about going around?”


  “No.” Her brows furrowed like they usually did when she was thinking hard, and Yuri was tempted to kiss the frown away from her forehead.


  Finally, Kalli’s gaze met his. “What do you normally do when you don’t have school or work?”


  Yuri was startled to have the question thrown back at him. “If I have free time, I usually take my bike out for a ride.”


  Intense concentration suddenly blazed from Kalli’s eyes. “And you enjoy doing this?”


  It would have been a stupid question if he hadn’t known how most of Kalli’s childhood years had been spent doing everything that was impossible for her to enjoy. So Yuri said simply, “Yes.”


  Kalli gazed at his eyes searchingly before nodding, as if she had seen something in his gaze to convince her he was speaking the truth. “If that is so, then I want to try it.”


  This time, he was more bemused than surprised. “Why?”


  “Because,” she said simply, “I want to know more about the man I love.”


  Thirty minutes later, and the bikers cheerfully waved goodbye to Kalli. “Take care of that man you love!”


  Yuri’s angelic face looked like it had been cast in stone and after stepping out of their headquarters, he slammed the front door shut as hard as he could.


  Damn their big mouths, he thought irritably. Officers of the club were supposed to be role models, dammit. But instead they proved to be world champions in gossip, with the way Kellion, Helios, and Andreus had blabbed to everyone willing to listen about Yuri’s oh-so-romantic conversations with Kalli.


  As they started to walk, again hand in hand at Kalli’s insistence, he said lightly, “You really should stop referring to me that way.”


  “What way?” Her tone was quizzical.


  He cleared his throat. “About me being…”


  “The man I love?” she asked as they reached his bike.


  “Yes, that.” Yuri had two helmets ready on the seat and as he helped Kalli put on the smaller one, he saw her blinking at him through the slit.


  “But Yuri…”


  He tried distracting her, saying gruffly, “Hold on to me. I drive fast.” She obeyed readily, wrapping her arms around his body as he took his place in front of her.


  He revved his beast to life, let it roar, and then raced down the road.


  He toured her around the university, pointing out other places that hadn’t been included in her official tour. He felt her nod against his back at his explanations, but just as he started to circle back, Kalli tightened her arms around him, asking, “Can we go really fast?”


  He slowed his beast to a stop so he could look at her over his shoulder. “Are you sure?”


  She nodded vehemently.


  “You have to hold on really tight to me.”


  “I know.” Her voice was patient. “I love you, Yuri. It’s not in me to let you go.”


  Ah.


  His heart clenched. He knew he should say the words back, but he couldn’t. He didn’t want to keep lying to her. So he decided on a compromise between his conscience and what she wanted, taking one of her hands and bringing it up to his lips. He said simply, “Thank you.”


  Since the speed limit was too low inside the campus, Yuri rode out to the highway and there he let his beast run free.


  Behind him, Kalli let out an exhilarated laugh as they sped past all the cars, and she shrieked in excited pleasure when he deliberately made his beast lean sharply to the side with every curve they passed.


  “I can almost kiss the road!” Kalli gasped.


  He laughed. “Please don’t.”


  Her arms tightened around him. “I know. I don’t want you to be jealous of the road.”


  He laughed harder.


  Yuri was still smiling at the memory of her words when they made it back to the club’s headquarters. “Did you have fun?” he asked as Kalli handed him her helmet.


  “Yes.”


  “Good.” He secured the helmets on his beast’s seat.


  Looking up, he was about to ask her if she was hungry yet when Kalli said, “But I still don’t understand, Yuri.”


  His smile vanished.


  “You are the man I love, so why must I not say it?”


  Of course she had to remember their earlier conversation, Yuri thought. He also had to remember that while Kalli might be different, she was nevertheless still smarter than most women.


  Taking hold of her hand, he said finally, “I know I’m…the man you love.” He mentally winced at the words, which were too arrogant even for his own ears. “But some things are better left unsaid.”


  Kalli’s frown deepened. “Do you mean you want me to lie?”


  “Not at all.” An idea occurred to Yuri, and he said slowly, “What I mean is, it’s better to keep things a secret.” Guilt pricked his conscience, but he forced himself to ignore it as he said, “It’s good for lovers to share secrets. It means they have something special between them.”


  “Ah.” The confusion cleared from her gaze. “Now I understand.” She cocked her head to the side. “So when I felt your manly part because you want me—”


  He choked. Was that how Mila Antoniou had called it?


  “—but I don’t want you back, is that a secret we should keep or may I tell the others about it?”


  “Definitely not.” His gaze narrowed at Kalli. “But it’s only a matter of time—”


  She wrinkled her nose, as if the idea was too preposterous to mention.


  He wanted to strangle and kiss her, but Yuri managed to keep his voice mild as he said, “You will want me back, Kalli.”


  Why that was important to him, Yuri didn’t want to think about. All he knew was that it did matter, and that it would happen.


  “If you say so, Yuri.”


  The skeptical tone of her voice made Yuri gnash his teeth. “Yes, Kalli. I say so, and it will happen. In fact, I’m willing to bet the day would come that you’d want me so much you’d be pleading for me to touch you.”


  Chapter Eleven


  



  But the next day, it was Yuri who ended up close to pleading. “No, Kalli.” He had never thought they would get into their first argument this early, but he was beginning to appreciate that with Kalli, everything was unpredictable.


  “But why not?”


  “Isn’t it enough that I’m asking you not to?”


  “Isn’t it enough that I want to?”


  Touché, Yuri thought. And so they were back at square one. He stared at his fiancée broodingly. She was in another lovely feminine dress, this time with an asymmetrical skirt that was long at the back and knee-length in front, and she had put up her hair in a loose, elegant twist on top of her head. She looked so breathtakingly beautiful that if she had asked for anything else, he would have given it to her in a heartbeat.


  But instead, she was asking for the one thing that was forbidden.


  “I just don’t think it’s time yet.”


  Kalli struggled with guilt and confusion at the heavy note in Yuri’s voice. “I only want to be normal, Yuri. I want everything to be normal. And here, in your home, I have learned that it’s normal for everyone to eat together.”


  And whoever told her about it, Yuri thought grimly, had him to answer to.


  Looking back at Kalli, he tried one more time to reason with her. “I know and understand why you want to do this, sweetheart, but believe me. It’s too soon.” He raked a hand through his hair. “You see, we’re not quite normal here either.”


  She stilled. “You’re…also not sure if you’re crazy?”


  “Ah, no. But we’re…somewhat different from other people, and so the way we live is different, too. The way we enjoy our meals—”


  “It’s different from what I see on TV?” she interrupted him.


  “Yes.”


  She crossed her arms in front of her chest. “How is it different?”


  He took a deep breath. “First of all, here in the Afxisi, we have what we call…volunteers.”


  “Oh. You mean, those who do good works for a living?”


  He shook his head. “Not quite. You know what college organizations are?”


  Kalli nodded.


  “Afxisi is a college organization and because we’re one, we need to allow a certain number of students to join our…group every year.”


  “And they’re the volunteers?”


  “The women are.”


  “And this is what makes you different?” Kalli asked, bewildered. “I still don’t understand.”


  “I’m not finished yet,” Yuri said. “These volunteers, like the male members of the club, are given responsibilities. Mostly, it has to do with cleaning and cooking, but that’s not what makes them – us – different. What makes this whole situation not…normal is why those women joined.”


  She thought about this hard, but no answer came to her so she asked, “Why did they join?”


  “Because they want to…”


  Yuri thought about telling the truth – that the volunteers only wanted to have bragging rights about getting in bed with a member of the Afxisi, even if just for one night.


  Kalli looked at him hopefully. “Because they want to…?”


  “Have one of us as their boyfriends.” And that, he told himself, wasn’t strictly a lie.


  Kalli blinked. “Oh.”


  “Now, do you understand?” Please have her say yes.


  “No.”


  Dammit.


  “Is it okay with you if one of them flirts with me?”


  “Oh,” she said again, but it was weaker this time, sadder.


  “That’s why,” he said gently, “I think it’s better we continue having our meals here.”


  “Oh.” When she didn’t say anything else after it, Yuri started to relax, thinking that Kalli had finally seen it his way.


  Kalli lifted her chin. “I still want to eat with everyone.”


  Or not.


  “Kalli—”


  She shook her head. “I really thought about this, Yuri.” Her voice was quiet and absolute. “And I’ve decided that this is a matter of trust. Because I love you, I must trust in your love and your faithfulness. I must believe that you will not…flirt back.”


  But her voice wavered in the end, and Yuri knew then that even though she was putting up a strong front, she was not without doubts.


  He sighed. “You are incredibly stubborn, sweetheart.” But he couldn’t fault her for it because he knew that people who were stubborn were also often strong-willed, and if Kalli hadn’t been the latter, she would have long died under Madame’s “care.”


  “So be it then.” His voice was grim. “I’ll tell the others we’ll be dining with all of the Afxisi.”


  “Thank you,” Kalli said.


  “Don’t thank me just yet. I still think this is a huge mistake.”


  



  ****


  



  Thirty minutes later, and Kalli was starting to believe Yuri was right. This was a huge mistake. This being the choice to join everyone at the common room, which also gave everyone the chance to stare and whisper about her. This being the choice to see so many volunteers flaunt their bodies in front of the man she loved, even if Yuri never looked their way. This being the choice to know that these girls wanted him, and knowing that unlike her, they were normal.


  “Amaranth, arugula, beet, bok choy, borage, broccoli, Brussels sprout…” According to her therapist, focusing on the things one loved was a good way to numb negative emotions like pain and anger, and for Kalli there was nothing she loved more than food…and Yuri.


  Beside her, Hallie leaned close and whispered, “Am I imagining things, or did you just start talking to yourself about…vegetables?”


  Kalli nodded. “Cabbage, catsear, celery, chaya...” Wait. She had forgotten something. Chewing on her lip, she went back through her list and came to the missing item a few seconds later. “Celtuce!”


  She said this a little too loud, and everyone in the common room turned to look at her in surprise.


  Without missing a beat, Yuri said smoothly, “That’s exactly what I want you to prepare for me, sweetheart. It’s my favorite vegetable.” He kept his gaze steady on hers as he spoke.


  Kalli was shocked. “It is?”


  Yuri nodded firmly. “It’s my favorite.”


  Hallie coughed daintily into her hand. Considering how much Yuri hated greens even when they were still kids, she was pretty sure her brother wouldn’t know what celtuce was even if it hit him in the face.


  Yuri told himself not to feel guilty about lying. It was a small one, and it had been necessary. It didn’t mean he would keep doing it now that he knew the secret to making Kalli believe in every word he uttered.


  Kalli’s pleasure dimmed when she saw one of the volunteers heading their way. The girl was like a shark, she thought uneasily, with the way she gazed at Yuri like a predator sizing its prey.


  “Good morning, sir.” A thrill ran through Lily as she finally had the chance to serve the club’s vice president. She liked challenges and because of that, Yuri Athanas was her number one target. It was said that Yuri had never touched any of the volunteers, but Lily planned to change all that, and she didn’t give a damn if the girl seated next to him turned out to be his girlfriend. The other girl may be startlingly beautiful, but she was also too thin, her body like a boy’s. It had nothing, Lily thought smugly, when compared to her voluptuous curves.


  After placing a piece of roll on Yuri’s plate, she asked invitingly, “Do you want some more, sir?” Lily offered the bread basket towards the blue-eyed biker, making sure to place the basket exactly at breast level so that the Afxisi’s vice president would have to look straight at her barely-covered cleavage.


  “No, thank you,” Yuri said politely before turning his back on the volunteer.


  Undeterred, Lily moved closer. “Are you sure, sir?” As she spoke, she made sure to brush the tips of her breasts against the back of his head, wanting him to know that she was hot, ready, and willing anytime he wanted her. She started to do it again—


  “No!”


  One moment, Yuri had another girl trying to comb his hair with her nipples and then the next moment Kalli had wrapped her arms protectively around his head and was squashing his face against her breasts in the process.


  “No, stop doing that to him! He’s mine!” Her arms tightened, and Yuri’s face sank deeper in the valley of her breasts.


  “Lucky bastard,” he heard one of the junior bikers mutter under his breath.


  He agreed privately, but the volunteer hadn’t anything to do with it. Rather, Kalli’s silk-covered breasts were the sole reason why he was thanking all his lucky stars.


  So close, he thought with a silent groan. Her fragrance teased his senses and made it harder to resist taking a bite of her nipples, which were only a few centimeters away from his mouth. Would anyone notice if he started eating it? After all, Kalli was still speaking to the volunteer. As a supportive fiancé, he owed it to Kalli to stay right here and—


  From what seemed like a great distance, he heard the president drawl, “I think Yuri’s stopped breathing.”


  A gasp, and then Kalli released him and pushed his head away. “Are you all right, Yuri?”


  His cock aching painfully at the terrible sense of loss of being parted from Kalli’s lovely pair of breasts, he managed a strained smile. “Yes, of course.” He heard Kellion laugh behind him, and Yuri, for once, did something improper.


  He flipped his president the finger behind his back. Damn you, Kellion Argyros. He had been drowning happily, but the bastard just had to cut his pleasure short.


  “Are you all right?” Kalli was still gazing at him worriedly.


  He started to answer yes but then he had another idea. “No, actually. Perhaps if we go up…” Kalli would be as far away as possible from the volunteers, and she would be alone with him. Win-win as far as he was concerned.


  “He’s sly,” he heard Helios murmur. “I’ll give him that.”


  “And singularly focused,” Kellion murmured back. “Notice where his eyes still are.”


  Yuri ignored all mutterings from his so-called friends but did manage to wrestle his gaze away from Kalli’s breasts. It would have been nice if her nipples had reacted, he thought with a mental sigh, but they would get there eventually.


  Kalli chewed on her lip. “I want to go with you. It’s my duty to take care of you. But what about her?”


  Lily’s smile disappeared when the vice president turned to her as if he had forgotten she was even there. Bastard, Lily thought in furious humiliation.


  “She won’t do it again, sweetheart.” The vice president’s blue eyes suddenly lanced Lily, and despite her anger, she felt herself whitening at the cold deadly warning in the vice president’s gaze.


  “I’ve learned my lesson,” she said sullenly, knowing that the biker was waiting for an answer.


  “Just as I thought.” The vice president’s voice was coldly polite, and she knew then that whatever chances she had with Yuri Athanas had been blown out of the water because of the bitch by his side.


  Resentment burned hot and viciously as Lily watched the vice president pull the Greek girl towards him and hush her with murmured words. Even so, she kept glancing at Lily from over her shoulder, as if wanting to say something.


  Lily wanted to scratch her eyes out.


  Prissy little bitch.


  Did she think she could fool Lily with her butter-won’t-melt-in-her-mouth sweetness?


  Fuck her.


  Another volunteer bumped into her from behind, growling, “Get your butt moving, bitch.” Although there were less catfights between the girls since MJ’s days as the president’s girl, none of the volunteers liked Lily, who acted like she was only a twerk away from hooking up with one of the officers.


