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Your money means nothing to me, Sander, nothing at all, she told him truthfully, adding for good measure, And neither do you. For me, the fact that you choose to think in terms of money simply underlines all the reasons why I am not prepared to allow my sons anywhere near you unless I am there.



That is how you feel, but what about how they might feel? Sander pressed her. A good mother would never behave so selfishly. She would put her childrens interests first.



How speedily Sander had turned the tables on her, Ruby recognised. What had begun at least on her part as a challenge to him, which she had been confident would make him back down, had turned into a double-edged sword which right now he was wielding very skilfully against her, cutting what she had thought was secure ground away from under her feet.



I amthey need their moth she started.



They are my sons, Sander interrupted her angrily. And I mean to have them. If I have to marry you to facilitate that, then so be it. But make no mistake, Ruby. I intend to have my sons.
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PROLOGUE

ALEXANDER KONSTANTINAKOS, powerful, formidable, billionaire head of an internationally renowned container shipping line originally founded by his late grandfather, stood in the middle of the elegantly luxurious drawing room of his home on the Greek Ionian island of Theopolis, his gaze riveted on the faces of the twin boys in the photograph he was holding.

Two black-haired, olive-skinned and dark-eyed identical faces looked back at him, their mother kneeling down beside them. The three of them were shabbily dressed in cheap-looking clothes.

Tall, dark-haired, with the features of two thousand years of alpha-male warriors and victors sculpted into the bones of his handsome face the same way that their determination was sculpted into his psyche, he stood in the now silent room, the accusation his sister had just made was still echoing through his head.

They have to be your sons, she had accused Nikos, their younger brother. They have our family features stamped on them, and you were at university in Manchester.

AlexanderSander to his familydidnt need to keep gazing at the photograph Elena had taken with her mobile phone on her way through Manchester Airport after visiting her husbands family to confirm her statement, or to memorise the boys faces. They were already carved into his memory for all time.

I dont know anything about them, his younger brother Nikos denied, breaking the silence. They arent mine, Sander, I promise you. Please believe me.

Of course theyre yours, Elena corrected their younger brother. Just look at those faces. Nikos is lying, Sander. Those children are of our blood.

Sander looked at his younger sister and brother, on the verge of quarrelling just as they had always done as children. There were only two years between them, but he had been born five years before Elena and seven before Nikos, and after their grandfathers death as the only adult family member left in their lives he had naturally taken on the responsibility of acting as a father figure to them. That had often meant arbitrating between them when they argued.

This time, though, it wasnt arbitration that was called for.

Sander looked at the photograph again and then announced curtly, Of our blood, but not of Nikoss making. Nikos is speaking the truth. The children are not his.

Elena stared at him.

How can you know that?

Sander turned towards the windows and looked beyond them to where the horizon met the deep blue of the Aegean Sea. Outwardly he might appear calm, but inside his chest his heart was thudding with fury. Inside his head images were forming, memories he had thought well buried surfacing.

I know it because they are mine, he answered his sister, watching as her eyes widened with the shock of his disclosure.

She wasnt the only one who was shocked, Sander acknowledged. He had been shocked himself when he had looked at her phone and immediately recognised the young woman kneeling beside the two young boys who so undeniably bore the stamp of their fatheringhis fathering. Oddly, she looked if anything younger now than she had the night he had met her in a Manchester club favoured by young footballers, and thus the haunt of the girls who chased after them. He had been taken there by a business acquaintance, who had left him to his own devices having picked up a girl himself, urging Sander to do the same.

Sanders mouth hardened. He had buried the memory of that night as deeply as he could. A one-night stand with an alcohol-fuelled girl dressed in overly tight and incredibly revealing clothes, wearing too much make-up, who had made such a deliberate play for him. At one point she had actually caught hold of his hand, as though about to drag him to bed with her. It wasnt something any real man with any pride or self-respect could ever be proud ofnot even when there were the kind of extenuating circumstances there had been that night. She had been one of a clutch of such girls, openly seeking the favours of the well-paid young footballers who favoured the place. Greedy, amoral young women, whose one desire was to find themselves a rich lover or better still a rich husband. The club, he had been told, was well known for attracting such young women.

He had had sex with her out of anger and resentmentagainst her for pushing him, and against his grandfather for trying to control his life. Hed been refusing to allow him a greater say in the running of the business which, in his stubborn determination not to move with the times, he had been slowly destroying. And against his parentshis father for dying, even though that had been over a decade ago, leaving him without his support, and his mother, who had married his father out of duty whilst continuing to love another man. All those things, all that anger had welled up inside him, and the result was now here in front of him.

