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Chapter One

A bride?
Prince Khalil Khan stared out onto the tarmac and told himself what he saw was nothing more than a mirage. He was familiar with the phenomenon, having experienced it both times he’d been stupid enough to get lost in the vast desert of El Bahar. He knew the telltale signs of shimmering heat, a wavering image, the sensation of pain pounding at the back of his eyes.
Unfortunately none of those symptoms occurred at this moment. It was January, not mid-July, and piles of dirty snow stood at the edge of the runway. So much for the shimmering heat. He had no headache—at least not one from staring at the mirage. The image in question neither wavered nor disappeared. It approached steadily in a determined fashion. There was also the small detail of this not being El Bahar. Instead, he found himself in the middle of an airfield in Kansas.
If this wasn’t a mirage, then a dark-haired woman in an ill-fitting wedding gown really walked toward him.
“I’ve committed a grievous sin,” he muttered to himself. “In a past life, if not in this one.”
The woman stopped in front of him. Her eyes, a nondescript shade of brown, were red-rimmed from crying. He bit back a sigh and a curse. He loathed weak females.
“Excuse me,” she said, her voice husky, most likely from her emotional outburst. “I’ve been stranded here.” She motioned to the small airport that primarily served corporate jets. “This is going to sound a little strange, but I need a ride.”
He stared down at her, giving her what his grandmother, Fatima, referred to as his imperious look, although to him it felt no different from any other expression. “You don’t know where the plane is headed.”
The woman swallowed. Two bright spots stained her pale skin, making her look feverish and unattractive. “I know, but it’s not here. I need to get to a city.” Her fingers twisted together. “I’ve been stranded. I don’t have any luggage or regular clothes.” She tugged at the waist of her wedding gown.
He was almost curious enough to ask how she came to be left at the Salina Airport in a wedding gown in the winter. She had no coat, or if she did, she wasn’t wearing it. Perhaps she was unbalanced.
Just then, one of the glass doors opened and a tall, statuesque blonde came out of the terminal carrying a cup of coffee. Her short skirt exposed long, perfect legs, while her too-tight sweater outlined full breasts that jiggled with each step. When she saw Khalil, she waggled her fingers at him and smiled.
“I got some coffee,” she said, as if he couldn’t figure out what was in the clearly marked cup.
Again he wondered what trick of fate had brought him to this place in his life. What was supposed to have been a simple three-week business trip to the United States had turned into a hellish journey. His assistant, a pleasant and efficient young man, had been forced to return to El Bahar when his mother took ill. Both of the hotels Khalil had stayed in had lost his reservations, forcing him to sleep in a regular room instead of a suite. His jet had developed mechanical trouble, and the plane he’d chartered as a replacement didn’t have the fuel capacity to fly from Los Angeles to New York, hence the stop in this outpost of an airport. Last but certainly not least, his temporary secretary had an intelligence level in direct contrast to the size of her breasts. She seemed convinced that all she’d been hired to do was smile and preen. He’d made dozens of attempts to explain that he had actual work for her, but it was all beyond her capacity.
Now he stared at a lost bride who wanted his help. So ended his first week. He could only wonder what the other two would bring.
A steady throbbing began at his temples. “There are extra seats,” he said at last. “We are going to New York. You may come if you’d like, but please do so silently. If you so much as sniffle, I will put you out of the plane myself, regardless of our altitude.”
With that, he turned on his heel and crossed to the small corporate jet.
 
Dora Nelson stared after the stranger. He certainly didn’t understand the meaning of the word gracious, but then she was in no position to complain. Besides, if she was going to be critical about anyone’s behavior on this bright, sunny afternoon, what about her own? She was currently the reigning Queen of Stupid.
As far as she could tell, she’d only been really dumb twice in the past four or five years. Unfortunately both events had occurred within a few weeks of each other. Her first mistake had been believing that Gerald cared about her. Her second had been refusing to get back on his plane that morning. She supposed that a part of her hadn’t thought that her boss and soon-to-be ex-fiancé would really fly off and leave her stranded without her luggage, her purse, or even a coat. She had no money, no wallet, and most likely, no job.
At least she had a ride, she reminded herself as she picked up the trailing skirts of her wedding gown and walked toward the waiting corporate jet. Once in New York, she could phone her bank and get them to wire her some money. Which only solved one of her problems. She didn’t have identification, so flying a commercial plane was out of the question. Then there was that pesky detail of canceling her wedding. It was supposed to be in four weeks. Two days before, she’d been excited to mail out three hundred invitations. She was an idiot.
Dora climbed up the stairs of the jet. Her gown slipped off one shoulder, and she had to stop to jerk it back into place. It wasn’t enough that she didn’t have any regular clothes with her, but just to add to that particular humiliation, her dress was too small. The seamstress had delivered it that morning with a promise it would be perfect. Dora hadn’t been able to stand waiting so she’d tried it on during the flight. The seamstress had been wrong. The cool air nipped at Dora’s bare back, where the buttons couldn’t be fastened.