  Teeth gnashing, Lily forced herself to move and place rolls on the bikers’ plates, conscious all the while of how the other volunteers were snickering behind her back. She thought of the vice president and the Greek bitch, and of course it was no huge puzzle what the two were doing now, alone in the private kitchen at the executive floor.


  Lily’s resentment turned into an obsessive desire for revenge.


  I’ll make you pay, bitch. One of these days, I’ll make you pay.


  Chapter Twelve


  



  “That didn’t go well,” his fiancée said sadly as the elevator doors closed behind them.


  Yuri wisely chose not to reply.


  They stood next to each other, close but not touching, the silence between them sharpened by Kalli’s aura of dignified sorrow. He was torn between amusement and fascination at the sight. Only Kalliope Antoniou, Yuri thought wryly, could look like a beautiful, suffering Madonna without even crying a single tear.


  Nobody feeling like shit had the right to look as good as his fiancée did. If the other volunteers could see her now, they would no doubt hate her more. Probably even think she was faking it.


  But because Yuri knew Kalli would rather kill herself than fake anything, he took pity on her and drew her close, murmuring, “Don’t let it get to you.”


  She didn’t answer, staying quiet and still in the circle of his arms, absolutely picture-perfect in her sorrow that it tempted him to smile.


  Finally, he heard her say with a morose sigh, “You may say it now.”


  It was Kalli’s queenly voice again, and this time he couldn’t stop his lips from twitching as he asked, “Say what?”


  “You know.” She lifted her serious gaze up to him. “Grandmother always says it when I disobey her and I have to suffer consequences for it.”


  He shook his head, saying honestly, “I have no clue what you’re talking about.”


  “You may say I told you so.” This was uttered in Kalli’s best Queen Mary of Scots voice.


  Ah. He almost laughed. “I don’t think I should,” he said solemnly. “You make it sound no different from a beheading.”


  The elevator doors slid open then, and taking hold of her hand, he led her to the officers’ private kitchen slash dining room.


  “Shall we just eat in the kitchen?” he asked.


  She nodded and allowed him to seat her on one of the stools around the island.


  “What do you feel like eating?” The bitch of a volunteer had gotten her claws into Kalli before she could even take a single bite from her plate, and Yuri’s lips compressed at the memory.


  “No.”


  Startled, Yuri’s head swung in Kalli’s direction but found her chewing her lip while gazing at the cupboards. “Did you say anything?” At the back of his mind, he remembered the latest message from the doctor, about Kalli talking to herself when she was unsettled.


  “I saw it in your face.” Kalli’s tone was absent-minded as she got off her stool. “You plan to have a word with the volunteer.” As she spoke, Kalli walked towards the cupboards like someone hypnotized. “You mustn’t, though. It will only create greater discord.” She reached for the handles as if in a trance.


  The cupboards opened.


  Yuri forgot what he had to say when he saw the look of bliss in Kalli’s eyes.


  “Oh, Yuri,” he heard her breathe softly. “So. Much. Food.” She whirled around, her eyes glowing as they sought his. “And from all over the world! How?”


  It took him a beat to answer. “You have Aria to thank for this.” Nothing in his steady voice betrayed the sudden rawness that squeezed his chest. He was suddenly remembering the years Kalli’s tormentor had starved her as a child.


  “Want to be the one to fix our breakfast?” he heard himself ask.


  Her eyes widened. “I’m…allowed?”


  “This is your home now, and we’re a family here,” he said gently. “This kitchen is yours as much as it is anyone else’s.”


  Others would have protested coyly at his words. Others would have thanked him. But Kalli only nodded.


  “I see.”


  And if he hadn’t been watching her as closely as she was staring at him now, he would have thought he had imagined it.


  Fear.


  And then it was gone, Kalli moving around the kitchen like a goddess. Gliding instead of walking, her hands dancing in the air even though she was doing something as simple as taking a bottle of jam out of the cupboard.


  Sunlight from the window above the sink filtered in, giving Kalli a halo, so golden and bright Yuri could almost convince himself he had imagined it. But he knew he hadn’t. Kalli was afraid, and he knew enough of her past to understand what her fears were.


  She was afraid he might take his words back, afraid that she would be alone again if he ever walked away.


  Three words, Yuri thought, his fists clenching against his sides in frustration. He knew he only had to say three words and she would never feel afraid again.


  But he couldn’t bring himself to say it first.


  He had lied to her too many times already. He didn’t want to add to them as much as he could help it.


  “It’s ready.” Kalli’s soft voice pulled him out from the darkness.


  He blinked and found her pushing a plate of bear-faced sandwiches towards him. Deli meat and cheese made up ears for the bread, which had olives for the eyes, nose, and mouth. White paper towels were wrapped around the lower halves of the bread to make it look like they were tucked in for bed.


  He shook his head, amazed. “You did this from scratch.”


  Kalli only cocked her head to the side, her gaze quizzical.


  “In five minutes.”


  She only stared at him, her violet eyes asking what was so weird about that.


  Yuri’s lips twitched. “Never mind.” He took one of the sandwiches and handed it to her.


  “Thank you.”


  They ate in silence. He waited for the boredom to set in, but it never did. Instead, his fascination of Kalli increased, with the way she seemed to savor each bite, her eyes closing as she chewed ever so slowly.


  Had she always enjoyed her meals like this? And did she know how much he wanted to eat her in return?


  The thought came out of nowhere, and he shifted on his seat uncomfortably as his dick went into full erection mode.


  “Is something wrong?”


  “Ah…” Yuri found himself uncommonly lost for words, and he couldn’t help his gaze from straying back to his arousal. Down, boy, DOWN.


  But it only became bigger, longer, and harder.


  “Oh.” Kalli’s sad voice had him looking up. “You want me again.” If anything, her voice became sadder, and he was torn between wanting to strangle and kiss her.


  In the end, though, Yuri only let out a small sigh. “You’re not pleased I want you, sweetheart?”


  “Only because I can’t seem to want you back in the same way.”


  He watched Kalli raise her sandwich to her mouth and take a dainty bite, thinking sardonically that any man with a lesser self-esteem would have had his dick die at her sheer indifference.


  Unfortunately for her, he was a man with a very healthy self-esteem, and an even healthier libido.


  “You’re not going to eat?” Kalli’s voice drew his attention back to her, and Yuri saw her patting her mouth with a napkin.


  “I will.” As he picked up his sandwich, he asked, “Not counting the volunteers, how do you find your life here so far?”


  A half-minute passed before she answered, “It’s pleasant.”


  He grinned. He could no longer help it, knowing that people who didn’t understand how Kalli was would have thought she was damning them with faint praise.


  “It’s also different,” Kalli was adding.


  He nodded. “Too many people around you?”


  “Yes. But I’m adjusting. I know I have nothing to be afraid of.”


  “Because I’m here?” he teased and laughed when she shook her head solemnly at him.


  “It’s because,” she corrected him seriously, “you love me.”


  Ah.


  A ghost of a smile flitted over his lips as Yuri suddenly found himself struggling to bury a despised memory.


  He closed his eyes for a moment, using the time to ruthlessly force that part of his mind to shut down.


  He was no longer that man.


  He would never be that man even if he had to isolate himself for the rest of his life.


  When he opened his eyes, he saw Kalli staring at him. Mistaking it for hurt that he hadn’t said anything in return, he sought her hand and brought it to his lips. “Sorry.” He pressed another kiss to her knuckles. “You made me remember something I’ve always wanted to forget.”


  She nodded, and he smiled, one that reached his eyes this time.


  Yuri realized then that he liked this strange, beautiful reticence of hers. She forgave with a nod and meant it. She smiled when she was happy and meant it. He wished he could be like her, rather than just a pale, broken imitation.


  Then he noticed Kalli staring at him again, and he asked, “Do I have something on my face?”


  Stepping off the stool, she shook her head. “It’s not that.” She took out a pitcher of lemon-infused water from the fridge and poured each of them a glass.


  Kalli handed it to him, and he murmured his thanks before raising the glass to his lips. He took a sip—


  “I was thinking I’d like it if we could kiss again.”


  —and almost choked.


  He slowly lowered the glass back to the table. A minute ago, she had told him she didn’t want him. But now she wanted to kiss him?


  “If I didn’t know better,” Yuri told her conversationally, “I’d be tempted to ask you the same question Andreus did.”


  Kalli’s lips curved in a rare, sheepish smile. “I don’t understand it myself. When you kiss me, I feel…right. But when you touch me…”


  When she didn’t continue, Yuri said, “When I touch you...what?”


  His fiancée gave him a helpless glance. “I don’t know.”


  Yuri released a small sigh. “Never mind.” His ego could take it. Glancing at Kalli, he patted her lap and found himself smiling when she acquiesced with another simple nod.


  Deciding to surprise her, he grasped her by the waist and had her gasping as she found herself straddling his lap on the stool.


  “That,” Kalli said breathlessly, “was fast.” One hand clutching his shoulder for balance, she brought her other hand to her chest. “My heart is beating fast, too.”


  Her eyes were shining as she spoke, her cheeks flushed, and the truth dawned on him.


  It was too late.


  Too damn late, even if he wouldn’t – wouldn’t ever – allow the words to even cross his mind.


  Too goddamn late, maybe even as far back as the first time he set eyes on her four years ago.


  Kalliope Antoniou had gotten under his skin to steal a piece of his heart.


  God. Damn. It.


  “Ah, Kalli.” He didn’t let either of them speak after that, simply cupping her face with both hands as he took her lips. She gasped, but he didn’t let her go, even leaning back against the edge of the counter so he could balance himself and kiss him deeper.


  A small pair of hands clutched his shoulders tightly. “Yuri.”


  God. He sucked on her tongue, thinking he could listen to her moan his name all night long.


  “Yuri.” She kissed him just as wildly, and he almost, almost lost it.


  Tearing his mouth away before he ended up losing his mind and fucking her on the kitchen counter, he started a wet trail down her neck. Her fingers crept up to clutch his hair as he started sucking on the pulse on the side of her neck.


  “Yuri. I feel…I want…I don’t understand...”


  But he did.


  She was clutching his head more tightly now, her body demanding him to suck harder even if her mind hadn’t completely caught up.


  No fucking problem. Yuri hungrily obliged, drawing the tender skin between his teeth. He did it again and again, his cock throbbing in the same pulsing pace.


  “Oh, Yuri.” She arched against him.


  And that was when they both felt it.


  Stunned, Yuri pulled back to stare down at what he thought he felt.


  Her breasts, swelling above the neckline, and its nipples – oh, her sweet, pink nipples – had come to life, hardened tips puckering against the thin fabric of her dress.


  Kalli was staring down at herself as well. “I think…I want you.”


  “Yeah,” he managed hoarsely. He was barely able to keep his hands off her breasts, too damn worried to make an unexpected move that might frighten her off and have Kalli indifferent to him again.


  She raised her gaze to his, her eyes filled with undisguised wonder. “Yuri, I want you.” Then, as if wanting to test the truth of her words, she cupped her breasts and tweaked her nipples.


  He groaned.


  She gasped.


  But before they could do anything else, they both heard a knock on the door. “Ignore it,” he rasped out, unable to take his gaze off her breasts.


  Another knock.


  Kalli’s fingers let go of her nipples.


  God. Damn. It.


  He would kill whoever it was—


  The door opened, and with Kalli facing the door, she was the first one to see who it was. He watched her blink. “It’s Leon.” Her tone was surprised, but with a faint touch of affection.


  Yuri’s face became grim. He was fated to commit murder then.


  Although Leon’s face remained bland, his eyes gleamed with interest as he watched the Greek biker carefully lift his fiancée off his lap. He would never have thought Kalliope Antoniou the type to make out in a kitchen, but then he should really have known better. Yesterday was enough to teach him that with the Greek heiress, nothing would ever be predictable.


  The couple finally reached him, and he noticed the way Yuri had a possessive arm around Kalli’s waist.


  Good, Leon thought in amusement. He liked it a lot when he was able to jerk rich people’s chains, and he knew ‘rich’ barely covered it where the biker was concerned.


  “Hello,” Kalli said, still smiling.


  Yuri slanted a look at his fiancée. For Kalli, that was the equivalent of jumping for joy, and his dislike intensified. Looking back at the Italian, he inclined his head slightly. “Arlotta.”


  “Athanas,” Leon returned mockingly. But when he addressed Kalli again, his tone was charmingly light. “As promised, I’ve brought you the registration forms for you to fill out.”


  Yuri frowned as Kalli took the folder from Leon. “Registration?”


  She nodded. “During the tour, Leon kindly shared with me about a short-term baking course due to start next week. I intend to take it.”


  The two then glanced at him.


  He crossed his arms over his chest. “No.”


  Chapter Thirteen


  



  “Giving me a bath will really make you feel less sad?”


  Ignoring Kalli’s doubtful voice, he took hold of her hand and, leading her to the en-suite bathroom, he said resolutely, “Yes.” It was also his self-chosen reward for having the forbearance not to beat Leon Arlotta into a pulp for putting the stupidest ideas in his fiancée’s head.


  Initially, Yuri had every plan to put his foot down. The idea of setting Kalli loose in the real world without him by her side was too worrying for his peace of mind. But then he had turned to her, saw those starry eyes of her, and he had heard himself say, “As long as you don’t mind having security follow you around.”


  After closing the bathroom door, he turned around and froze.


  Kalli was taking off her clothes.


  God. Damn. It.


  She had her back to him, and he swallowed at the sight of her nearly nude body. She was down to only her panties now, but she was already bending, and it was all Yuri could do not to palm her wonderfully pert butt.


  God. Damn. It.


  He was the luckiest bastard on earth. She was stunningly beautiful and incredibly sexy, but more than that, she was without vanity, guile, or cunning. There was no one like Kalliope Antoniou in this world, and he was willing to bet on that.


  He watched her hips wriggle as she pushed the scrap of silk down her long, shapely legs, and his dick didn’t just twitch. Instead, it shoved against his sweatpants, demanding to be taken close to the sweet, virginal pussy it knew was nearby.


  And then Kalli was turning around, facing him, gloriously naked—


  Yuri swallowed again. God help him. He said the words under his breath, but apparently Kalli still heard him, with the way she was blinking at him in confusion.


  “Why do you need God’s help?”


  Because I might not last five seconds, he answered truthfully in his mind. But out loud, he only said, “I’m praying for His help to make sure that I don’t frighten you.”


  She was already shaking her head before he finished speaking. “You will never frighten me, Yuri.” Her voice was patient, almost like she was speaking to a child, and he smiled at the sound of it.


  “You love me, after all.”


  Ah.


  “Of course,” he said lightly. “I should have remembered.”


  Kalli’s lips slowly curved. “Silly Yuri.” And then she looked down, and when she spoke again, her voice was filled with breathless wonder. “I want you again.”


  He followed her gaze. She was staring at her breasts, which had again come to life, her sweet pink nipples hardened and begging to be sucked.


  “I can see that,” he said hoarsely.


  When her gaze returned to meet his, it was hazy with desire, and Yuri knew then this would be no let’s-take-it-gently shower, no way Kalli would leave the bathroom without him having a taste of her pussy.