His sons.

His.

A feeling like nothing he had ever experienced before seized hold of him. A feeling that, until it had struck him, he would have flatly denied he would ever experience. He was a modern mana man of logic, not emotion, and certainly not the kind of emotion he was feeling right now. Gut wrenching, instinctive, tearing at himan emotion born of a cultural inheritance that said that a mans children, especially his sons, belonged under his roof.

Those boys were his. Their place was here with him, not in England. Here they could learn what it meant to be his sons, a Konstantinakos of Theopolis, could grow into their heritage. He could father them and guide them as his sense of responsibility demanded that he should. How much damage had they already suffered through the woman who had borne them?

He had given them life without knowing it, but now that he did know he would stop at nothing to bring them home to Theopolis, where they belonged.





CHAPTER ONE

CURSING as she heard the doorbell ring, Ruby remained where she was, on her hands and knees, hoping that whoever it was would give up and go away, leaving her in peace to get on with her cleaning. However, the bell rang again, this time almost imperiously. Someone was pressing hard on the bell.

Cursing again under her breath, Ruby backed out of the downstairs cloakroom, feeling hot and sticky, and not in any mood to have her busy blitz on cleaning whilst her twin sons were at school interrupted. She got to her feet, pushing her soft blonde curls off her face as she did so, before marching towards the front door of the house she shared with two older sisters and her own twin sons. She yanked it open.

Look, Im Her sentence went unfinished, her voice suspended by shock as she stared at the man standing on the doorstep.

Shock, disbelief, fear, anger, panic, and a sharp spear of something else that she didnt recognise exploded inside her like a fireball, with such powerful intensity that her body was drained of so much energy that she was left feeling shaky and weak, trembling inwardly beneath the onslaught of emotions.

Of course he would be dressed immaculately, in a dark business suit worn over a crisp blue shirt, whilst she was wearing her old jeans and a baggy tee shirt. Not that it really mattered how she looked. After all, she had no reason to want to impress himhad she? And she certainly had no reason to want him to think of her as a desirable woman, groomed and dressed for his approval. She had to clench her stomach muscles against the shudder of revulsion that threatened to betray her. The face that had haunted her dreams and then her night-mares hadnt changedor aged. If anything he looked even more devastatingly handsome and virile than she had remembered, the dark gold gaze that had mesmerised her so effectively every bit as compelling now as it had been then. Or was it because she was a woman now and not the girl she had been that she was so immediately and shockingly aware of what a very sexual man he was? Ruby didnt know, and she didnt want to know.

The disbelief that had frozen her into silence had turned like snow in the sun to a dangerous slush of fear and horror inside her headand her heart? No! Whatever effect he had once had on her heart, Sander Konstantinakos had no power to touch it now.

But still the small betraying word, You, slid from the fullness of the naturally warm-coloured lips that had caused her parents to name her Ruby, causing a look of mixed contempt and arrogance to flash from the intense gold of Sanders eyes. Eyes the colour of the king of the jungleas befitted a man who was in effect the ruler of the Mediterranean island that was his home.

Instinctively Ruby started to close the door on him, wanting to shut out not just Sander himself but everything he represented, but he was too quick for her, taking hold of the door and forcing it open so that he could step into the halland then close the door behind him, enclosing them both in the small domestic space, with its smell of cleaning fluid. Strong as it was, it still wasnt strong enough to protect her from the scent of him. A rash of prickly sensation raised the hairs at the back of her neck and then ran down her spine. This was ridiculous. Sander meant nothing to her now, just as she had meant nothing to him that nightBut she mustnt think about that. She must concentrate instead on what she was now, not what she had been then, and she must remember the promise she had made to the twins when they had been bornshe would put the past behind her.

What she had never expected was that that past would seek her out, and now it had

What are you doing here? she demanded, determined to wrest control of the situation from Sander. What do you want?

His mouth might be aesthetically perfect, with that well-cut top lip balancing the promise of sensuality with his fuller bottom lip, but there was nothing sensual about the tight-lipped look he was giving her, and his words were as sharply cold as the air outside the Manchester hotel in which he had abandoned her that winter morning.

I think you know the answer to that, he said, his English as fluent and as accentless as she remembered. What I want, what I have come for and what I mean to have, are my sons.