She entered the cabin, taking in the plush leather seats, matching sets faced each other. The incredibly beautiful young blonde woman she’d noticed earlier glanced up and frowned.
“Who are you?”
Dora tried to think of a witty response, but there wasn’t one. She muttered, “Nobody,” as she made her way down the aisle and collapsed into a seat at the rear of the plane.
The man, the tall, dark, incredibly handsome stranger who was her rescuer, sat directly in front of her. She leaned forward and tapped him on the shoulder.
“Excuse me. I know you wanted me to be quiet, and at the risk of being asked to leave the plane, would you mind if I made some coffee?”
The man turned and stared at her. “You know your way around the galley?”
She resisted the urge to say “Well, duh.” After all, it wasn’t hard. But his brown-black eyes didn’t contain a lick of humor, and this had not been her day. She allowed herself a simple “Yes,” and waited.
He waved toward the tiny kitchenette. “Please. I would like some as well. Can you make it strong?”
“I can make it anyway you’d like.” She figured she would use two of the premeasured bags, then cut hers with hot water.
“I would ask you to show my assistant, but I suspect the details of the process would be beyond her.”
Dora stared at him, not sure he was kidding, yet knowing there was no way he was telling the truth. Anyone could learn to make coffee. She glanced up toward the beautiful blue-eyed blonde in her clinging clothes, and perfect makeup. Or maybe almost anyone.
Dora stood up, yanked her dress into place and made for the galley. Three minutes later, she had the coffeepot brewing. She took her seat, fastened her seat belt, and closed her eyes. Her life had taken a disastrous turn. Somehow she was going to have to get it back on track. Easier said than done.
She drew in a deep breath and then released it. The pilot made an announcement, which she ignored, then the plane began to move toward the runway. In a couple of minutes, they were airborne. Dora didn’t bother looking out the window. Flying in corporate jets had been a part of her job, and it no longer impressed her.
When they’d reached ten thousand feet, she got up and poured herself a half cup of coffee, filled the rest of it with water and popped it into the microwave. She took the man his cup. He thanked her absently. She supposed that some other time she might have been insulted to be treated like a piece of furniture, but today it suited her mood. She wanted to disappear. What she didn’t want to have to do is deal with the mess that was her life.
Why hadn’t she waited to mail the invitations? Why had she fallen for such a jerk? She should have known about Gerald, she told herself as she carried her steaming mug back to her seat. Maybe that was the problem, she thought sadly. Maybe some part of her had always suspected he was little more than a snake, using her to protect himself.
She continued to stare out the window, not really seeing anything, thinking and planning, wishing the next couple of weeks were already behind her. They’d been in the air nearly forty minutes when a heated exchange broke through her thoughts.
“I told you to line up these figures,” a frustrated male voice said. “You’re not doing it right.”
“Don’t be mad, Khalil,” the woman purred. “I’m trying.”
“Trying is not good enough. I need this report before we land. Never mind. When we get to New York, get off this plane and get out of my sight.”
Dora glanced up in time to see Khalil wrestling a laptop computer from the blonde. At least he hadn’t asked the woman to leave right now, she thought with a slight smile. She should be grateful.
Khalil turned to go back to his seat. When he saw Dora watching, he grimaced. “I suppose you think I’m unnecessarily cruel.”
Dora shrugged. “Not if she can’t work a spreadsheet program and that’s what you hired her for.”
“I was promised an efficient temporary assistant,” he said. “This is what I received instead.” He pointed to the woman in question.
The blonde was about as dumb as she was pretty. She half stood and waved at Dora. “I’m Bambi.” She smiled at Khalil’s retreat. “He’s a prince.”
Prince was not the word Dora would have used to describe the man, but he had given her a ride. “What computer program are you in?” she asked.
He glared suspiciously, then told her.
She shifted to the aisle seat and held out her hand for the computer. “Trust me,” she said when he hesitated. “If you don’t like my work, you can always personally escort me off the plane.”
He gave her both the laptop and a slight smile. He was amazingly good-looking, she thought, staring into deep, dark eyes. She didn’t know if it was genetics or sun that had darkened his skin, but it didn’t matter. The color suited him. Even the thin scar on his left cheek added to his appeal.
His chiseled features—straight nose, strong jaw, high cheekbones—made him look like an ancient statue come to life. He wore a gray suit that she guessed cost more than she’d made the entire previous quarter. With his broad shoulders and narrow hips, he was a walking, breathing cliché. She had to admit, she kind of liked that in a man.
Then she reminded herself that she was thirty, not pretty, and that every single one of the extra twenty pounds she carried were firmly planted below her waist. She was, to be slightly euphemistic, pear-shaped. Men like him did not notice women like her. Or to be a little more honest, no man noticed a woman like her. Except Gerald…and she’d discovered that morning that he’d just been pretending. It was all too much to think about right now.