  “Is it okay if I start taking off my clothes now, sweetheart?” His voice was thick with need.


  She nodded.


  His gaze capturing hers, he slowly pulled his shirt over his head and when his chest was bared to her sight, she whispered, “I feel so strangely hot, Yuri.”


  God. Damn. It.


  How was he going to survive the next minute with her saying things like that?


  His sweatpants went next, and her eyes widened. Again, he followed her gaze and saw it was drawn to the huge bulge his arousal made against his briefs. That was when he realized he hadn’t thought to ask what she knew about sex and he asked carefully, “Did someone teach you about making love, sweetheart?”


  A slow, wary nod. “Grandmother says it should only be something done by two people in love.” A pause then Kalli spoke again, doubtfully, “Like you and me.”


  “Oh, Kalli.” His voice was strained, but his broad shoulders also rocked with silent mirth. “Don’t forget what you said earlier. You don’t need to be frightened of me…”


  “Oh.” She grimaced. “I did forget.” She squared her shoulders. “I will not be frightened then.”


  And she didn’t sound like it, he acknowledged, amused. This time, she was only using her queenly-before-a-beheading voice again.


  Deciding that action spoke louder than words in addressing her fears, he stepped forward and, without a word, cupped her face and kissed her.


  She was still in his arms, but he didn’t let this stop him, nibbling on her lips tenderly, patiently, wooing her with nips and licks until finally he felt her lips parting under his. Yuri drove his tongue in, a slow, steady stroke that allowed her to gradually adjust to his possession.


  Moments later, and he felt and heard her surrender as Kalli released the sexiest little whimper just before wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing him back.


  Yuri didn’t waste time after that.


  Making his move without hesitation, he lifted her in his arms without breaking the kiss and carried her to the shower. Setting her down, he switched the shower on, and hot water blasted down on them.


  Lifting his head, he commanded, “Turn around, Kalli.”


  She did so without question and moaned softly when he started soaping her a moment later. He started with her smooth, slim back before moving his hands forward, cupping her breasts from behind.


  “Ah.” Kalli leaned back against him, and he kneaded her breasts harder.


  He watched her lids close. With the water cascading down on them and the look of pleasure dawning on her face, she looked like a water goddess, and his desire for her almost knew no bounds. Gritting his teeth for control, he captured her nipples between his fingers—


  Her eyes flew open.


  —and then he pinched.


  Kalli jerked against his body, and he clenched his teeth harder as his cock slid up and down between the crack of her butt.


  He turned her around and pushed her to the wall. “I’m going to eat you—”


  Kalli whitened. “No!” She tried shoving him off. “Why? I’m not food!”


  He laughed even as his balls ached harder with the way Kalli’s breasts jiggled at her every move. “Kalli. I don’t mean eat you literally.”


  Her struggles subsided. “Oh.” She glared at him. “You should make yourself clear.”


  “I’ll make it clear to you,” he promised solemnly, “if you trust me to make you feel good.”


  A slow, measured nod.


  “Lean back against the wall.” When she had followed his order, he said huskily, “Now, just let yourself enjoy this.” He started with her breasts, rinsing the soap from them before bending his head down to take one nipple inside his mouth. He heard her gasp over his head and he pulled away, his gaze wicked as he looked up at her. “That’s what I mean by eating you.”


  Then he went back to her nipple and started laving it with his tongue. When he felt her hands clutching his shoulders, he started sucking hard on her nipple. When he felt her hands move towards his hair, he gave her nipple a quick, hard bite and was rewarded with the reflexive tightening of her grip.


  After doing the same to her other nipple, he pulled away, took the soap from the tray, and started soaping her legs. When he had rinsed them off, he looked into her eyes. “Ready?”


  “Ready for what?” Her tone was bemused.


  “This.” He started soaping her pussy.


  “Aaaaah!”


  He soaped her quickly but thoroughly and then rinsed her with equal care. Afterwards, he squatted down and did what he had been dying to do from the start.


  He ate her pussy.


  Above him, he heard her start to scream.


  He licked and lapped her up. He thrust his tongue in and out of her folds. And when her hips started thrusting against his mouth, he gripped her in place before sucking on her clit.


  “Yuri!”


  He heard the panic in her voice and rose up immediately, knowing that it was Kalli’s first time to feel an orgasm building inside her. “It’s okay,” he murmured soothingly. “It’s okay, sweetheart.”


  Her eyes remained wide with confusion and terror.


  “It’s going to be good. Just relax and trust me.” His body clenched at the way she gulped, visibly struggling with her fears before she slowly forced her body to relax. “It will be good,” he promised tautly just before diving his fingers back into her pussy. He found her clit without any problem, and locking his gaze with hers, he slowly pinched her clit between his fingers.


  She buckled, and he pinched her again. She gasped, and he pinched her harder. She came at the fifth pinch, her eyes dilating as she moaned his name. Without taking his gaze off hers, he reached for his own dick with his other hand, and in seconds, he was gritting her name out as he, too, came.


  It was another half hour before they left the shower, Yuri remembering belatedly to shampoo and condition her hair before helping her to dress. They ate a quick breakfast at the private kitchen in their floor and after, it was time for Kalli to attend her first day of college.


  It would have been a perfect day, Yuri thought grimly, if only Leon Arlotta hadn’t managed to get his damn foot in first.


  The two of them stared at each other at the doorway. Leon had offered to take Kalli to class, supposedly as part of his duty as her official guide. Kalli had accepted, and Yuri had to pretend he didn’t mind. He hadn’t been able to think of any way to let his fiancée know the Italian was a piece of shit without breaking her heart.


  Helios joined him as he watched Leon and Kalli walk away. The other man had his golf cart with him again, and he heard Kalli ask if she could drive it one day. His fists clenched at the thought that it would be another man teaching his woman to drive.


  “I’m surprised you’re letting her go,” Helios remarked.


  Only when Leon and Kalli had driven away did Yuri answer. “I can’t keep her caged forever.”


  “Fair enough.” As Yuri closed the front door, Helios continued, “But you’re forgetting something, I think.”


  “And what is that, ex-President?” he asked politely.


  “A cage’s not a cage when you have the key to it.”


  Yuri’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “I wonder, though. Would having the key matter when one of them is claustrophobic? He might never leave the cage, might even throw away the key so neither of them would be able to leave.”


  Both of them knew that this time, Yuri wasn’t just talking about Kalli.


  Helios said slowly, “You could look at it differently. What happened before…maybe it only happened because you were caged with the wrong person.”


  The former president’s words remained with him even when lunch had come and gone and he was preparing a bento box for Kalli, thinking it would make a good surprise.


  “Oh my God, what are you doing?” Hallie hurried inside the kitchen, unable to believe that Aria had indeed been telling the truth. Yuri Athanas was in the kitchen and cooking!


  She reached his side, took one look at the table, and burst into laughter. It was a complete mess, with bento making tools scattered next to bowls of discarded food.


  “Don’t worry about that,” Yuri muttered gruffly when he saw her gaze at the mountains of bread and egg he had on plates, all of them imperfectly shaped. “I told Aria I’ll be fixing tonight’s meal, and no one’s going to dare not eat it when they find out I cooked it.”


  A good point, Hallie thought ruefully, although it was also openly ruthless, which was rare for her brother. Yuri had always liked to manipulate from behind the scenes.


  Taking a seat on one of the stools, she asked curiously, “What are you planning to do?”


  “Onigiri at the start,” he said, disgruntled, “but it proved too hard so now I think I’ll stick with a sandwich.”


  She peeked at his latest pièce de résistance and smiled at the design he had chosen. “How romantic,” she teased.


  “Shut up.”


  She pretended to be offended. “Is that how it is now? You snap everyone’s heads off except Kalli’s?”


  Yuri said with charming gentleness, “Shut up.” His sister burst into peals of laughter, and his hands temporarily stilled at the sound of it.


  That, he thought absently, was what he had promised to marry Kalli for. That was what he had pretended to love Kalli for, and knowing that she was now safe from harm made Yuri unable to regret his decision.


  He looked at her then. Pretty little Hallie, whose eyes were so like his. Her dazzling femininity hid a strong mind and an even stronger will to survive. She was dressed like a doll again, and he found himself thinking, not for the first time, if there was a more serious meaning behind it.


  Hallie noticed her brother staring at her, and she asked uneasily, “Is something wrong?”


  Yuri shook his head. “No. I was just thinking.” He started on the bento making again.


  Sensing that Yuri wasn’t completely telling her the truth, she asked, “Is it because of Dr. Korba? Is he bothering you again?”


  “That’s one.”


  She frowned. “You should just block his number. I mean, you can’t really believe what he’s saying about Kalli, can you?” She shook her head at the mere thought of it. “It’s like what you said. She’s different. Special. But she’s not crazy.”


  “I know.”


  She bit her lip, and suddenly it was clear to her. “Oh, Yuri.”


  When Hallie’s voice caught, Yuri glanced sharply at his sister, and that was when he realized he hadn’t fooled her at all. “Hallie—”


  She shook her head vehemently. “You must listen to me this time.” She bit her lip harder, using it to control her tears. “You were never to blame, and more than that, you managed to save me. Now, it’s time to let go.”


  Yuri didn’t answer, but he hadn’t stopped her from speaking either, and Hallie knew she should be thankful for that.


  Or not.


  Because behind the kitchen door was Lily, listening to every word that her vengeful, bitter heart knew could be used against Kalliope Antoniou in the future. She just had to find someone who could help her play her cards right.


  Chapter Fourteen


  



  While Kalli stared at the bento box Yuri held in his hands like it was a snake in the grass, other people in the hallway stared at them, their heads twisting in their direction as they walked past Yuri and Kalli.


  This, Yuri thought grimly, was getting damn awkward, but knowing Kalli, she wasn’t feeling a thing.


  Another half-minute passed and they remained standing outside her baking class. Yuri had come to pick her up, no different he knew from a nervous parent anxious to see if his kid hadn’t been traumatized by his first day of school.


  In front of him, Kalli continued to stare at his bento in silence. She was perfectly beautiful and motionless, the complete opposite of a statue coming to life. Instead, she was like a girl turned immortal in marble, with her alabaster skin and exquisitely symmetrical features.


  “Are you going to take it or not?” he asked finally.


  Violet eyes met his. “But is it really for me?”


  He was exasperated. “I told you it is.”


  Silence again, and just when he had decided to simply retract his offer – even if it did dent his ego like hell – she said simply, “I find it hard to believe.”


  “Why?”


  “Because no one else has done it for me.”


  It was his turn to be skeptical. “Not even Mila Antoniou?”


  She nodded then held out her hands.


  Placing the bento box in her hands, he murmured, “I see.” But he didn’t. How could her grandmother not do something this simple for her? Surely she had known that food worked like some kind of value metric for her granddaughter?


  “Do you want to eat it now?” he heard himself ask. “I know a nice spot in the garden at the back of this building.”


  A slow nod, but her eyes were shining like he had told her he could give her the moons and the stars.


  Taking her hand, he led her into the heart of the university’s gardens, which boasted of award-winning landscaping. Once in a while, he would hear her sigh, like the beauty surrounding her took her breath away. Again, it highlighted how different she was from other heiresses, most of whom would have taken such loveliness for granted.


  Differences, Yuri thought, he now appreciated.


  “We’re here.” He brought her to a gazebo facing the garden’s manmade pond.


  Kalli looked around her and then told him gravely, “It’s perfect.”


  And private, Yuri thought. He had his guards circle the perimeter to prevent anyone from interrupting them.


  When they were seated across each other, Kalli finally opened her bento box, which contained two pieces of blackened panda-shaped toast as well as a heart-shaped sunny side up, also badly burnt.


  “Wow.” She stopped speaking as one of his guards approached them, handing Yuri and Kalli a cup of coffee each, which had been freshly brewed from a nearby specialty coffee shop. When the guard had walked away, Kalli told him baldly, “This is unbelievably bad.”


  He burst into laughter.


  “But,” his fiancée continued in a queenly voice, “I shall enjoy it because you did it for me.” As she ate, she started telling him about her first day in class, where no one had looked at her like she wasn’t normal and the teacher had not hated Kalli for being a natural genius in the kitchen. She said the words so matter-of-factly it had him laughing again, to which Kalli remarked, “I do not see the humor in it.”


  After the meal and the coffee, he patted his thigh and again, she didn’t hesitate, climbing into his lap in broad daylight like it was the most natural thing in the world.


  If all women were without a coy bone in their bodies like Kalli, Yuri thought, it would be so damn easy for men to fall in love.


  Time passed in peaceful silence. He thought she was sleeping when she stirred and suddenly said his name.


  “What is it?” He couldn’t resist nuzzling the top of her head as he spoke.


  She looked up at him. “What we did this morning…”


  He raised a brow.


  She asked thoughtfully, “I can eat you, too, can’t I?”


  Yuri choked.


  “Right?”


  He cleared his throat. “Err…yes.” And from feeling one with nature, he was now feeling desperate to be one with the girl on his lap. He watched her chew on her lip as she turned his question over her curious little mind. What he would do, Yuri thought hungrily, to chew on her pussy now.


  “I have decided,” Kalli suddenly said.


  His gaze narrowed, but his voice was deceptively polite as he said, “I have to warn you, sweetheart. If you’ve decided you do not want me again—”


  “Oh, nothing like that,” Kalli interrupted helpfully.


  He relaxed.


  “It’s the opposite.” Innocent, determined eyes sought his. “I’ve decided that I want you to teach me how to eat you.” He choked for the second time, and she pounded his back. “This is what Grandmother does,” Kalli told him, “when I choke on my food.” When he stopped choking, she peered at him, “Are you okay now?”


  “Yes.” His voice was strained. He was okay as a man at the end of his sexual tether could be.


  “Then I may eat you now?”


  God help him.


  Swallowing back a groan, he managed to say, “As soon as we get home, sweetheart.”


  She shook her head. “But I want you to teach me now.”


  Her mulish expression had him incredulous. “Are you serious?”


  “Please.” And it was almost like she was fluttering her lashes at him even though he knew she was probably only blinking. Either way, he was done for the moment he heard her say the P-word in that sweet, clear voice of hers.


  “You promise to do everything I say?” he heard himself ask even as a part of him questioned his sanity. Public sex had never been his thing, and yet here he was, his dick wanting to jump out of his pants and fuck the hell out of his fiancée.


  At Kalli’s nod, he said thickly, “Get down on your knees then.” He waited for her to ask why but she didn’t and instead slid to her knees gracefully.


  “Now…unzip my jeans.”


  A moment’s hesitation and then her fingers were fluttering over his zipper, wrestling with it at first before she got the hang of it and had his jeans completely unzipped.


  “Pull my dick out.”


  A deep breath before one of her hands slipped inside his jeans, and after it was his turn to inhale hard at the feel of her fingers gripping his dick. Another second and she had pulled his dick out.