Your sons? Fiercely proud of her twin sons, and equally fiercely maternally protective of them, there was nothing he could have said which would have been more guaranteed to arouse Rubys anger than his verbal claim on them. Angry colour burned in the smooth perfection of Rubys normally calm face, and her blue-green eyes were fiery with the fierce passion of her emotions.

It was over six years since this man had taken her, used her and then abandoned her as casually as though she was aa nothing. A cheap, impulsively bought garment which in the light of day he had discarded for its cheapness. Oh, yes, she knew that she had only herself to blame for what had happened to her that fatal night. She had been the one to flirt with him, even if that flirtation had been alcohol-induced, and no matter how she tried to excuse her behaviour it still shamed her. But not its resultnot her beautiful, adorable, much loved sons. They could never shame her, and from the moment they had been born she had been determined to be a mother of whom they could be prouda mother with whom they could feel secure, and a mother who, no matter how much she regretted the manner in which they had been conceived, would not for one minute even want to go back in time and avoid their conception. Her sons were her life. Her sons.

My sons she began, only to be interrupted.

My sons, you meansince in my country it is the father who has the right to claim his children, not the mother.

My sons were not fathered by you, Ruby continued firmly and of course untruthfully.

Liar, Sander countered, reaching inside his jacket to produce a photograph which he held up in front of her.

The blood left Rubys face. The photograph had been taken at Manchester Airport, when they had all gone to see her middle sister off on her recent flight to Italy, and the resemblance of the twins to the man who had fathered them was cruelly and undeniably revealed. The two boys were cast perfectly in their fathers image, right down to the unintentionally arrogant masculine air they could adopt at times, as though deep down somewhere in their genes there was an awareness of the man who had fathered them.

Watching the colour come and go in Rubys face, Sander allowed himself to give her a triumphant look. Of course the boys were his. He had known it the first second he had looked at the image on his sisters mobile phone. Their mirror image resemblance to him had sent a jolt of emotion through him unlike anything he had previously experienced.

It hadnt taken the private agency he had contacted very long to trace Rubyalthough Sander had frowned over comments in the report he had received from them that implied that Ruby was a devoted mother who dedicated herself to raising her sons and was unlikely to give them up willingly. But Sander had decided that Rubys very devotion to his sons might be the best tool he could use to ensure that she gave them up to him.

My sons place is with me, on the island that is their home and which ultimately will be their inheritance. Under our laws they belong to me.

Belong? They are children, not possessions, and no court in this country would let you take them from me.

She was beginning to panic, but she was determined not to let him see it.

You think not? You are living in a house that belongs to your sister, on which she has a mortgage she can no longer afford to repay, you have no money of your own, no job. No trainingnothing! I, on the other hand, can provide my sons with everything that you cannota home, a good education, a future.

Although she was shaken by the knowledge of how thoroughly he had done his homework, had had her in-vestigated, Ruby was still determined to hold her ground and not allow him to overwhelm her.

Maybe so. But can you provide them with love and the knowledge that they are truly loved and wanted? Of course you cantbecause you dont love them. How can you? You dont know them.

Therelet him answer that! But even as she made her defiant stand Rubys heart was warning her that Sander had raised an issue that she could not ignore and would ultimately have to face. Honesty compelled her to admit it.

I do know that one day they will want to know who fathered them and what their family history is, she said.

It was hard for her to make that admissionjust as it had been hard for her to answer the questions the boys had already asked, saying that they did have a daddy but he lived in a different country. Those words had reminded her of what she was denying her sons because of the circumstances in which she had conceived them. One day, though, their questions would be those of teenagers, not little boys, and far more searching, far more knowing.

Ruby looked away from Sander, instinctively wanting to hide her inner fears from him. The problem of telling the boys how she had come to have them lay across her heart and her conscience in an ever present heavy weight. At the moment they simply accepted that, like many of the other children they were at school with, they did not have a daddy living with them. But one day they would start to ask more questions, and she had hoped desperately that she would not have to tell them the truth until they were old enough to accept it without judging her. Now Sander had stirred up all the anxieties she had tried to put to one side. More than anything else she wanted to be a good mother, to give her boys the gift of a secure childhood filled with love; she wanted them to grow up knowing they were loved, confident and happy, without the burden of having to worry about adult relationships. For that reason she was determined never, ever to begin a relationship with anyone. A changing parade of uncles and stepfathers wasnt what she wanted for her boys.