She moved the cursor to the top of the spreadsheet and saw what Khalil was trying to do. “Where’s the raw data?” she asked as she realigned columns.
He reached for a manila folder, then motioned for her to slide back to the window seat. He sat next to her and pulled out several sheets. “I’m doing a comparison. We’re considering purchasing one of two companies. I want to do several cost analyses, then pull apart their income statements.”
Dora glanced over the pages he held, then nodded. She could have done the work in her sleep. “Do you want gross sales to be net of returns or do you want to analyze returns separately?”
Dark eyebrows rose slightly, then he answered her question.
Two hours later, Dora pushed the built-in printer back between the seats and handed Khalil his report. “There are two copies there,” she told him. “And you have the disk.”
Bambi still sat in the front of the cabin. She flipped through a fashion magazine, apparently unconcerned about her loss of a job. Dora wished she could be as blasé about her own circumstances.
The pilot came on over the intercom and informed them they’d been cleared to land. Dora took her seat at the rear of the plane and fastened her seat belt. She glanced at her watch and stifled a moan of dismay. It was after seven in the evening, which meant it was four in Los Angeles. How was she supposed to speak to someone at her bank now? She bit her lower lip. If she’d been thinking, she could have called from the plane, catching someone before the bank closed. But she hadn’t been thinking. It looked as if she was going to spend the night at the airport, sleeping on a bench. What a perfect end to her hideous day.
After they’d landed, she took her time standing up and leaving the plane. There was something especially humiliating about walking around in a wedding dress that didn’t fasten up the back, and she preferred to be humiliated in private. But when she walked down the narrow staircase, onto the field, she found Khalil and Bambi still standing by the jet.
“I said you were fired,” Khalil was saying.
Bambi smiled. “I know. Thank you, Khalil. It was so difficult working for you. Not just because your business stuff is, you know, so complicated, but because I could barely hold myself back.” She pressed her impressive body close to his. “I want you.”
Despite herself, Dora slowed to listen. She thought the only ongoing soap opera had occurred in her life. Apparently other people suffered from the same problem.
“Ms. Anderson, I have no interest in you, personally or otherwise. You are fired. Get out of my sight.”
Bambi pouted. Her lips were a perfect rosebud of bloodred. “You don’t mean that. You’re rich and I’m beautiful. We belong together.”
He stiffened, as if insulted. “I am Prince Khalil Khan of El Bahar. You will not question my word.”
Dora felt her mouth drop open. Bambi hadn’t been kidding. He was a prince. A real prince. She frantically searched her memory for some information on El Bahar. Not much came to her, except a vague recollection that the country was somewhere on the Saudi peninsula, was ruled by a king with three sons and had long been neutral in political issues.
“But Khalil,” Bambi wailed. “I was Miss July.”
Dora’s gaze settled on Bambi’s body and didn’t doubt the young woman’s statement. She was incredible enough to be a centerfold. While Khalil showed admirable restraint and good taste, they would have made an impressive couple.
Khalil looked at Dora. “I don’t know your name.”
“That’s because you didn’t ask me,” Dora said, stepping toward him and holding out her hand. “I’m Dora Nelson.”
Khalil seemed momentarily startled by her forwardness, then took her hand in his. She’d had a split-second premonition, a voice in her mind calling out a warning, so she was nearly prepared for the jolt of pure heat that slammed through her when they touched. It was all she could do not to jump back. Khalil, of course, was completely unaffected. He released her hand and gave a slight nod.
The perfect ending to a perfect day, she thought, wishing she could laugh, or at least not break down sobbing.
“Thanks for the ride,” she said, forcing lightness into her voice. “You’re a real prince.” She paused, pressed her fingers to her mouth. “Sorry. That came out wrong. I’m a little tired. But I am grateful.” She turned to go.
“Wait! Ms. Nelson, I would like to speak to you. I am temporarily without an assistant. As I’m in your country for the next two weeks, I wondered if you would consider working for me until I leave.”
“This is ridiculous,” Bambi said, stamping her high-heel-shod foot. “I’m beautiful. She’s not. In fact, she’s—”
Dora winced and braced herself for the insult, but it wasn’t forthcoming. She realized that Khalil had motioned to two men standing by the entrance to the terminal. She hadn’t noticed them before, but they came over and took Bambi by the arms.
“Stop,” the blonde called as she was led away. “You can’t do this to me. Khalil, I know you want me. We’ll be great together. Khalil, no. You’re so rich and I—”
The glass door cut her off in midsentence. Dora breathed a sigh of relief. Khalil did the same.
“A most distressing woman,” he said. “As I was saying, would you consider a temporary job? The pay is generous. Five thousand a week.”
She blinked. “Dollars?”
“Yes, of course.”
It was more than she made in a month back in Los Angeles.