  It looked almost furiously big, and her fingers reflexively tightened when his dick pulsed at her touch. After, she raised her eyes to his, whispering in awed disbelief, “It looks like it has a life of its own.”


  Despite his arousal doing its best to get his head unscrewed, Yuri managed a grin. “It kinda does.” When her gaze returned to his cock, he asked, “Are you certain you still want to do this?”


  “More than ever,” Kalli answered him without taking her gaze off his furiously pulsing dick between her fingers.


  Sucking his breath at her answer, he said hoarsely, “Then tighten your grip. Tighter. As hard…there.” Yuri felt beads of sweat forming at the side of his head as he fought to control his lust. “Now, start moving your hand up and down. Don’t loosen your grip…just keep moving…yes.”


  The word had come out in a hiss, and Kalli’s fingers stilled as she looked up sharply at him. “Did I do something wrong?”


  He shook his head. “You’re doing everything right,” he rasped out, “and that’s what…” She didn’t let him finish, her hand moving up and down again, and he closed his eyes at the sheer pleasure of it.


  God.


  She was such a damn natural with this.


  “Faster.”


  Kalli obeyed his command without question.


  “Are you ready to eat me?”


  His fiancée answered simply, “Yes.”


  “Then do it,” he said harshly. His eyes opened. “Lower your head and slowly take my dick into your mouth.” He groaned as the first inch of his dick slipped into the moist, snug warmth. “Open your lips wider, sweetheart.” Another inch slipped in as her mouth opened wider, and he groaned again.


  “Relax your throat,” he told her roughly, “or you won’t be able to eat all of me.”


  He could feel her struggle to heed his warning. Gag reflex kicked in once or twice, but then suddenly his dick was sliding all the way in. In the next second, his entire length had disappeared into her mouth, and Yuri groaned.


  His fingers sinking into her hair, he told her, “Eat me. Move your head up and down. Release my cock then get it back…oh God, yes, like that, exactly, sweetheart, God…” And this time, she did something of her own accord.


  She started sucking without being commanded.


  He threw his head back with a guttural sound.


  She sucked him hard and deep, her mouth moving tirelessly up and down and his dick, and the moments trickled too slow and too fast at the same time. Pleasure so intense began to build inside him it had Yuri gasping and stiffening under her ministrations.


  “I’m about to come,” he gritted out. “If you don’t want to try tasting me, now’s the time to stop eating me.”


  Her eyes wide at his words, Kalli slowly shook her head, her mouth still stuffed with his dick.


  The sight of it proved too much and, holding her head tightly, he began thrusting his dick deeper into her. Kalli’s throat was completely relaxed, allowing him to sink fully into her mouth. When she didn’t panic at his touch, he slowly increased his pace, and the pleasure inside him sharpened.


  And then there was no way to think.


  Pleasure took hold of him, Yuri coming with a growl and his movements becoming wild. He fucked her mouth as he came, stuffing her mouth with his dick again and again.


  And she took all of it, to the very last drop.


  Later, with Kalli snuggled in his arms as he carried her on their way back to Afxisi’s headquarters, he heard her say drowsily, “Yuri.”


  “Mm?” He kissed her head. He couldn’t help it.


  “I don’t know what’s changed,” she confessed, “but I don’t think I’ll ever stop wanting you now.”


  He didn’t answer even though just listening to her suddenly made the truth so blindingly clear


  Things had changed when he had changed.


  Her body had become his the moment Yuri had accepted that his heart was hers.


  Chapter Fifteen


  



  Day 14.


  It had been two weeks since Kalliope Antoniou had come to live with him, and Yuri had recently found himself starting each day with a mental diary. From day one, however, the main entry had been the same.


  Still torture.


  It was the simplest way to describe the agony of lying beside Kalli, who at first tormented him with her indifference. Fast forward a week, and she still tormented him, this time with the knowledge that his fiancée was his for the taking.


  But for some reason, he just couldn’t make himself touch her. Even knowing that she now wanted him as much as he wanted her, he couldn’t make himself cross that line.


  If he took her virginity, that was it. There would be no turning back, whether or not she deserved someone like him.


  As if sensing she was in his thoughts, Kalli suddenly snuggled close, her breasts brushing against his arm. Her nipples puckered, and his dick twitched.


  Yup, Yuri thought resignedly. Still torture.


  Beside him, Kalli asked, “What are you thinking about?”


  He allowed himself to smile in the darkness. “You.”


  She giggled.


  He loved that sound. Her laughter, her giggles, and her gasps – he loved every sound of pleasure she made, and it was terrifying how much that sound had become important to Yuri in such a short time.


  Turning on his side so he could move back and place a bit more distance between him and the temptation of her breasts, he asked, “And you?” His voice was gently teasing. “Are you thinking about me?”


  “All the time,” she said simply.


  Ah, Kalli. He wanted to tell her not to say such words so easily, but he didn’t. To do so would ask her to stop being different – to start lying and be as normal and deceitful as the rest of them – and that, he realized, he didn’t want her to do.


  The longer he knew her, the more he thought that the world needed more people like Kalli and less of people like him.


  “Yuri?” Kalli inched closer towards him, closer and closer until he had no choice but to cradle her head in the nook of his arm and allow her breasts to brush tantalizingly against his chest.


  STILL. TORTURE.


  “Why do you have a hard time sleeping?”


  He didn’t answer right away. Finally, he said, “When I sleep, I have bad dreams, and they make me…unable to breathe.” 


  Even in the darkness, he could sense her alarm as she pushed herself up, demanding, “But won’t you die if you don’t sleep?”


  He pulled her back down in his arms, murmuring soothingly, “It’s not like that.” Not unless someone could die of guilt. “I have medication, but I’ve stopped taking them.”


  “Why?” she demanded.


  He didn’t answer.


  She said sadly, “Because of me.”


  Yuri froze. Damn. He had again forgotten how exceptionally smart and intuitive she was. “Kalli—”


  She cut her off, saying quietly, “You’re afraid one day I might do something, aren’t you?”


  His chest constricted. Yes. He was goddamn terrified that something bad would happen, something that would tear them apart since his track record with love didn’t exactly inspire hope.


  But out loud, Yuri said, “No. Of course not.” What else was there to say?


  Kalli didn’t answer.


  In one swift move, he switched the bedside light on then rolled Kalli to her back while he loomed over her, his body between her legs and his cock nestled against her pussy. “It’s all me, sweetheart. It’s all me,” he said fiercely, “and only because I have a hard time letting my guard down.”


  She gazed into his eyes, and he stared back at her.


  Finally, she whispered, “I know it’s hard to believe because I may be crazy—” She shook her head when he started to speak. “But I say this with all my heart.” Kalli took his hand and placed it on her chest. “I will never do anything to cause you pain.” Her voice softened. “Because I love you.”


  Ah, Kalli.


  He cupped her face, wanting to kiss her because it was the next best thing after the words he still couldn’t make himself say. But before their lips could touch, they both heard it.


  Someone was knocking – no, banging – on the door.


  God. Damn. It.


  People in their lives had the worst timing in the world.


  There was another hard bang, and then Kellion was yelling, “Wake up, lovebirds. It’s time to hit the beach.”


  



  ****


  



  Yuri was jealous, and he didn’t like it one goddamn bit.


  Volunteers Day, a special holiday Hallie had recently come up with, was fast becoming Yuri’s most despised holiday. If Volunteers Day would always have something to do with the beach, where his fiancée had to be on fucking display amongst hundreds of leering wolves, then he wanted no part of it next year or any other year.


  No matter where they went, the stares followed, and Yuri had lost count of the number of times he had to restrain himself from throwing a punch at a guy who had stared at his woman one second too long.


  In Kalli’s defense, she was more covered than most other girls on the beach. She had the most deliciously feminine swimsuit, which was more like a dress, with its red tank-styled top and blue-and-white-dotted skirt.


  Unfortunately, the fact that she showed less skin than most was also why the men couldn’t stop staring. The promise of cleavage swelling over the swimsuit’s modest neckline made them salivate, and the big black ribbon at the back of her swimsuit was just begging to be untied.


  Yuri took a deep breath and cracked his knuckles repeatedly. Just another hour or so, he told himself, and they could finally leave this goddamn place and go back to the hotel.


  Besides, it was a lot better now. Earlier, Kalli had asked him if there was a place she could build sandcastles, and he had swiftly acquiesced by taking her to a private beach, along with Andreus and Hallie. It placed a good number of miles between Kalli and the crowds, but Yuri hadn’t been satisfied until his bodyguards were stationed around them, forming another circle of privacy.


  If his actions made him appear territorial, then so fucking be it.


  Kalliope Antoniou was his alone.


  In front of Yuri, Kalli was kneeling on the sand, building her sandcastle in a furious competition with Andreus Economou. Both had taken a sort of friendly dislike to each other, the way siblings had love-hate relationships, and even now Yuri could hear the two bickering.


  “You never cease to confound me,” Kalli was saying as she carefully shaped the outer walls of her sandcastle.


  Andreus grunted.


  “First, you tell Hallie, the girl you love—”


  “For fuck’s sake, woman—”


  “—that she is ugly even when she is not. Then when she cries and leaves, you look like you want to go to her but you don’t.” Kalli rested back on her haunches and looked at Andreus quizzically. “Do you understand why I am confused?”


  “No.” The Afxisi’s reportedly most dangerous member gave Yuri’s fiancée a ferocious scowl. “Now can you please shut up and let me build this damn sandcastle?”


  It had no effect on Kalli, who only shook her head, murmuring, “You’re so confusing.”


  Andreus looked like he wanted to kill her. Again.


  “If Yuri had not explained to me about you, I would have thought you were a liar.”


  “And what,” Andreus interrupted in an ominously soft voice, “did your fiancé explain to you?”


  “That he says you speak a different language as a half-Cyprian—”


  “We speak Greek,” Andreus growled.


  “—and because of this, it somehow makes you end up saying the opposite of what you feel.”


  “Do you realize,” he demanded incredulously, “how insane that sounds?”


  Kalli blinked. “But your actions are just as insane,” she pointed out reasonably. “You love Hallie, but you push her away—”


  “How many times,” Andreus bellowed, “do I have to tell you I don’t love Hallie Athanas?”


  A gasp.


  Andreus’ head snapped towards the sound, and he cursed under his breath when he saw Hallie, a sick look on her face. She had heard everything.


  Kalli and Andreus watched Hallie walk away.


  “You should go to her now,” Kalli decided, “before it’s too late.”


  “Shut up,” Andreus snapped, but he was already rising to his feet and then he was stalking after Hallie.


  Alone, Kalli looked at Yuri over her shoulder.


  He walked towards her with a wry smile.


  When he reached her, Kalli looked up at him, asking seriously, “Was Andreus’ love for Hallie supposed to be a secret?”


  “Somewhat.”


  “I see.” Something flickered in her eyes. “It’s strange. Grandmother and I never kept our love for each other a secret.”


  He had no words to say, knowing that in a way, she had it right.


  Love wasn’t supposed to be a secret.


  Yuri started to say her name but closed his mouth when he realized she had already moved on to other things. More specifically, she had gone back to building her sandcastle, and by the look of concentration in her eyes, it was as if she had forgotten him already.


  His gaze moved to her work in progress, and he almost choked in surprised that she had managed to build a drawbridge and courtyard behind the outer walls.


  He shook his head in amazement. “You can probably compete with that stuff,” he remarked.”


  But Kalli didn’t look up, and her hands didn’t stop packing, shaping sand, and bringing it to life.


  If he had known Kalli a little longer, he would have realized his fiancée was desperately trying to bury her fears. The look of devastation on Hallie’s face had terrified her, bringing all her nightmares to the surface.


  Nightmares that had nothing to do with Madame.


  Nightmares that had everything to do with Yuri Athanas.


  Nightmares that began and ended with the man she loved no longer loving her.


  If Yuri had known Kalli a little longer, he would have known all of this.


  But he didn’t.


  And so, staring down at Kalli, a guilty sense of tension enveloped Yuri as he realized that, in many ways, his fiancée was more child than woman.


  A question sliced into his mind.


  Was it truly right that he keep her with him, knowing it was only a matter of time before his control broke and he’d be fucking her and marking her as his for eternity?


  Would it be better if he took a step back now…before he could hurt her more?


  



  ****


  



  It started as something cold and dark in the pit of her stomach, and then it rose up, so fast it took Kalli’s breath away and she found herself gasping silently.


  Something was wrong, the cold, terrifying darkness gleefully boasted to her.


  Something was wrong.


  Kalli didn’t know what, how it happened, or why.


  All she knew was that something was wrong.


  The sand crumbled past her fingers. Her head shot up. Her gaze sought him.


  She caught a fleeting glimpse of Yuri’s face.


  Nooooo—


  Her lips parted in a moan of pain at what she saw.


  Yuri.


  Her heart called out to him, but his heart didn’t hear her.


  Yuri!


  But he had started walking away.


  YURI!


  But he never looked back, and somehow Kalli found the strength to make her voice work despite the cold, terrifying darkness that tried clawing her into silence.


  “YURI!”


  She screamed, gasped, and sobbed his name, not realizing that a powerful wave had crashed against the shores at the same time, drowning her voice.


  All she knew was that she had called for Yuri, and he had not turned back.


  Darkness had won.


  She squeezed her eyes shut.


  And then she began rocking herself.


  It. Was. Not. Going. To. Break.


  It was not!


  ****


  



  As the foamy waters receded from the shores, tamed by the cycle of nature, that was when Yuri thought he heard something, and his steps halted. He listened, and a second later he heard it again.


  Spinning around, he saw that he had not imagined it at all. His guards seemed to have heard it, too, all of them converging towards Kalli—


  She was rocking herself, her lips moving feverishly as if she was whispering to herself. Her eyes were squeezed shut, but her face was contorted in pain as if even behind her eyelids she was still haunted.


  Tears ran down her face, and the sight destroyed his already broken heart.


  Yuri ran as fast as he could to get back to her. “Kalli!” He wanted her to know he was coming to her. “Kalli!” But she didn’t look up, and her lips didn’t stop moving.


  Reaching her, he fell to his knees and asked in a fear-scratched voice, “What’s wrong, sweetheart?”


  But she continued to rock herself, and Yuri began to read her lips.


  It. Was. Not. Going. To. Break.


  Again and again, she said the words to herself.


  It. Was. Not. Going. To. Break.


  He remembered reading those words from the files Mila Antoniou sent him.


  It. Was. Not. Going. To. Break.


  Her pain was silent, endless, and raw, and regret tore into him.


  He knew. He just knew he was the cause of Kalli’s mind hurtling back into the past.


  “I’m sorry.” He hauled her into his arms. “Oh God, Kalli, I’m sorry.” He muttered the words over and over, willing Kalli to come back and hear him.


  “Sir, do you want us to call 911?” one of his bodyguards asked worriedly. 


  He shook his head, knowing that an emergency call would only make the situation worse.


  “Kalli, please.” He kissed her hair, and it was as if the touch of his lips brought her to life.


  A great shudder racked her body, and then she was looking up at him, violet eyes filled with so much agony his chest almost caved in at the sight of it.