But now Sander, with his demands and his questions, was forcing her to think about the future and her sons reactions to the reality of their conception. The fact that they did not have a father who loved them.

Anger and panic swirled through her.

Why are you doing this? she demanded. The boys mean nothing to you. They are five years old, and you didnt even know that they existed until now.

That is true. But as for them meaning nothing to meyou are wrong. They are of my blood, and that alone means that I have a responsibility to ensure that they are brought up within their family.

He wasnt going to tell her about that atavistic surge of emotion and connection he had felt the minute he had seen the twins photograph. Sander still didnt really understand it himself. He only knew that it had brought him here, and that it would keep him here until she handed over to him his sons.

It cant have been easy for you financially, bringing them up.

Sander was offering her sympathy? Ruby was immediately suspicious. She longed to tell him that what hadnt been easy for her was discovering at seventeen that she was pregnant by a man who had slept with her and then left her, but somehow she managed to resist doing so.

Sander gestured round the hall.

Even if your sister is able to keep up the mortgage payments on this house, have you thought about what would happen if either of your sisters wanted to marry and move out? At the moment you are financially dependent on their goodwill. As a caring mother, naturally you will want your sons to have the best possible education and a comfortable life. I can provide them with both, and provide you with the money to live your own life. It cant be much fun for you, tied to two small children all the time.

She had been right to be suspicious, Ruby recognised, as the full meaning of Sanders offer hit her. Did he really expect her to sell her sons to him? Didnt he realise how obscene his offer was? Or did he simply not care?

His determination made her cautious in her response, her instincts warning her to be careful about any innocent admission she might make as to the financial hardship they were all currently going through, in case Sander tried to use that information against her at a later date. So, instead of reacting with the anger she felt, she said instead, The twins are only five. Now that theyre at school Im planning to continue my education. As for me having funthe boys provide me with all the fun I want or need.

Youll forgive me if I say that I find that hard to believe, given the circumstances under which we met, was Sanders smooth and cruel response.

That was six years ago, and in circumstances that Ruby broke off. Why should she explain herself to him? The people closest to herher sistersknew and understood what had driven her to the reckless behaviour that had resulted in the twins conception, and their love and support for her had never wavered. She owed Sander nothing after allmuch less the revelation of her teenage vulnerabilities. That was then, she corrected herself, adding firmly, This is now.

The knowing look Sander was giving her made Ruby want to protestYoure wrong. Im not what you think. That wasnt the real me that night. But common sense and pride made her hold back the words.

Im prepared to be very generous to you financially in return for you handing the twins over to me, Sander continued. Very generous indeed. Youre still young.

In fact he had been surprised to discover that the night they had met she had been only seventeen. Dressed and made-up as she had been, he had assumed that she was much older. Sander frowned. He hadnt enjoyed the sharp spike of distaste he had experienced against himself at knowing he had taken such a young girl to bed. Had he known her age he would haveWhat? Given her a stern talking to and sent her home in a cab? Had he been in control of himself that night he would not have gone to bed with her at all, no matter what her age, but the unpalatable truth was that he had not been in control of himself. He had been in the grip of anger and a sense of frustration he had never experienced either before or since that nighta firestorm of savage, bitter emotion that had driven him into behaviour that, if he was honest, still irked his pride and sense of self. Other men might exhibit such behaviour, but he had always thought of himself as above that kind of thing. He had been wrong, and now the evidence of that behaviour was confronting him in the shape of the sons he had fathered. Sander believed he had a duty to ensure that they did not suffer because of that behaviour. That was what had brought him here. And there was no way he was going to leave until he had got what he had come for.

And just that?

Ruby shook her head.

Buy my children, you mean?

Sander could hear the hostility in Rubys voice as well as see it in her eyes.

Because that is what youre talking about, Ruby accused him, adding fiercely, And if Id had any thought of allowing you into their lives, what youve just said would make me change my mind. Theres nothing you could offer me that would make me want to risk my sons emotional future by allowing you to have any kind of contact with them.

Her words were having more of an effect on him than Sander liked to admit. A man of pride and power, used to commanding not just the obedience but also the respect and the admiration of others, he was stung by Rubys criticism of him. He wasnt used to being refused anything by anyonemuch less by a woman he remembered as an over-made-up and under-dressed little tart who had come on to him openly and obviously. Not that there was anything of that girl about her now, dressed in faded jeans and a loose top, her face free of make-up and her hair left to curl naturally of its own accord. The girl he remembered had smelled of cheap scent; the woman in front of him smelled of cleaning product. He would have to change his approach if he was to overcome her objections, Sander recognised.