She looked around the airport. Khalil’s job was a gift from heaven, and miracles had been in short supply lately. She nodded. “Sure. I’ll do it, on the condition that I can have an advance so I can buy myself some clothes.”
He took his wallet out of his inside jacket pocket and peeled off several hundred-dollar bills. “Here.” He handed her the money. “This is for you. As far as the clothes, we’ll call from the car, and you can have what you need delivered to the hotel.” He flashed her a smile. “Consider it a signing bonus.”
Dora felt all the blood rush out of her head. It wasn’t the sight of the money or the fact that her problems had been, at least temporarily, solved. It was the impact of his smile. The contrast of dark skin against white teeth, the way his lips had curved up at the corners. He’d been transformed from terrifically handsome to absolutely irresistible.
Just then, a long, dark limo pulled up next to the jet. The two men returned from their escort duties in time to hold the rear door open for Khalil and herself.
In her career as an executive secretary, Dora had found herself traveling in style a time or two, but never before in the company of a prince. She slid across the smooth leather seat to the far side of the vehicle. One of the suited men stepped in next and sat facing her. Khalil settled onto the bench seat next to her. The last suited guy—was he a bodyguard?—got in next to the driver.
They pulled away in a matter of seconds. Dora found herself fighting a smile and then laughter. Just that morning she’d been in her own apartment in Los Angeles, planning her day, expecting to be married at the end of the month. Now she was in New York, in a limo with an El Baharian prince. She’d lost her purse, her fiancé and her dignity. Yet all she wanted to do was laugh. Was it hysterics or simply relief that she wasn’t going to be spending the night on a bench at the airport?
Khalil popped open the top of the armrest he’d lowered between them and pulled out a cellular phone. “Here’s where we’re staying,” he said, handing her both the phone and a gold-embossed business card. “Phone the hotel, and ask them to recommend a boutique that can deliver clothing to you this evening, then get in touch with them, and order what you need. Have them bill my room at the hotel.”
He gave her a second card that proclaimed him as Khalil Khan, minister of resource development, El Bahar. She supposed the small crown in the top, center of the card made it clear he was a member of the royal family.
She glanced around the interior of the limo. The suited man stared out the rear window, but he could obviously hear everything that was being said. As could Khalil, not to mention the two men sitting up front. She swallowed. Oh, joy. She was going to have to order a week’s worth of clothes, not to mention lingerie in front of four strange men. It seemed as if her good fortune was never going to end.


Chapter Two

The lobby of the elegant hotel stretched up at least three stories. Dora tried not to gawk as she took in the fine furniture, the expensive rugs, and the chandeliers that sparkled like cut crystal…which they probably were.
She’d never been part of an entourage before, and the sensation was slightly disconcerting. Or maybe the attention they received had more to do with her attire than Khalil’s wealth. Dora attempted to look casual as they crossed the marble floor and headed to the registration area, but it was tough.
They were interrupted before they could reach the clerk waiting there. A small, well-dressed man bowed low before Khalil, then introduced himself as the night manager of the hotel. They were instantly whisked into the elevator, where the manager inserted a key before pushing a button for the top floor.
So the rich didn’t have to check in, Dora thought with a slight smile. How nice. They probably got to keep the plush bathrobes as well.
When the elevator doors opened, a discreet brass plaque listed only three room numbers. Dora swallowed. Three suites took up the whole floor? That wasn’t possible. Maybe there was a private club or a banquet room or something. There had to be. The hotel was huge. If there were only three suites on one floor, then they would be incredible, not to mention very large.
The manager turned left and walked a few feet before opening double doors. Khalil paused and motioned for Dora to go first. She did so, trying not to think about the fact that the sight of her bra strap and a triangle of bare flesh was anything but appealing.
She was so caught up in feeling self-conscious, she almost didn’t take in the dimensions of the main room. Then she saw the floor-to-ceiling windows and a view of the city and Central Park that made her gasp in disbelief.
The living room was the size of a basketball court and decorated to befit visiting royalty. There were marble pillars and huge sofas. Original art including paintings and a nearly life-size bronze of a horse. Tucked in the corner by the window was a baby grand piano. Hallways ran both left and right. The manager pointed to the left.
“The dining room is next door, and beyond that, the full kitchen. Please let us know if you’ll require the services of a chef. At the end are the offices. We’ve installed the office equipment you requested, along with the phone lines.” He motioned to the right. “Four bedrooms, including the master suite. A light supper is set up, and several items were delivered from the boutique. We put the latter in one of the bedrooms.”
Khalil nodded. “Thank you, Jacques,” he said, barely paying attention to the other man. “That will be all.”
The manager bowed again. “It is our great pleasure to have you as our guest, Prince Khalil. My staff is here to serve you.”
“Yes. Good night.”