  “God.” He whitened at the way her body continued to tremble violently in his arms. “Kalli, I’m sorry.”


  She was crying harder and mumbling incoherently now, and his fears worsened. “Tell me what’s wrong,” Yuri begged. “How can I help you if you don’t tell me what’s wrong?” His own hands shaking, he framed her face and made her look up. “Tell me.”


  More tears fell down her beautiful face as she whispered brokenly, “I saw you.”


  Yuri froze.


  “You looked at me like you didn’t see me.”


  Oh God, no—


  “T-then y-you looked at me like you wanted to leave me—”


  “Oh God, Kalli.” His face turned ashen at what she was saying, at what she had seen.


  “And then I started calling your name,” she said brokenly, “but you wouldn’t look back. I screamed your name, and you k-kept walking away—”


  Unable to bear any more of her pain, he kissed her, using his lips to let her know that he was not going away, and his heart cracked at how desperately Kalli kissed him back.


  How easily, how guilelessly she had let him and the whole world know how vulnerable she was. She hadn’t cared about who could hear her, hadn’t cared about what people would think or even what Yuri would do, knowing he had that much power over her.


  In his arms, Kalli’s body continued to tremble, and he tightened his arms around her. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I’m so damn sorry.”


  “I thought I was going to break,” she whispered.


  He kissed her hard. “Never.” He rained kisses all over her face, and he knew then. It really was too late. “I’ll never leave you. I’ll never let you break.” He swallowed. “I love you, remember?”


  Chapter Sixteen


  



  Stunning views of the beach lay outside the upscale restaurant the Afxisi had rented out for their celebratory dinner, and the sound of the bikers’ laughter often rang out in the night.


  Seated with the rest of the officers, Yuri squeezed his fiancée’s hand under the table and whispered her name.


  She turned to him in askance.


  “I’m just going to get a drink from the bar, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  But she still stood up when he did, and the entire table laughed.


  It had been like this since this afternoon, with Kalli not letting him out of her sight even for a second. He opened his mouth, intending to ask her to stay.


  But then Yuri caught a glimpse of her fear-shadowed eyes and offered Kalli his hand instead.


  Her eyes shone as she took it.


  As they walked towards the bar, he told her lightly, “You know it can’t always be like this.”


  She only nodded, and by now he was beginning to understand that it was Kalli’s own way of being stubborn.


  “What if you go to school?”


  She blinked at him. “You will go to school with me. It’s your school, too.”


  He opened and closed his mouth, deciding wryly that now was not the time to tell her it couldn’t always work that way. “Never mind. We can talk about this next time.”


  If it were only up to him, he wouldn’t have minded one bit if Kalli stuck to his side the entire time. But it wasn’t. He had to think of Kalli, and he knew he could only let this go on for so long.


  Back at the table, Yuri’s phone buzzed an hour later, and he frowned when he saw it was Silas Korba again. Bending his head towards Kalli, he lied, “I need to go to the men’s room.” He didn’t want to risk having her accidentally overhear his conversation with the doctor.


  “Okay.”


  But when he stood up, she did so as well.


  “Kalli.”


  She only stared at him, unblinking, but her body was trembling, and that was enough for him.


  Yuri pushed his still-vibrating phone back into his pocket and offered her his hand. “Come with me?”


  She took his hand wordlessly.


  He went to the restroom, staying for a few seconds before coming out.


  Wild relief flashed in her eyes before the usual serene mask fell on Kalli’s face.


  Wordlessly, he pulled her close to him and pressed a kiss on her forehead. “What am I going to do with you?”


  Her arms wrapped around his neck. “Just don’t leave me,” she whispered. “Please.”


  Tipping her chin up, Yuri kissed her hard. “I won’t leave you. I love you.” After sending Kellion a message about not going back to their table, he took Kalli with him back to their hotel room.


  “Early night for you,” he said at her puzzled look.


  Her gaze was wary. “You’ll have an early night, too?”


  “Yes.”


  When they reached their room, they changed clothes while facing each other, her gaze following his every movement. Kalli was so afraid of him leaving that his nudity didn’t seem to register on her.


  If only he could say the same for himself.


  By the time they were done changing, he was aching like hell and wondering how he would last the night. She had never refused his touch, but it felt crass as hell if he tried making love to her now.


  “Yuri?”


  “Yes, sweetheart?”


  She offered him his toothbrush while watching him with wide, fearful eyes through the vanity mirror.


  Taking it, he stood next to her, asking, “Let’s brush our teeth together?” He knew he had said the right thing when she visibly relaxed.


  “Okay.”


  And so they did, but even so Kalli’s fingers held the hem of his shirt tightly throughout.


  In bed, they faced each other, her eyes still wary and her body stiff.


  “You have to trust me sooner or later. You know you can’t watch me the entire time.”


  “I know.” Kalli’s voice was unusually stilted, her fears ruining its perfect cadence. “I’m going to try.”


  As was typical of the Afxisi, rooms had been booked at the finest hotel in the area and each officer having a suite of his own. But the tension in the air obliterated the luxurious elegance of their surroundings, and in Yuri’s eyes, everything was as dark and dreary as the shadows that still haunted Kalli.


  Feeling a gnawing need to make her feel less terrified, he heard himself offer, “Do you want to hear a bedtime story?”


  Her surprise was palpable, but her tone was cautious as she answered, “Okay.”


  Great. He had only been teasing, but of course Kalli would say yes. He cleared his throat. “Once upon a time, there was a boy. He was a very handsome boy named…” His creativity failing him, he decided to switch his name around and finished, "Riyu.”


  A soft giggle escaped her.


  He took comfort from that. “And there was a princess whose name was—”


  “Lika?” Kalli guessed solemnly.


  “Now, how did you know that?” he drawled.


  She giggled again, and he found himself treasuring the sound. He would tell her bedtime stories every damn night if that was what it took to make her forget his stupid, careless mistake.


  “Now, these two met when they were both children, but because Riyu’s father was a very difficult man, the boy had to leave the girl temporarily. He needed to rescue his sister and take her to a faraway land where she would be safe.” He paused. “Guess what the sister’s name is.”


  “Liha!”


  He tweaked her nose. “What a bright girl you are.”


  Another giggle, and her eyes were sparkling with merriment as she asked, “What happens next?”


  “Now, when the queen – the princess’ grandmother – died, the boy went immediately to the princess’ kingdom so he could be there if she needed his help.”


  “Did she need his help?”


  He raised a brow at Kalli. “You tell me, sweetheart. Did she need his help, you think?”


  Slowly, she shook her head, surprising him.


  “You think the princess could live alone in her castle?”


  She said quietly, “Yes.” Her gaze sought his. “But the princess wouldn’t be happy. That’s why she went with the boy. What she needed wasn’t his help. She needed to be loved.”


  Ah.


  “And they lived happily ever after.”


  Kalli gasped. “That’s it?”


  “Yes, because I need to kiss you now.” It was all the warning she had before he dragged her to him, his fingers fisting in her hair as he conquered her mouth. He kissed her hard and deep, but it wasn’t enough, and with the way Kalli was whimpering and kissing him back feverishly, it didn’t seem enough for her either.


  Rolling to his back, he placed her on top of his body without breaking the kiss. His hands rushed down her body, his own jerking in acute response as he palmed her tender, swollen breasts.


  “Kalli.” Wrenching his mouth off her, he lifted her up until her breasts were dangling over her face. Their gazes clashed, his blue eyes burning with need while hers were clouded with desire. And then he pulled one silk-clad nipple into his mouth and bit hard.


  She screamed, and her hands gripped his head as he started to suck.


  “Yuri.” She was rubbing herself against him, pushing her breast deeper into his mouth, and her pussy started driving his dick crazy.


  He had her nightgown up her waist, her legs completely bared, when he realized what he was doing. Forcing his hands to still, he released her nipple and shook his head at her. “Kalli.” His voice was strained with barely leashed need. “It’s too soon—”


  Her mouth ground down at his, taking Yuri by surprise. And then she was whispering shakily, pleadingly against his lips, “Don’t stop?”


  Yuri’s restraint broke.


  Clothes were strewn on the floor in seconds, and then Yuri and Kalli were completely naked. Seeing the way Kalli was staring wide-eyed at him, he forced himself to keep still, giving her all the time in the world to look at him or change her mind.


  “It is moving again.” She slowly reached to touch it, and he groaned as her fingers wrapped around his length. And then she was moving her fingers, stroking him up and down, and Yuri knew if he allowed this to continue, he would be spent before he got to her pussy.


  Yuri grasped her wrist, forcing it to keep still. “No more,” he rasped out.


  “You don’t like it?” she asked sadly.


  He laughed hoarsely, knowing if it had been any other girl, the question would have been coy. “It’s not that, sweetheart. It’s because I like it too much that I have to stop you.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “If you make me come, I won’t have the strength to make you come.”


  “Oh.” Kalli chewed on her lip then said decisively, “You must take more vitamins then. I will call Doctor—”


  He kissed her to shut her up, kissed her even as he laughed, and both were something he had never enjoyed with any other girl. Everyone that had been to his bed had all just been nameless faces and bodies to Yuri. He had wanted the relief that sex brought, and they had coveted the privileges that went with fucking an officer of the Afxisi.


  But with Kalli, everything – every moment, every gasp, and every caress – was special. He wished he could burn each second indelibly in his memories. The way her violet eyes clung to him, the way her lips parted in surrender, the way her slender body moved sinuously against his.


  He kissed his way down slowly, savoring every inch. He pressed tender kisses to her lids, and her eyes closed. He nuzzled her nose with his before moving to her ears, and she whimpered as he followed the swirls with his tongue.


  “Yuri.” Her tone was filled with awe and need, and his dick was fit to explode at the mere sound of it.


  He moved to her lips, nibbling them and then sucking on her lower lip hard. His tongue forayed inside her mouth, reclaiming every inch.


  I love you.


  With every kiss, he tried to convey the words that were still hard for him to say.


  And it was as if she heard him, her hands cupping his face when he lifted his mouth from hers.


  “I love you,” she said simply.


  A vow of stark simplicity that he knew Kalliope Antoniou would carry to her grave.


  Love was forever in Kalli’s book.


  “I love you.” He didn’t think he would ever be worthy, but he wouldn’t mind spending the rest of his life trying to earn it.


  His mouth trailed down, and he spent more than a few moments exploring the tender, sensitive side of her neck. “Can I mark you?” he murmured.


  “What does this mean?”


  He smiled against her skin. “I’ll show you.” He sucked on a spot until it was red with his kiss.


  When he lifted his head, she asked breathlessly, “It’s done?”


  “Yes.” Blue eyes gleamed with possessive satisfaction.


  “May I mark you next time, too?”


  “Of course.”


  “Will you teach me, or should I ask—”


  “No.” His frown darkened. “I think I should make something clear. Every inch of your body is mine,” he said emphatically, “because you love me and I love you.”


  “Oh.” Her eyes were wide.


  “So if someone tries to touch you, or kiss you, that’s a bad thing.”


  She nodded solemnly. “I understand.” Her eyes narrowed. “But it will be the same for you, too?”


  He grinned. In this sense, Kalli was like any other woman. “I’m all yours, sweetheart.” He looked down, his tone musing as he asked, “Now, where was I?”


  “You just finished marking my neck,” she said helpfully. “Like a vampire,” she added after a pause.


  “Ah. Thank you for the reminder.” His shoulders rocked with silent mirth. “I’ll continue from here then.” He slowly drew a line from the side of her neck to her collarbone, and his lips curved when he felt her body tremble at his touch.


  Bending his head, he did the same thing again, this time with his mouth.


  “Oh, Yuri.” A soft sigh as her hands settled on his shoulders.


  His mouth moved further down and his hands joined in then, cupping her breasts to fondle and squeeze them.


  “Oh, Yuri.” A breathless gasp, just as her nails dug into his back.


  He didn’t bother with preliminaries and gave them what they both wanted.


  He started sucking her nipple hard, and a second later Kalli was responding, pushing herself closer to him in a restless urge for him to keep doing it.


  After doing the same to her other nipple, he continued with his leisurely exploration of her body, caressing her flat stomach before moving down and breathing on the triangle of flesh between her legs.


  The air from his mouth fanned her sensitive, glistening folds, and Kalli’s entire body shuddered.


  “Yuri.” A whimper that turned into a drawn out moan as he traced her folds, gently then rhythmically. When she started writhing, he took it as his cue, dipping one finger inside her pussy.


  She buckled against him, and her gaze met his wildly. “Yuri?” Her voice begged for an explanation.


  “It’s alright, sweetheart,” he said thickly. “Just trust me.” Locking his gaze with hers, he started pushing his finger in and out of her. She remained tense at the first few strokes, but her body gradually softened as the tightness of her pussy eased and the friction created by his finger fucking faded.


  “Yuri, oh, Yuri…” Her breathy whimpers spurred his arousal, and it was all he could do not to think of how he could fuck her as hard as her fingers were digging into his back again.


  When her legs fell open, he slid a second finger in, and when her hips started rising and falling to meet his strokes, he began fisting her.


  “Aaaah.” She fell back against the bed, her head turning left and right while her fingers gripped the bed sheets. Her hips continued to pump in the air, and when he increased the pace of his thrusts, her hips sought to match his speed, her movements frenzied.


  And then she was coming with a scream.


  As Kalli shattered, Yuri swiftly reversed their positions, knowing that this was the optimal time to take her virginity. In a few moments, he was on his back and she was straddling him while her essence continued to pour out of her pussy.


  He impaled her on his dick and slowly but steadily pushed her down until he tore through her hymen.


  It was quick and painless, but it was also startling and different, and he saw Kalli stiffen at the shocking fullness inside her.


  Her clouded gaze sought his. “Y-Yuri?”


  “I’m inside you now, sweetheart.” Tiny tremors continued to rock her body in the aftermath of her release, and every tremor made his dick pulse hungrily inside her.


  “I f-feel weird.”


  His smile was strained. “It will get better.” All his efforts were focused on not moving until he was certain she had properly adjusted.


  “And so full.”


  “You have nothing to worry about.” His jaw clamped hard at the way she was staring at their joined bodies.


  Moments ticked by, both of them still except for his twitching dick and the contracting muscles inside her pussy.


  And then slowly, he felt it.


  Kalli sinking deeper so she could take more of his dick.


  “Thank God,” he growled. Her eyes flew to him in surprise just as his hands clamped on her hips. “Now,” he told her roughly, “I’ll make you see stars.” He figured it was better than telling her he intended to fuck the brains out of both of them.


  And he did.


  Years of bike racing and stunt practices had built his muscles over the years, and he had no problems lifting Kalli up and down on his dick until she caught his rhythm and began riding him.


  “Oh, Yuri.” Her eyes were closed, and there was a look of ecstasy on her face. “It’s so….goood…”


  “And it’s going to be better,” he promised tautly just before he reached between their bodies. He found her clitoris and gave it a tweak.


  Kalli threw her head back and screamed.


  She rode him wildly then, grinding her pussy down on his cock as hard as she could, and he was more than happy to have her use him. Any way she wanted him would give her pleasure.