Quickly changing tack, he challenged her. Nothing I could offer you, maybe, but what about what I can offer my sons? You speak of their emotions. Have you thought, I wonder, how they are going to feel when they grow up to realise what you have denied them in refusing to let them know their father?

Thats not fair, Ruby objected angrily, knowing that Sander had found her most vulnerable spot where the twins were concerned.

What is not fair, surely, is you denying my sons the opportunity to know their father and the culture that is their birthright?

As your bastards? The horrible word tasted bitter, but it had to be said. Forced to stand in second place to your legitimate children, and no doubt be resented by your wife?

I have no other children, nor any wife.

Why was her heart hammering so heavily, thudding into her chest wall? It didnt matter to her whether or not Sander was married, did it?

I warn you now, Ruby, that I intend to have my sons with me. Whatever it takes to achieve that and by whatever means.

Rubys mouth went dry. Stories she had read about children being kidnapped by a parent and stolen away out of the country flooded into her mind. Sander was a very rich and a very powerful man. She had discovered that in the early days after she had met him, when she had stupidly imagined that he would come back to her and had avidly read everything she could about him, wanting to learn everything she coulduntil the reality of the situation had forced her to accept that the fantasy she had created of Sander marrying her and looking after her was just that: a fantasy created by her need to find someone to replace the parents she had lost and keep her safe.

It was true that Sander could give the boys far more than she could materially, and the unwelcome thought slid into her mind that there could come a day when, as Sander had cruelly predicted, the twins might actually resent her and blame her for preventing them from benefitting from their fathers wealth and, more importantly, from knowing him. Boys needed a strong male figure in their lives they could relate to. Everyone knew that. Secretly she had been worrying about the lack of any male influence in their lives. But if at times she had been tempted to pray for a solution to that problem she had certainly not envisaged that solution coming in the form of the boys natural father. A kindly, grandfather-type figure for them was as much as she had hoped for, because after their birth she had decided that she would never take the risk of getting involved with a man who might turn out to be only a temporary presence in her sons lives. She would rather remain celibate than risk that.

The truth, in her opinion, was that children thrived best with two parents in a stable relationshipa mother and a father, both committed to their wellbeing.

A mother and a father. More than most, she knew the damage that could be done when that stability wasnt there.

A sense of standing on the edge of a precipice filled heran awareness that the decision she made now would affect her sons for the rest of their lives. Shakily she admitted to herself that she wished her sisters were there to help her, but they werent. They had their own lives, and ultimately the boys were her responsibility, their happiness resting in her hands. Sander was determined to have them. He had said so. He was a wealthy, powerful and charismatic man who would have no difficulty whatsoever in persuading others that the boys should be with him. But she was their mother. She couldnt let him take them from herfor their sakes even more than her own. Sander didnt love them; he merely wanted them. She doubted he was capable of understanding what love was. Yes, he would provide well for them materially, but children needed far more than that, and her sons needed her. She had raised them from birth; they needed her even more than she needed them.

If she couldnt stop Sander from claiming his sons, then she owed it to them to make sure that she remained with them. Sander wouldnt want that, of course. He despised and disliked her.

Her heart started to thud uncomfortably heavily and far too fast as it fought against the solution proposed by her brain, but now that the thought was there it couldnt be ignored. Sander had said there was nothing he would not do to have his sons living with him. Well, maybe she should put his claim to the test, because she knew that there was no sacrifice she herself would not make for their sakesno sacrifice at all. The challenge she intended to put to him was a huge risk for her to take, but for the boys sake she was prepared to take it. It was, after all, a challenge she was bound to winbecause Sander would never accept the terms with which she was about to confront him. She was sure of that. She let out her pent up breath.

You say the boys place is with you?

It is.

They are five years old and I am their mother. Ruby took a deep breath, hoping that her voice wouldnt shake with the nervousness she was fighting to suppress and thus betray her. If you really care about their wellbeing as much as you claim then you must know that they are too young to be separated from me.

She had a point, Sander was forced to admit, even though he didnt like doing so.

You need to be very sure about why you want the twins, Sander. Ruby pressed home her point. And that your desire to have them isnt merely a rich mans whim. Because the only way I will allow them to be with you is if I am there with themas their mother and your wife.
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