Dora still couldn’t believe she was in this room, listening to this conversation. She had to keep telling herself to press her lips together so that her mouth wouldn’t fall open in shock. She hadn’t known that suites like this existed, let alone ever dreamed that she might spend the night in one. Or maybe Khalil planned to give her a small room somewhere else. Who cares, she thought, suppressing a grin. Any room in this place was going to be fabulous.
Khalil spoke to the two suits, and they disappeared down the hall. Then he turned to her. “I find the bodyguards tiresome,” he said. “However, my father insists my two brothers and I are protected when we travel away from El Bahar.”
“It seems like a sound precaution,” she offered, not sure if a comment was expected.
“I suppose. They stay in the suite and accompany me when I leave. But they are discreet and won’t be in your way.”
“I appreciate that,” she said. How nice to know that the bodyguards wouldn’t inconvenience her. And to think she’d been so darned worried about that, too.
“As you heard, your clothes are in your room. I ordered a light supper. That should be in your room, as well. I would like to begin our work day promptly at eight. The office is over that way.” He pointed to the hallway on the left.
“I’ll be there,” she told him. “If I get lost, I’ll phone for one of the maids to show me the way.”
“I think you’re intelligent enough to find it on your own.”
As he spoke, he smiled at her. She suddenly found herself slightly breathless and had to clear her throat before she could speak.
“I’ll do my best.” She took a step toward the bedrooms, then paused. “What do I call you? Your Highness? Prince Khalil?”
“Khalil is fine.”
She took another step, stopped and turned to face him. He was tall and forbidding in a deliciously handsome way. For a second, Dora wished that she was as beautiful as the Bambis of this world, that God hadn’t been quite so generous with brains and had instead given her a pretty face or a killer body. But He hadn’t, and she really didn’t want to give up her intelligence. Not after she’d gotten used to it being around.
“Thank you,” she said simply. “You were very kind to me today, and I appreciate it.”
He waved off her words. “My act of kindness as you call it, turned into my own good fortune. I would not have survived another day with that woman tormenting me. Good night, Dora.”
His final words were a dismissal, and she took the hint, heading in the direction of the bedrooms.
It wasn’t hard to figure out which was hers. Two doors were already closed and a third led to a huge master suite. She had a brief impression of a four-poster bed large enough to comfortably sleep four, a sitting area, complete with fireplace, and fantasy bathroom beyond. Then she made her way to the open door at the end of the hall.
The large space had been decorated with blues and golds. The furniture looked French and highly polished. A small table in the corner contained a room service tray, and more than a half-dozen shopping bags were lined up in front of the queen-size bed.
Dora hesitated, not sure which to deal with first, then her stomach growled, and she remembered that she hadn’t eaten since early that morning, back in her apartment in Los Angeles. She sat down and made quick work of the salad and roll, then moved on to the delicately flavored chicken, served with baby vegetables and saffron rice. She saved the gooey chocolate dessert for later.
Still sipping her glass of chardonnay, she moved to the bed and settled on the mattress. As she did so, the mirror on the dresser opposite reflected her image. She stared at herself and resisted the need to groan aloud.
She was a mess. Whatever makeup she put on that morning had either faded or drifted under her eyes, leaving her skin sallow and smudgy looking. Her short, dark hair had gone flat, and the ill-fitting wedding dress billowed out around her in a most unflattering way.
“My life is a mess,” she told her reflection and didn’t get a single argument in return.
Twelve hours earlier, she’d been happy and content, planning her wedding, preparing to travel to Boston with her boss-fiancé. Now she was alone in New York, at the mercy of a virtual stranger. Granted, the stranger was a prince, and how many people could say that about their rescuer? But he was hardly more than a temporary refuge. When her two weeks were up, she was going to have to return to the disaster that was her current circumstances. She would probably even have to face Gerald again.
The thought made her shiver, so she pushed it away. Instead of dwelling on something horrible, she bent over and pulled the first shopping bag onto the bed, then dumped the contents. She did the same with the next bag and the next until they were all empty and a huge pile of wonderfully expensive new garments surrounded her.
There were shoes and bras and nightgowns and dresses and skirts and blouses. A tissue-wrapped box contained an entire set of makeup and brushes. Another zippered case had been filled with toiletries.
She stood up and yanked off the wedding gown, tossing it into a heap in the corner, then pulled on the first dress, a soft blue silk shift that skimmed over her full hips. Delicate roses in a slightly darker shade of blue had been embroidered into the shoulder and upper bodice, drawing the eye higher on her body and actually making her looked balanced.
She looked more closely at the clothes and realized the blouses were all light or bright colors, while the skirts were more subdued. At first she marveled at the insightfulness of the boutique’s manager, then she remembered that she’d given them her sizes—the top half of her body differing from the bottom by a full size less.
Dora shrugged and returned her attention to her reflection. She’d never looked better. The boutique’s manager had created an attractive illusion, sight unseen. Then Dora glanced at the price tag hanging from the sleeve of the dress. Her mouth dropped open and she made an audible gasp.
Twelve hundred dollars.