  “Y-Yuri, I f-feel it again.”


  The way she stammered when she was about to come was too damn sexy, and his fingers tightened reflexively against her hips.


  “Yuri—”


  “Come,” he commanded.


  “Yeeeeees!” She came with a shudder and her eyes rolled back.


  Yuri didn’t stop thrusting in and out of her even as Kalli fell limply against his body. In moments, he had found his release as well, and he growled her name as he filled her pussy with his cum.


  When he opened his eyes, he realized he had fallen asleep, and Kalli had, too. His half-erect dick was still inside of her, though, and he had to swallow back a groan at how exquisitely tight she felt when he reluctantly pulled out of her.


  She stirred when he gently laid her on the bed, but her eyelids didn’t drift open. Getting up, he took a quick shower and, after wetting a hand towel under the shower, he went to Kalli and cleaned her up.


  This time, her eyes fluttered open, drowsily. “Yuri?”


  “Just cleaning you,” he whispered.


  But by the time he finished, he was rock hard again and without a word, he arranged himself on top of her and slid his dick inside of her.


  “Oh, Yuri.” Her arms went around his neck as she surrendered her body to his possession.


  This time, their lovemaking was slow and leisurely, but the orgasm was just as powerful, and Yuri had a feeling it would always be like that. His need for her hadn’t waned at all. If anything, he hungered for her more, now that he knew how passionate she could be in his arms.


  After cleaning themselves for the second time, he slid into bed with her and pulled the covers over them.


  Kalli immediately rolled towards him. “Drink your pills,” she said sleepily.


  He hesitated then decided to do as asked. It would be nice to have a good night’s sleep for once, especially since he had the rest of the weekend to look forward to.


  Yuri slept, thinking of all the ways and places he could fuck Kalli.


  But when Yuri woke, it was to the sound of her screams.


  Chapter Seventeen


  



  “I wasn’t lying,” Kalli said in a dead little voice. She was seated beside Yuri on the sofa, her body stiff and tense, and Yuri had to clench his fists as he fought the urge to tell her it was okay and she had nothing to worry about.


  Around them, the silence was more introspective than heavy in spite of the dim lighting and drawn out shades turning the room’s floral wallpaper into obscure figures in the shadows. The only other sound in the room, aside from Kalli’s voice, came from the metronome on the coffee table, its rhythmic swinging making Yuri think of a ticking bomb.


  In front of them, Dr. Miller, the therapist Aria had referred to them, only nodded and scribbled something on her notepad.


  Kalli’s tone became fierce. “I wasn’t the one who wrote the words on the mirror.”


  Yuri’s face remained expressionless.


  According to Kalli, she had seen the words I WILL BREAK YOU on the mirror.


  But when Yuri had gotten to the en-suite bathroom, there had been nothing but mist on the vanity mirror and when they had checked the CCTV footage, it showed no intruder breaking into their room. The footage hadn’t shown any signs of tampering either.


  She suddenly looked at Yuri. “You believe me, don’t you?”


  He pulled her close, and his heart clenched at the way she trembled against him. “It’s okay, sweetheart.” He didn’t want to lie to her.


  “Mr. Athanas?” 


  Keeping Kalli in his arms, he looked at the therapist, murmuring, “Yuri, please.”


  “Yuri then.” The therapist checked her notes. “Can you tell me if there’s anything new that happened during your vacation? I believe this is the first one you two have taken as a couple?”


  “Yes.”


  “And have there been changes? Something new that was added to your routine or any other first you two enjoyed as a couple?”


  “It was the first time for us to go to the beach together.”


  “Uh huh. What else?” The doctor’s gaze remained on them even as she resumed scribbling.


  “It’s also our first time to stay at a hotel.”


  “I see.”


  Kalli stirred in his arms, and he reluctantly let her go.


  “Doctor?” Her back was straight, and her voice was as stiff. “Yesterday, we…I thought…” She swallowed, and it was his first time to see Kalli uncertain of what to say. “I thought he was going to leave me.”


  The older woman’s dark brows shot up.


  “It was a misunderstanding,” he said emphatically. “I didn’t intend to leave her. I love her.” But he had never thought he would say such words in the circumstances they found themselves in now.


  “I see. Anything else?”


  He took a deep breath. “We also made love for the first time last night.”


  “Ah.” The therapist placed her pen down, her gaze pensive. She was an attractive brunette in her late twenties, someone who could have easily married any man she wanted. But her fingers were ringless, and he wondered absently if it was because most men avoided dating shrinks, knowing they were impossible to lie to.


  Finally, Dr. Miller said, “Based on what you have shared so far, I think the stress of certain changes in your life – in both of your lives – has greatly attributed to Kalli’s episode this morning. It might either be because of the sex or the fact that she was scared—”


  Kalli and Yuri said spontaneously, “Not the sex.”


  And then realizing what they had said at the same time, Yuri laughed, and Kalli managed a smile.


  The therapist coughed, but her eyes were twinkling when she said, “I think so, too.” She handed each of them a card. “I’d like you to come back and meet me next week please. Just schedule an appointment with my secretary.”


  They were walking towards Yuri’s waiting limousine when Kalli suddenly told him, “If she had banned us from making love, I think I would have cried.”


  Despite his worries, he couldn’t help smiling at Kalli’s utterly serious tone. “I think I might have cried, too,” he said solemnly.


  Inside the car, he drew her to him and, taking hold of her hand, he brought it to his lips. “It will be alright, sweetheart.”


  She only nodded.


  He pulled her tighter against his. “When we’re back at HQ, promise me you’ll try to sleep. You have dark circles under your eyes, and it worries me,” he said gently, “to see you so tired.”


  “I’ll try.”


  But there was a silent, troubled question in her eyes, and Yuri, correctly interpreting it, said quietly, “I won’t leave. I will be in the headquarters. You can use our TV to access the surveillance cameras. I taught you how to do it, remember?”


  “Yes. I remember.” He felt her slowly relax against him.


  When they were back at the club, he took her straight to their suite and tucked her in. “Lights out or not?”


  “Not.”


  He pressed a kiss on her forehead. “Sleep tight, sweetheart.” But he had just turned around when he felt her clutch the back of his shirt.


  He turned around and saw her staring at him with a pale, tired face. She looked like she was about to break any second, and helplessness ate at him because he no longer knew what to do.


  “I love you, Yuri,” she whispered.


  “I love you, too.”


  But this time, it hurt to say the words.


  He didn’t know why, but worse, he didn’t know either that Kalli had heard the pain in his voice. And it hurt her.


  Leaving their suite, Yuri went directly to the private library for the officers and placed a call to the one person he thought he would never have any reason to contact.


  Dr. Korba answered at the first ring. “Mr. Athanas. What may I do for you?”


  “I’ll keep this brief.”


  Silas listened, patiently, and when the younger man was done speaking, he answered, pouring his poison into Yuri Athanas’ mind just as patiently.


  Anytime now, he thought triumphantly when the Greek scion ended the call.


  He just had to continue biding his time, and once the first domino fell, everything would follow. Yuri Athanas would be out of the picture, and Kalliope Antoniou would be his.


  Silas’ lips tightened. And this time, he wouldn’t treat her as gently. She would still be his wife, but only because of the money. But this time, he would treat her like a whore.


  



  ****


  



  “Are you sure you’re up to this?” Yuri asked hours later as they changed for dinner.


  Kalli only nodded, but the stubborn glint in her violet eyes told him there was no talking her out of it.


  He sighed. “You know this may be another opportunity for me to tell you I told you so?” But he only said it to tease the darkness out of her gaze, and he succeeded somewhat. Kalli was smiling at him, and the brightness of it managed to dispel most of the shadows that still haunted her gaze.


  “I want to be normal.”


  He wondered if she realized how her words had changed. It used to be she had only been different and special. Now, that was gone.


  She was facing the full-length mirror in his suite, clipping pearl earrings into place. She wore a high-collared white dress, with long billowing sleeves, and a bronze belt cinched around her slim waist. And in her two-inch kitten heels, she was a lot taller and looked fit to walk the runway.


  But the beauty was lost on him.


  For the first time, Yuri realized uneasily that he wasn’t seeing Kalli when he looked at her. Instead, he saw the young, fourteen-year-old Kalli, whose soul had still been chained to the past because of Madame’s cruelty.


  The realization made him guilty, and he looked away abruptly.


  He completely missed seeing the pain in Kalli’s eyes as he turned away.


  “Shall we go?”


  “Yes.”


  At dinner, Kalli and Yuri barely spoke, and their tension permeated the atmosphere in the room despite every awkward attempt of their friends to ease the strain between them.


  “A call for you at the library, sir,” a volunteer informed him.


  Yuri stood up, feeling privately relieved to have an excuse to leave the room. He needed…space. He needed time to think things through. “Kalli, I’ll be taking this call.”


  She nodded slowly, but fear had started clouding her eyes again.


  “I’m not going away. I’m just going to take a call. I’ll be back in a couple of minutes.” Turning away, he felt Kalli’s gaze on his back as he headed to the door. It’s going to be okay, he told himself firmly.


  But it was not.


  When he came back, it was chaos.


  The officers were on their feet, and there was a volunteer, sobbing. “I didn’t do anything,” she cried. “I just tripped. You all saw me! I didn’t mean to trip and then she—” Her eyes flew to the far end of the room, and that was when Yuri saw Kalli standing stiff and alone, her beautiful face pale, stony, and remorseless.


  “She slapped me for no reason!”


  Kalli’s lips moved.


  Yuri read the silently spoken word.


  Liar.


  Yuri strode forward. “I’m sorry, Claire.” If it had been the other volunteer, Lily, he would have thought it was a setup. But it wasn’t, and now he knew he had to withhold his judgment until he heard Kalli’s side.


  “I will speak to my fiancée about this,” he continued quietly. His gaze sought Kalli’s over the volunteer’s head, and Kalli returned his gaze unblinkingly.


  He turned to Kellion and repeated his apologies.


  Kellion shook his head. “You know we all understand. I’ll handle this. You have someone else to look after.”


  His lips twisted, and his voice was uncharacteristically hard as he said, “Kalli told me herself she doesn’t need my help.”


  Kellion gazed at him oddly. I’m not sure what you’re trying to say, but whatever it is…” The president’s voice was blunt. “You sound like an asshole.”


  And when he turned to face Kalli and saw that she had heard him speak, he did feel like an asshole.


  He took her to the private dining room in their floor and for once, Kalli didn’t volunteer to make a bento for them, leaving Yuri to scrounge through the freezer for food. Finally, he found pasta and salad to microwave and had them steaming and ready to eat ten minutes later.


  Kalli started eating, swiftly and gracefully.


  “You want to tell me what happened?” he asked finally.


  “The volunteer said Madame is coming.”


  He frowned. “She specifically said ‘Madame’?”


  She nodded.


  Yuri stared at her.


  She stared back at him.


  Could she be crazy after all?


  He pushed the thought away as soon as it occurred, but it was too late, even though he hadn’t known it.


  Kalli had seen it.


  Having lost his appetite, Yuri pushed his plate away and said slowly, “According to the volunteer, she tripped, stumbled against your chair, and accidentally hit your head. That’s when you slapped her. She was already apologizing, but you still slapped her.”


  Kalli slowly lowered her fork. “She was lying.” Her voice was perfectly composed. If Mila Antoniou had been alive, she would have known this was Kalli at her bravest and…most terrified. This was Kalli back when she was still it and under Madame’s thumb.


  “I see.” But he didn’t. All he knew was that he had two versions of the incident, and Kalli’s rang more like fiction than the truth.


  When they went to bed, they kept the lights on at Kalli’s request. It was also the first time they had their backs to each other.


  “Yuri?”


  His guilt increased at the sound of her whisper, and he almost hated her for it. For almost his whole life he had lived with guilt, and here she was, fucking adding to it.


  “What is it?”


  “Please don’t look at me like that again.”


  He didn’t answer, knowing exactly what she was talking about.


  “I’m not crazy, but you make believe me I am.”


  Finally, he said, “I’m sorry.” He could say the words because they were true. He did mean them. He was sorry, but it wasn’t just for the things Kalli thought he ought to be sorry about.


  For one thing, he was sorry for who he was because it was beginning to be clear to him that he might not be the right man for Kalli.


  He had loved his father, Nelson Athanas, for years, and it had blinded him nearly to the point of causing his sister irreparable harm.


  But Kalliope Antoniou?


  She wasn’t even related to him by blood. He had only even known her for weeks.


  And yet here he was, wanting to lie to himself and to everyone else.


  He would kill anyone who told him Kalli wasn’t normal, would kill anyone who tried to take her away from him.


  But would that be the right kind of love?


  He stared sightlessly at the ceiling.


  How the hell could someone like Kalli survive without him?


  How the hell could a broken man like Yuri protect her?


  Chapter Eighteen


  



  “Do you believe me?”


  Leon settled back against his seat. When he had come to walk her to class early this morning, he had been surprised when the heiress asked him if he knew a quiet place for them to be alone.


  If he were honest, there had been the smallest part of him that thought it would lead to an assignation, and so he had brought her to the small office the school administration had given to him.


  When he had her comfortable in her seat, he had asked her how she was doing, thinking she would tell him about her beach getaway, which the university had been enviously talking about the entire weekend.


  Instead, she had given him her life story.


  Every painful, incredible part of it.


  He said finally, “Yes, I believe you.” This time, because he knew how much honesty meant to Kalli, he only spoke the truth. “I’m not sure why I find it easy to believe you, but I just do.”


  “Then you do not think I’m crazy?”


  He slowly shook his head. “No. I don’t.” He paused. “But you have to give your biker some slack. Everything that’s happened seems designed to make you look insane.”


  Kalli nodded. “I feel it here, you know.” Her fist banged against her chest, surprising Leon. “Madame is dead,” she whispered, “but her evil is everywhere, like a parasite on people’s souls.”


  “Have you talked to anyone about this besides Yuri and your therapist?”


  She shook her head. “It would be disloyal,” she said simply, “to talk to his friends about my doubts. It’s only because you are my friend that I have told you this.”


  He hesitated then asked abruptly, “Is there anything I can do?”


  She, too, hesitated then nodded. “I…think so.” She opened her bag and rummaged through it until she found a business card. She handed it to him. “Could you please contact this man? He is my family’s lawyer. Simply tell him I have asked you to help me, and he will assist you.”


  He frowned. “I’m not sure what you want me to do.”


  “Find out the truth for me.” Her voice caught. “Because right now…I no longer trust myself. I sometimes think…I am under stress and that I have indeed imagined everything. And if I try to find the truth on my own, people might not believe me.”


  Ah.


  His fists clenched. He wanted to hold her in his arms, just to give her some kind of comfort, but he didn’t. There was just something about Kalliope Antoniou that was too pure for the likes of him. Or maybe everyone else, including the biker who was taking her for granted.


  “Don’t blame Athanas for not believing you,” he said gruffly. “Based on what you’ve told me, he’s got his own share of scars to heal from.”


  “I understand.”


  But he saw in her eyes that she was trying but failing to understand. In her eyes, he saw hurt, and it blinded her like a child, leaving her unable to see anything past the pain. He said uneasily, “Don’t do anything crazy—” Shit. He realized right away he had chosen the wrong word. “Kalli, you know I don’t—”


  “Of course,” she said politely.


  After, when Kalli was long gone, he continued to think about her.


  He had to do whatever he could as fast as possible.


  The more he thought about Kalli, the more he thought that he hadn’t seen anyone looking so damn alone as she did.


  When she had been with Madame, she had not broken because she hadn’t known what she was missing.


  But now she did.


  



  ****


  



  “You are doing what’s right, Mr. Athanas,” Silas said in a low, reassuring voice. “With special patients like Ms. Antoniou, it is critical that you do not do or say anything that might upset her.” Having learned from his first and unfortunate encounter with the Greek scion, the doctor was now careful and circumspect when referring to Kalliope.


  “You are also doing a great job,” he continued, “in keeping your worries to yourself.” But in truth, it was the opposite. From the notes he had gathered about Madame’s case, he had found out that silence would further destroy Kalli’s confidence.


  Silence would remind Kalli about how Madame treated her as an object, and that was exactly how he wanted things to be between the heiress and her arrogant fiancé.


  “Finally, sir…” He took a deep breath. “If she ever becomes violent, I have taken the liberty of notifying my colleagues in your area. They are on standby and will be able to take her to a private clinic where she will be treated.”


  With his dick, he thought in cruel pleasure.


  He had flown in to Florida as early as last weekend because he could feel it in his bones that the first domino was close, so excitingly close to falling, and he wanted to be there when Yuri Athanas’ whole world came crashing down on him.


  “I don’t think that will be necessary,” Yuri Athanas was saying coldly.


  Silas didn’t let this affect him, only murmuring, “But she must if you truly love her, Mr. Athanas. Everything that’s happening now is because the shock from the late Mrs. Antoniou’s death has finally worn off, and she finds herself grasping for something stable and familiar. Our clinic can provide her with such an environment.”


  Yuri closed his eyes wearily after his call with the doctor.


  What do I do, sweetheart? He wished he could ask Kalli about it, but he couldn’t.


  He remembered the first few days he had with Kalli, and how innocently beautiful they all were.


  Kalli, looking up at him as she held his hand, her voice grave as she asked, “This is how we should walk, shouldn’t we?”


  And he had asked, “According to…”


  “The Internet,” she had answered simply.


  He remembered Kalli introducing herself to the former president. I am Kalliope, but you may also call me Kalli. I am the girl Yuri loves.


  He remembered her pointing to his dick. “Make it stop moving and growing!”


  God.


  It felt like an eternity had passed since those days. Everything had been so bright, and now it was all darkness, and he was lost.


  It was the past all over again.


  He loved, and he was blinded by it.


  



  ****


  



  Rain played a melancholic melody outside the executive kitchen of the Afxisi headquarters, fogging up windows and creating an atmosphere that was more lonely than sad. It was smaller than the common kitchen on the ground floor and was more rustic than modern, with overhead wooden beams lining the high ceiling and reclaimed brick walls.


  Only one person was inside the kitchen, and her eyes were blind to the beauty surrounding her. All her frowning concentration was focused on the two-partitioned bento box on the worktable, which lacked only the finishing touches.


  In the larger section of the box, a cheese cutout forming the shape of a girl, holding a pink umbrella made of cold cut ham, was placed on top of a small serving of vermicelli noodles cooked in aglio olio. Under the pasta was the “ground” consisting of olives and tomatoes, where the girl stood, while around the cheese girl were raindrops made of minced red onion.


  In the smaller partition was a fresh appetizer made of mini carrot sticks, golden potato balls, and cauliflowers.


  There was just enough space for a fruit dessert, and this was the last thing that Kalli completed, peeling an apple in such a way that it created a red-and-white checkered pattern.


  Pushing the vegetable appetizer to the edge with her fork, she placed the apple inside the box and afterwards leaned back to consider her work.


  She waited for the usual flush of pleasure to wash over her, but it didn’t come, and it…terrified her.


  Squaring her shoulders, Kalli forced herself to focus on her work. She set aside the box and worked on the next. Her lips moved in a feverish, soundless chant.


  I. Will. Not. Break.


  But before the next day was over, she would.


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  Andreus and Yuri met in the hallway early in the morning. One of them had just come out of the bedroom, the other having just gotten back home.


  They eyed each other warily, both of them unable to forget the last time they had spoken and nearly came to blows.


  “You look like you haven’t been sleeping,” Andreus said finally.


  Yuri relaxed slightly. He hadn’t wanted a repeat of their altercation any more than Andreus seemed to. “I haven’t been taking my meds. The last time I did…” His lips twisted. “You know what happened.”


  “But nothing happened.”


  He shook his head. “Something could have—”


  “And that’s why you’re torturing both of you?” Andreus shook his head. “I learned from Helios you’ve extended your leave and you’ve made the same request for Kalli. So what’s the plan now, Yuri? You’ll lock each other here and just let yourselves die slowly at how miserable your lives have become?”


  Yuri didn’t answer.


  “Look, I know I’m the last person that should give you advice.” His tone was both stiff and weary. “But you know what they say. People from the outside see more, and right now all I’m seeing is that you – not Kalli – YOU are the one causing both of you pain. You’re letting the shit in your past color how you look at her, brother. I hope you realize I’m telling the truth before it’s too late.”


  Yuri leaned against the wall and closed his eyes as he heard Andreus slam the door behind him.


  God. Damn. It.


  It had been two weeks since the incident at the beach and another week since he had decided to forbid Kalli from leaving the headquarters, not even for her baking classes, while he tried to figure out what to do.


  Problem was, no matter how much time passed, he couldn’t seem to make any decision.


  His heart only wanted to love Kalli, but his mind told him he was making the same mistake again.


  Pushing himself off the wall, he made his way into the private kitchen, thinking he would find Kalli working on a breakfast bento, but it was empty. Frowning, he went back to their suite, but she wasn’t there either.


  Shit.


  His blood ran cold.


  What if she had left? What if she had jumped to her death? Anything could have happened to her.


  Anything.


  He skipped the elevator and tore through the stairs, knowing he would get to the lobby faster that way. He headed straight to the common room, knowing he would find everyone there. He would tell them Kalli was missing, and they would make a plan—


  But when he reached the doorway, he froze, his plans crumbling, because she was there.


  Kalli.


  And all her bentos.


  Fifty bentos.


  One for each biker making up the Afxisi, and seeing how intricate the art was, he knew she had probably worked on them the entire night.


  Their eyes met and everyone in the hall fell silent.


  Her face was beautiful and composed, her slender, graceful body still as a statue.


  But her eyes.


  God, her eyes.


  How they pleaded with him.


  Every bento was a plea from her heart.


  Please look at me again. Please talk to me again. Please love me again.


  He strode forward and, cupping her face, he kissed her hard, but his voice was hoarse and uneven as he whispered, “I love you.” He realized now that would never change.


  Kalli didn’t answer, but she didn’t have to. The tears seeping into their kiss, the way her fingers desperately curled against his chest and the way her body fitted against his, wanting to be one with him.


  They said it better than the words itself.


  She loved him.


  It was perfect after that.


  They looked at each other, talked to each other like they used to. They held hands under the table. They smiled. Or at least he did with his lips, and she did with her violet eyes.


  She presented him with a special bento made especially for him. “Because you are the man I will always love,” she had told him quietly.


  She opened it.


  Yuri stared. “It’s quite…green.” For once, his impressive vocabulary and beautiful manners both failed him.


  Mung beans. Bitter gourd. Green pepper. Pickles.


  Too. Damn. Green.


  “Andreus told me you love vegetables, and these are your favorites,” Kalli explained.


  “I see.” Goddamn Andreus Economou. No wonder the other man had been almost nice to him this morning. Ignoring the half-pitying, half-amused looks from his friends, Yuri forced himself to eat.


  “Oh, wow.” Hallie was fascinated. “Your face matches the color of your bento.”


  Yuri almost threw up but managed to swallow it back.


  Kalli peered up at him. “You do look—”


  “I’m okay,” he said immediately. If she said the G-word, he might end up puking after all.


  It was perfect.


  Or almost perfect.


  Until Kalli excused herself to go to the toilet and not long after, they heard the screams.


  Kalli!


  Everyone ran towards the sound, but Yuri was ahead of all of them.


  The first thing he saw was Kalli standing outside the toilet, pale-faced and breathing hard, and in front of her was Lily.


  “She tried to kill me,” the volunteer was screaming.


  He paid her no attention, cupping Kalli’s face and demanding, “Are you fine?”


  Kalli nodded, but her eyes were wild.


  “She tried to kill me! Can’t you hear what I’m saying?”


  He was going to fire the bitch, Yuri thought coldly. Turning to face the volunteer, he started to tell her that when he saw the marks on her neck. The words died.


  Someone had tried to strangle Lily, and those marks were practically the same shape as…Kalli’s fingers.


  Kalli whitened when Yuri faced her again. “I did not do anything to her.”


  Yuri said between bloodless lips, “Stop lying. How do you think those marks got to her? A ghost fucking did it? Is that what you want me to believe now? The same ghost that wrote the message on the mirror, the same ghost that whispered Madame’s name in your ear?”


  Kalli jerked. “B-but Yuri.” Her voice caught, and she looked like a child that had been slapped by the person she trusted the most. “You know I don’t lie—”


  “You’re lying right now,” Yuri heard himself shout.


  The strain and agony of all the nights he had lain sleepless, thinking about them and seeing no future, finally got to him, and he could no longer keep everything bottled inside him.


  Unable to bear the pain in Kalli’s face, Hallie rushed to the other girl, protesting shakily, “Stop it, Yuri—”


  “This has nothing to do with you!” Yuri snapped.


  His eyes swung back to Kalli, and a shudder racked her body at the fury in his gaze.


  Yuri saw Kalli’s lips start to move in her usual feverish chant, and his temper snapped. He started shaking her shoulders. “Stop that!”


  But her lips continued to move, and every movement was like a slap against his face, telling him that he loved her so much he had failed to realize she wasn’t just insane but a murderess, too.


  “Stop it!” Yuri shook her harder. “Just admit that you lied—”


  “But I didn’t—”


  “This goddamn moment, you’re lying to me! You told me you wouldn’t hurt me, remember? You promised me you wouldn’t do anything that would cause me pain! But do you think seeing you like this now, seeing what you did to Lily – don’t you know that’s hurting me?”


  Kalli’s world started to spin.


  She had…promised him that, hadn’t she?


  But she had caused him pain?


  So she had…lied?


  Even when she didn’t do anything to Lily, she had still…lied?


  She stared sightlessly at Yuri.


  She could no longer see anything.


  She was back in the dark.


  She was alone.


  She was IT.


  Her mind shut down.


  Hallie screamed.


  Yuri caught Kalli just before her head hit the floor. Terror seized him as he felt for her pulse, and he only allowed himself to breathe when he felt it beating, faint but steady.


  “Is she okay?” Helios demanded as he rose to his feet with Kalli still in his arms.


  He nodded. “You don’t need to call the ambulance. I’ll get a doctor I know. He’s on standby.” And as he said the words, he knew then that he had made his decision. He brought Kalli to her room, and after asking Kellion and Aria to look after her, he left the room and placed a call to Silas Korba.


  “Bring your team.”


  Silas tried to keep the excitement out of his voice as he answered, “They will be there in half an hour.”


  The doctor was true to his word. His team arrived in a black nondescript van, and three men in white uniforms came out. A voice inside Yuri’s head told him everything was moving too fast, and he was making decisions too quickly, but he forced himself to ignore it.


  Hallie paled as she listened to the conversation between her brother and the medical attendants. When he turned towards the stairs, she hurried to him, asking brokenly, “Yuri, are you sure?”


  “Yes.” His voice was hard, and he no longer sounded like the brother she knew and loved.


  Yuri led the team upstairs but asked them to stay in the hallway. “I’ll speak with her first.”


  “Of course, sir.”


  Entering his suite, he thanked the president and Aria and asked for a private moment with his fiancée.


  Nodding, Kellion slanted a warning look at Aria when he sensed she was about to protest. But then they came out and when Aria saw the medical team waiting, she spun around to face the president, her eyes blazing.


  “Over my dead body—”


  “Aria.” His voice was grim. “It’s not your choice to make.”


  “But—”


  “You know that.”


  Unable to say another word without breaking down, she walked away furiously.


  Inside the room, Yuri slowly approached Kalli.


  She didn’t look like the suffering Madonna now.


  She only looked…lifeless.


  “Kalli?”


  She didn’t turn, only facing the window with blank violet eyes. Her lips no longer moved. She was perfectly still.


  He sat beside her on the bed. “Kalli, I know you can hear me.”


  She still didn’t turn to face him.


  “I want you to know that what I’m about to do is because I love you.”


  Nothing.


  He swallowed hard. “I need to send you away with Dr. Korba—”


  Her head snapped to him.


  Yuri forced himself to meet her gaze. “He’s the only doctor who can help you right now. He will make you…okay.”


  Her lips slowly parted.


  And then she was releasing a blood-curling scream like he had just stabbed her.


  “NOOOOOOOOOO!”


  She tried to scramble off the bed, and he automatically held her down, aghast at how she was reacting. “Listen, Kalli. It’s going to be alright. They’re outside, waiting for you, but I will be with you—”


  “NOOOOOOOOOO!”


  And this time, Kalli seemed to have inhuman power, managing to push him away.


  He saw her heading towards the windows, and he realized then that she was so intent on escaping the medics that she wouldn’t even risk leaving through the door.


  “No!” It was his turn to shout just as she managed to unlock his window.


  He caught her before she jumped, and she went wild as he pulled her off the ledge.


  The door burst open, and the medics immediately pried Kalli away from him.


  “No!” She was crying, howling, and fighting them off like her life depended on it.


  “No, no, no!”


  The sound made him sick to his stomach, and Yuri instinctively reached out to Kalli when one of the medics blocked his path. “Sir, I’m afraid it’s best if you don’t approach her right now. We can’t have the patient think that she can do whatever she wants just because she cried. If you love her, sir, you must be firm.”


  The words hit him in the raw.


  Kalli’s desolate gaze found his. 


  Yuri slowly let his arm fell back to his side.


  The light died in her eyes.


  The last teardrops fell.


  And she became still.


  “If you truly loved me,” Kalli whispered, “you wouldn’t let this happen.”


  The medics put her in a straitjacket even when she was no longer struggling.


  Her words left him ashen. “Kalli—”


  “You lied.”


  The pair of medics took her away, and the third one clapped a hand over his shoulder. “Don’t listen to her, sir,” he advised. “They know what to say to make you feel guilty. They’ve—” His voice faltered when he saw the deadliest pair of blue eyes staring at him. He quickly withdrew his hand and hurried away. He had a bad feeling that if they didn’t leave soon, all the careful planning with the doctor would only land them in jail.