She blinked. Twelve hundred dollars? For a dress she would wear to the office? She looked at the crumpled wedding gown, the one she’d bought on sale at an outlet.
She stared at the clothes she’d tossed carelessly on the bed and realized she didn’t dare calculate how much all this had cost. It would make her nauseous. Instead she hung them up in her walk-in closet, then washed her face, changed into a plain cotton nightgown, which probably cost more than her wedding gown, and got into bed.
As she settled back against the fluffy pillows, she thought about her day. Which was a mistake because it forced her to think about Gerald. The man was a weasel. A walking, breathing snake of a weasel. She was better off without him. Better to live alone than to live a lie.
She believed what she was saying, even as the words broke her heart. It was one thing to find out that her fiancé had never loved her, it was another to have that information thrown in her face. She rolled onto her side and pulled her knees up to her chest. Was it her? Had she been to blame? After all, in her whole life, no one had ever wanted her.
Gerald hadn’t wanted her, either, she thought as the first tears formed beneath her closed lids. He’d only pretended. He—
The sound of soft, female laughter drifted through her closed door. Dora raised her head, then relaxed as she realized her handsome prince had company for the evening. What kind of woman would Khalil Khan of El Bahar have in his bed? Someone beautiful, she thought, but the woman would have to be bright. After all, Bambi had driven him crazy.
She smiled at the memory of his encounter with the former centerfold. Who was this man who had changed her life, if only for a few days? What was he like? Was he a weasel, too, the same as Gerald? Were all men? Or was he different? Was he honorable and did he tell the truth?
She didn’t want to think about him too much, preferring not to risk her temporary job by creating a fantasy world. But if she didn’t think about Khalil, she would have to think about all she faced back in Los Angeles. At least she could cancel the wedding long distance. That would be humiliating enough, but better than doing it in person.
Tears came again, and she fought them. She was done crying over Gerald. He wasn’t worth a single one of her tears. Except, she thought as she pulled the covers higher, she’d wanted so much for him to love her. No man ever had. But he’d only pretended. And she’d believed him. It was a sad statement about both herself and her life.
 
“Yes, I understand, Mr. Boulier. The restaurant’s wine list is most impressive, however the prince prefers to make his own selections from his private cellar. These wines have been flown in from El Bahar. He is happy to pay the corkage fee to use his wines, but if this is too much of an insult to you and your staff, then we’ll simply have to reschedule the dinner elsewhere.”
Dora heard the spluttering on the other end of the phone, but she wasn’t listening. Instead her attention focused on the fax coming over the second line. She caught the phrase “developments in memory chips” and knew it was the information she’d been waiting for.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Boulier, what did you say?”
“Of course I understand the prince’s preference. We will be honored to accommodate his request.”
Dora gave a little smile, although she kept any note of triumph out of her voice. “I’ll be sure to inform him of your cooperation. The final count is thirty-five for dinner.”
“But you’re closing my restaurant, and we can easily accommodate twice that many. The price I quoted you was for seventy-five dinners.”
“I understand. However, privacy is of the utmost importance to the prince. You’ll be paid for seventy-five dinners, but you need only prepare thirty-five. Is that a problem?” She could practically hear the man tapping on his calculator keys. He was about to make a small fortune for very little work.
“Of course not,” Mr. Boulier said, his voice quivering slightly. “We’ll be ready.”
“Thank you so much for your help. See you tomorrow evening.”
She hung up the phone, then picked it up when it rang immediately. The man identified himself. Dora checked his name against a long list, then accessed the scheduling program on her computer, made an appointment, and hung up again. Before the phone could ring a third time, she flipped the switch that sent calls to voice mail and rose from her desk. On her way out, she grabbed the waiting fax, three folders and her notebook.
Khalil’s office was next to hers. He left the door open and had told her to feel free to interrupt with information or questions. In the past five days, they’d developed a rhythm in their working style, with her giving him updates once in the morning, then again in the afternoon.
She crossed the Oriental rug and took a seat in front of his desk. He gave her an acknowledging nod. “I’ll just be a minute,” he said.
“No problem.”
She let her gaze move to the open windows behind him, through which she could see south, across the city. It was a clear but cold January morning, and from this many stories up, the city was beautiful. She’d never been a fan of New York, but the past few days had changed her mind. There was so much to do. When her temporary job with Khalil ended, she just might spend a few days here on her own…in a slightly less expensive hotel, of course, she thought with a smile.
Khalil continued to type, staring at his screen with fierce concentration. As usual, he wore a well-tailored suit that emphasized the animal strength and grace of his body. Looking there for too long was a dangerous occupation, so she moved her gaze higher. His dark hair hung to the edge of his collar. He wore it brushed straight back, and the thick strands seemed inclined to obey his wishes. She rarely saw a hair out of place.
He had a commanding profile, all sharp edges and lines. When he at last turned to face her, she took in the uncompromising set of his mouth, the faintly stern expression that drew his eyebrows together, the narrow, pale scar on his left cheek.