  Yuri remained frozen in his spot.


  One. Two. Three. He found himself counting the seconds, and every second made it harder for him to breathe.


  He could still hear her voice, he thought dully.


  Sixty-three. Sixty-four. Sixty-five.


  He didn’t think he would ever forget the sound she had made when she realized he wasn’t going to stop the medics from taking her away.


  One twenty-three. One twenty-four. One twenty-five.


  Yuri sank to his knees.


  One eighty-nine. One ninety. One ninety-one


  “Yuri.” It was Leon Arlotta, panting, and Yuri had only to hear that voice to know.


  He just fucking knew.


  Oh God.


  What had he done?


  Shoving past Leon, Yuri raced down the stairs and sprinted to the parking lot. Then he was firing down the road on his bike, his heart thundering against his chest. Every damn second counted.


  He caught up with the van just as it was a few meters away from the exit gates. But the van suddenly went into full throttle as if its driver was aware Yuri was after them.


  One second to scan his surroundings, and he knew what to do.


  Another second, and he positioned his beast then he let it fly.


  Wheels screeched as the driver of the van tried to avoid the huge-ass motorcycle in front of it. He swerved to the right, forgetting there was a row of metal barriers on that side, and the van crashed into them with a loud bang.


  Yuri was already running as soon as the van swerved, and he reached the back doors as soon as the van hit the barriers.


  He pried the doors open and saw Kalli on the floor, her hands and feet tied, her lip bleeding, and next to her was Dr. Silas Korba, hurriedly trying to pull his pants up.


  Yuri went berserk.


  Chapter Twenty


  



  Leo filled in the gaps while they waited in the hallway outside the hospital room where Kalli was sleeping, the doctors forced to put her under when she continued to struggle and cry despite Yuri desperately telling her no one was going to hurt her.


  “After Kalli told me her suspicions and I got in touch with her law firm, the first evidence we found against Lily was when we reviewed the CCTV footage at the hotel.”


  “But we’ve reviewed that as well,” Helios said, frowning.


  “Not the footage I reviewed. I’m assuming you checked the footage during the night of the incident and forward. What we reviewed was the footage prior, and that’s when we found out about the room attendant Lily bribed to let her in and leave the message on the mirror. She had left similar messages on whatever glass surface there was in the room. She wanted to increase the chances that Kalli herself would see them.”


  “Finally, she learned about which pre-booked room was Yuri and Kalli’s. She flirted with a member of your club and got the information out with pillow talk.”


  Helios’ face went grim. It was the first time a member of the Afxisi had engaged in such an act of betrayal.


  “From there, it was pretty easy to trace her calls, and that was when we found out about the connection between Silas and Lily. We also found out about another volunteer here, Clare. Lily paid her a substantial amount to whisper another supposed message from the dead and, afterwards, to strangle Lily and make it seem like Kalli had strangled her.”


  Silence.


  Leon looked at Yuri, asking harshly. “Don’t you have anything to say?”


  “No.” Yuri’s voice was polite. “I have nothing to say.” Because what was there to say?


  He had it all wrong.


  When everyone had left, that was the only time he entered Kalli’s room, taking his usual seat beside her bed. He closed his eyes, and weariness claimed him. When he opened his eyes, he found her awake and staring at him.


  He shot up in his seat. “How do you feel?”


  She didn’t say anything.


  “Do you want me to call a nurse?”


  Slowly, Kalli shook her head.


  He swallowed. “I want to tell you a story.” His fists clenched. The story was the truth, and he told her about the first time they had met and how he had lied about loving her. When he finished, he saw that a single tear had tracked down her cheek. He reached out to wipe it away, but she jerked away and his hand fell.


  “Kalli, please.”


  Another tear fell.


  “I’m sorry.”


  She only looked at him.


  “I love you.”


  Slowly, she shook her head.


  “You don’t believe me?”


  A third tear fell, but she still didn’t speak.


  The next day he took her home, and she was silent the entire time, her eyes never meeting his, her body jerking every time he was too near. Hallie carried a tray of food to Kalli while Yuri went down to join the other members of the Afxisi.


  He looked down at his food.


  He remembered the times she had made him bentos.


  He remembered the time she had made everyone bentos.


  But under the bittersweet memories, darker visions emerged.


  Of a pale-faced child called it, who had been starved for food and affection.


  That was Kalli.


  That was the girl who had loved him.


  That was the girl he had almost broken.


  Food equals love.


  Had Mila told him that? Or was it the flight attendant? Or perhaps Kalli herself?


  He could no longer remember.


  All Yuri knew was that he did not deserve…this.


  This plate that was so easily placed in front of him when for so many years Kalli had fought for a bite of garbage.


  This…being Kalli’s selfless love, which she had given to him without question and complete trust.


  Trust he had violated.


  He pushed the plate away.


  The pain consumed him, and he realized dully this was probably how Kalli had felt when she thought he would leave her. When she discovered he was sending her away. Her heart had been ripped open and the pain was so terrible she no longer cared who saw or heard her.


  In front of everyone, bikers and volunteers, Yuri Athanas wept.


  



  ****


  



  Hallie knocked on Kalli’s door. “Dinner’s here.” There wasn’t any answer, but she didn’t expect one. Kalli had been home for over a week, but she hadn’t spoken a word except to ask if she could go back home.


  “I just want to go home, Hallie, please.”


  And every time, she had to turn Kalli down.


  Inside Yuri’s suite, she found Kalli seated by the window, a blank sketchpad before her.


  “You still haven’t drawn anything for your next bento?” Hallie asked as she placed Kalli’s dinner tray on the table while the other girl set her pad and pencils aside. “Maybe I can help,” she suggested.


  This time, she was surprised when Kalli answered her. “Maybe.” Her voice was rusty.


  Hallie fought back tears as hope sprang inside her, tiny but fierce. Please God. Please let this be what I’m waiting for.


  As Kalli ate, she kept a steady, soothing stream of conversation, and once in a while the other girl would answer. With every answer, hope blossomed. As she started clearing the plates, Hallie said carefully, “Do you know Yuri has started fasting?”


  Silence.


  “Is that why…he has become thin?”


  Hallie swallowed. “He’s punishing himself. He told me that food for you is love, and since he withheld his trust and love from you, he’s withholding food from himself as punishment.”


  A slow blink.


  “I don’t understand.”


  Hallie’s smile was teary. “I don’t either. Men are weird.” She placed the tray on the console behind her then went back to the table. “Kalli?”


  “Yes?”


  Hallie went down on her knees and, holding the other girl’s hands, she asked shakily, “Are you never going to forgive my brother?”


  “I…don’t…know.”


  She tried to think of a way to make Kalli understand. “What if…your grandmother lied to you?”


  “She did.” Kalli’s voice was sad. “When she told me Yuri loved me.”


  “Do you think she’s bad because of that?”


  Kalli stared at her, and then she whispered, “No.”


  “But she lied.”


  “Yes.” Kalli was trembling hard.


  “I think…” Hallie squeezed Kalli’s hands tightly. “I think your grandmother lied because she loved you. It wasn’t the right thing to do, but you see, she wasn’t perfect. None of us are. It’s love that’s perfect. It’s perfect in its ability to give us hope even when there’s darkness all around. It’s perfect in its ability to forgive even when evil never goes away.” Hallie breathed hard. “Do you understand, Kalli?”


  Painfully, Kalli said, “Yes.”


  “I b-bet you did stuff that hurt your grandmother, too, but she forgave you, didn’t she? Because she loved you?”


  Kalli slowly nodded.


  “It’s the same with my brother,” Hallie said fiercely. “He’s afraid to love, and that’s why…” Fighting back tears, she said unevenly, “Once, there was a man he loved very much—”


  “Yuri is gay?”


  Hallie laughed and cried at the same time. “No, Kalli. I’m talking about his father.”


  “Your father, too?”


  She shook her head. “No, but it’s a secret.” Shame engulfed her, but she forced herself to move past it. “Yuri, my brother, he loved his father a lot and he looked up to him, trusted him. But then one day his little sister started telling him things. Bad things about his father. And he told her she was lying. Until the day he saw his father about to enter…” Hallie looked away. “He was about to a bad thing.”


  Hallie closed her eyes.


  “He changed after that day. He doesn’t trust himself to love because he thinks it makes him blind and weak.”


  She looked up at Kalli.


  “Until you.”


  Releasing the other girl’s hands, she rose to her feet and, wiping her eyes, she said, “You probably terrified him. He met you only once and then the next time you met, four years had passed. But you made him feel. You made him fall for you, and that’s not how things happen with most people. It takes months – years – for people to fall in love but Yuri – I think he took one look at you and he fell. He loved you so much that he thought for your sake he was doing the right thing by sending you away.” Hallie bit her lip to stop it from trembling. “He was wrong, but he did it because he loved you.”


  Her voice became fierce. “If you really love him, Kalli, you must forgive him. Because if you don’t, then I don’t think you ever loved him at all. If you can’t forgive him, then Madame has won by making you like her. You want other people to break, too.”


  



  ****


  When Yuri woke up, he saw her immediately.


  She was like a ghost in the corner, with her hair completely down, almost covering her entire face. She was completely dressed in white, and the silk of her dress, combined with her pale skin, glowed in the darkness.


  “What the hell, Kalli?” His heart was beating hard against his chest. “Don’t scare me—” His heart lurched when she suddenly crawled to him, quickly and quietly like a damn ghost.


  “Goddamn it—”


  Then she was kneeling at the side of his bed, her hands behind her back.


  “I have something for you,” she whispered gravely.


  Yuri stilled.


  Slowly, her hands moved forward and she placed a bento on the bed.


  He opened it.


  It was a two-partitioned box, and in one side there was tuna spread with heart-shaped onions, star-shaped cheese, and clover-shaped smoked ham on top. On the larger partition, atop a background made of slices of ham, cheese, and crackers, were two slices of bread. One slice was cut in the shape of a boy. Another slice was cut in the shape of a girl.


  And their hands were touching.


  Ah.


  But it felt too surreal that for one moment he seriously considered if he was dreaming. Sleep had become his only refuge in recent days, the only thing that saved him from the emptiness of his life and the sharp agonizing pain of his hunger.


  Another moment passed.


  And yet she was still there.


  Beautiful, sweet, honest, different Kalli.


  “You’ve forgiven me?” Yuri asked unevenly.


  A slow nod.


  “Why?”


  “Because I love you.” Tears choked her voice, and his chest constricted.


  “Even if I lied?”


  Kalli nodded.


  “Even if I hurt you?”


  She nodded again.


  “Even if I might end up hurting you again because I’m too goddamn bad at this?”


  “A wise person,” she said seriously, “told me that if I love, I shouldn’t want people around me to break.” Violet eyes captured blue. “And I don’t want you to break, Yuri.”


  God.


  He so badly wanted to pull her into his arms so he could feel she was real, but he couldn’t. He still didn’t feel like he had the right to touch her or even look at her.


  Trying to distract himself, he thought about all the Greek philosophers and frowned because none of them seemed to fit with what Kalli said. “Which wise person is that, sweetheart?”


  “Hallie Athanas.”


  Ah, God.


  Only Kalli.


  And he would be the luckiest person alive if he could have her with him.


  He said brokenly, “I don’t think I’ll ever deserve someone like you.”


  “I know,” she answered, and he almost smiled. “But I don’t think I’ll ever deserve someone like you either.”


  “I love you,” Yuri said hoarsely. “It’s the truth. I love you, Kalliope.” He didn’t have to hear her say it because her love had never been in question. “I love you.”


  A trembling hand touched his face. “I see it in your eyes, Yuri.”


  “You’ll always see it. Always.”


  Epilogue


  



  One week later


  



  “Are you ready?” Kalli asked her audience seriously.


  “Yeah!” The entire Afxisi was in the common room and arranged in a circle in front of her. After the impressive series of bento boxes Kalli had fed them with, they were all waiting with bated breath at what she had prepared now. They were convinced that this would blow their minds, considering that Kellion had challenged Kalli to create a bento inspired by her first night with Yuri Athanas.


  She took a deep breath. “I call it Infinite.” She lifted the cover.


  Silence.


  It was a vastly pretty bento, but the theme completely escaped them.


  What was infinite about carrot flowers, cucumber trees, cheese-yellow skies, and a fried egg as the sun?


  But then a moment later and they realized all of it was just garnish.


  The star of the bento was the foot-long sandwich right in the middle.


  Everyone started to laugh at the same time Yuri groaned.


  “But what are those?” MJ pointed at the two additional inches of hotdog slices at the top. “Are those horns?”


  Helios grinned. “No, baby. I think those are additional inches because Kalli wasn’t able to find a hotdog that was fourteen inches long.”


  Everyone laughed harder.


  “But it’s the truth.” Kalli was bemused. “It is truly—”


  Groaning, Yuri kissed his fiancée to shut her up. “I think it’s time to go,” he told her when he lifted his head. “We need to have another talk about secrets.”


  As the two walked towards the door, the rest of the Afxisi heard Kalli ask innocently, “Is how long your manly part supposed to be a secret?”


  Yuri winced as his brothers roared in laughter, the sound stalking them even when they had already closed the front door.


  He offered Kalli his hand. “Shall we?”


  She took it.


  They started walking, hand in hand, just as Kalli wanted it because the Internet said so.


  For long minutes, they walked in silence, accompanied only by the watchful glow of street lamps and the occasional chatter of nocturnal birds.


  Almost every evening, they had taken to strolling through the university’s garden. And even if they did this every day for the rest of their lives, it would never get boring.


  “How do I know which is a secret?” Kalli suddenly asked.


  Yuri started to answer her when an idea occurred to him. He looked around them and thought, Fuck it.


  Tightening his hold on her hand, he drew her behind one of the larger trees. “This is a secret.” He bent her down, flipped her dress up to her waist, and pushed her panties down. He unzipped himself and rubbed his dick behind her.


  “Oooooooooooh.” Kalli twisted her head around to look at him over her shoulders, gasping, “We can actually make love like this?”


  “Uh huh.” Finding her wet, he slid all fourteen inches of length inside of her. “Bend lower, sweetheart,” he rasped, and she sought to obey. The new position allowed him to shove his dick deeper into her.


  His eyes closed. Bliss.


  And then he heard Kalli murmur in wonder, “We’re like dogs.”


  “Sssh, sweetheart,” he tried to silence her even as he fought a smile at the way she marveled at the littlest things. But then she never ceased to marvel him either.


  Holding her by the hips, Yuri fucked his beautiful bundle of honesty hard, his hips pumping against her furiously, and then she was murmuring, “If we are doing it like dogs, is it right if we howl while doing it?”


  He howled with laughter.


  She picked up her cue from that and howled when she came.


  Ah, Kalli.


  Just for the hell of it, Yuri, too, howled as he came.


  Only Kalli.


  Different, special, beautiful Kalli.


  The girl he was proud to love.


  The girl who also, the next day, was the subject of the university’s official paper, which reported about the possibility of wild wolves having found its way into the university’s woods.


  



  The End
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