Occasionally she was able to forget that she was currently employed by royalty, but most of the time it was easy to remember. Khalil held himself slightly apart. He didn’t encourage familiarity and rarely responded to her humor. His keen intelligence kept her from dismissing him as pompous, and his incredible good looks gave her heart a regular workout. He was in many ways, the most complex person she’d ever met.
“How was your morning?” he asked politely as he gave her his full attention.
Dora knew him well enough to know that the question was a courtesy, not a request for information.
“Things are going well,” she said, handing him the fax. “Here’s the update on the new computer chips.”
She paused while he scanned the document. His eyes were large and dark brown. Sometimes she would swear that he could see all the way to her soul, which was ridiculous and wishful thinking on her part. The man barely noticed she was alive. To him, she was efficient office equipment. A robot disguised as a woman.
She brushed her hand against the soft wool of her skirt and smiled at the feel of the supple fabric. As it had that first night, her new wardrobe continued to be a marvel. Today she wore a dark brown straight skirt and a fawn-colored, cropped, boxy cardigan. She would never have thought to put the two different silhouettes together, but they worked perfectly. The dark skirt created the illusion of long, lean lines, while the square-shaped sweater balanced her hips. Last Friday she’d ducked out early and had gone shopping, treating herself to a pair of riding-style boots that completed the ensemble. For the first time in her life, Dora felt vaguely attractive.
Khalil put down the fax. “What else?”
She told him about his new appointment with the scientists working on water reclamation. Khalil turned to his computer and touched a few keys, bringing up his schedule for the next day. Dora’s recent entry was highlighted.
“Very good,” he told her. “As a desert nation, we are especially concerned with providing enough water for our growing population and for irrigation. It is my belief that we will eventually reclaim the desert, although I’m sure she’s going to be most reluctant to be tamed.”
“I didn’t realize the desert was considered female.”
“Most definitely. All things unpredictable have that designation. Boats, planes, Mother Nature.”
She wondered if he had trouble with the women in his life. As far as she could tell, he hadn’t had any more company since the first night they’d arrived. Did the prince have someone special in his life? For all she knew, he was married.
The thought was vaguely disquieting. She pushed it to the back of her mind. “I’ve confirmed the arrangements for dinner tomorrow night,” she said. “I’ll have the wine shipped over in the morning.”
“How much did they protest at us bringing our own?”
She smiled. “Mr. Boulier squawked, but eventually he saw reason.”
“I’m sure you had something to do with that,” he said, then passed her three thick envelopes. “More invitations to charity functions. I only have time for one. Which would you recommend?”
She flipped through the elegant invitations, then shrugged. “It’s your call. Personally I would pick the one that funds Pediatric AIDS research, but there are likely to be more attractive young women at the fashion show to help the homeless.”
She glanced at him from under her lashes, but Khalil didn’t crack a smile. While she wasn’t expecting a knock-knock joke festival, didn’t the man have a sense of humor? Still, she refused to complain. In the past five days, she’d found herself becoming an important part of his team here in the United States. She didn’t just hand out papers or get coffee. Last night she’d dined with Khalil and two senators who had wanted to talk to the prince about the progress El Bahar had made in developing drought-resistant crops. While her official function had been to take notes and keep track of what information he agreed to send to the senators, when the meeting was over, Khalil had stayed up to talk with her for a few minutes, asking her opinion on the meeting.
A quiet knock at the open door broke through her thoughts. She glanced up and saw a waiter standing there with a room service cart. She and Khalil frequently shared a working lunch.
“The dining room, please,” she said.
She picked up the folders she’d brought with her. Khalil collected a few of his own, along with a legal pad. They walked down the long hallway to the dining room, where lunch was being set up.
“Accept the invitation to the Pediatric benefit,” he said. “Refuse the others.”
“Sure,” she said, a little surprised that he was doing as she’d suggested. But then, he frequently surprised her.
The first day, when he’d invited her to dine with him at lunch, she’d gotten all flustered and nervous. But Dora had quickly learned Khalil simply didn’t like to waste time. They had much to discuss, they had to eat—why not accomplish both tasks at the same time?
She pulled out a chair and took a seat. Khalil did the same, then opened his first folder. “About the embassy party,” he began.
Two hours later the table was clear, and she had enough work to keep her busy well into the night. However, she didn’t mind the long hours. If nothing else, they kept her from thinking about the mess she’d left behind. Unfortunately she couldn’t avoid it forever. When it was obvious their meeting was nearly over, she cleared her throat.
“Khalil, I need to take a little time off this afternoon.” She hesitated. “I think an hour should do it. I have several phone calls to make to Los Angeles. I don’t have a telephone credit card with me, of course. Perhaps you could deduct them…”
He was already waving away her offer. She figured he would, but she had to make the attempt.
“The calls are not an issue,” he said. “Are you having problems replacing the contents of your wallet?”
“Not really. A couple of credit cards have already been delivered. Someone I know at work has express-mailed my passport to me, so I have a picture ID and can fly home when the time comes. But it’s time for me to pick up the pieces of my personal life.”
Until that moment it hadn’t occurred to Khalil that his new assistant might have a personal life. She was so good at her job that he barely thought of her as a person. He frowned as he remembered the circumstances of their meeting—;the airport in Kansas, her wedding dress that didn’t button up the back, the lack of luggage.
“I assume this has something to do with why you were alone at the Salina airport.”
Dora flushed slightly. She folded her arms over her chest and tugged at the hem of her sweater. “Yes, well, it does of course.” She hesitated.
He was about to tell her that she was welcome to keep her private life to herself when he found himself wanting to know the details. “What happened?” he asked. “Are you in some kind of trouble?”
Dora looked startled. She had brown eyes, like many of the women in El Bahar, but the similarity ended there. Dora’s skin was pale, her face more round than angular. She had that undeniable quality that set American women apart from women in other countries.
“I’m not in trouble the way you mean it,” she said, then sighed. “The abridged version of this mess is that I was flying to Boston with my boss, who was also my fiancé. The wedding gown had been delivered that morning. I wanted to try it on and see how well it fit. Sometimes they need alterations.” She pressed her lips together. “Anyway, I went into the back to try it on and when I came out, Gerald—he’s my boss—had his hand up Glenda’s skirt, and they were about ready to do the wild thing right there on the plane.” She spoke matter-of-factly, but he could see the hurt in her brown eyes. “At least I found out before we were married.”
Khalil didn’t know what to address first, the fact that her fiancé had so dishonored his intended, that she’d been engaged to her employer, the identity of the mysterious Glenda, or Dora’s use of the phrase “the wild thing.”
He went with the most simple. “Who is Glenda?”
“One of the executives where I worked. HTS is a family-owned company. Mr. Greene does not like his employees fooling around. He actually doesn’t like anyone fooling around. Glenda’s married, which makes the whole thing more sleazy. I just hate it.”
Usually a small, slight smile lurked at the corners of Dora’s mouth, but now her lips pulled straight. Khalil felt a flicker of compassion. Dora had many fine qualities. She was intelligent and hardworking. He enjoyed her sense of humor, although that piece of news would probably surprise her. She was naturally more aggressive and less deferential than he liked his women, but that was because she was American. All in all, she was an excellent employee, and it annoyed him that her previous boss had treated her badly.
“Obviously there was a big fight,” she said. She dropped her hands to her lap, then twisted her fingers together. “I was angry and hurt and humiliated. Glenda just sat there like a little female toad. Smiling her blond-girl smile. I hate her.” She shrugged. “When the plane landed in Salina, I just wanted to get away from them all. I stomped off the jet and refused to get back on. I wasn’t thinking.”
“How unlike you,” he murmured.
“Isn’t it? Gerald demanded that I rejoin him, and when I refused, he told the pilot to take off. There I was, trapped with no luggage, no purse, no money. Nothing. I never thought he would leave me. But then I never thought he would bop Glenda, either.” Her voice dropped to a discouraged whisper. “I guess I never knew him at all.”
Whatever opinion he’d previously had of Gerald dropped even lower. Khalil thought longingly of times in ancient El Bahar when the law allowed a prince to horse-whip a man for any offense.
“Now I have a wedding to cancel,” Dora said. “Three hundred invitations had gone out the previous day. Talk about timing.”
“As you said, better to know now.”
“Right.” She gave him a quick smile, but it was as much of a lie as if she’d told him she’d long since recovered from Gerald’s betrayal.
“Have you spoken with him?” he asked.
“Gerald? No, and I don’t want to. He’s only going to yell at me. I’m not sure how he’s explained my disappearance to Mr. Greene.” She swallowed. “I’m glad we’re through,” she said firmly. “He told me he cared about me, and he was lying. I could never have stayed with someone like that. This is all for the best.”
She spoke the truth, however Khalil doubted if she believed it completely. He knew she would with time, and she would begin to get on with her life. Until then, the greatest kindness would be to keep her busy. That was, at least, something at which he could excel.


Chapter Three

The grandfather clock in the corner of the main sitting room chimed the hour. Dora counted along, then had to hold back her surprise when she realized it was already midnight. It seemed only a few minutes had passed since she and Khalil had sat down to talk. But that had been nearly three hours before, and she knew that if she had a drop of sense in her head, she would excuse herself and head off to her own room.
Except she didn’t want to go. Not only did she want to hear how the story ended, but she wanted to continue to sit here, staring at Khalil and allowing herself to pretend that he was so much more than just her boss.
“My grandmother was angry with Malik for disobeying her,” he was saying. “She took his prize stallion and sold him. By the time Malik figured out what had happened, it was too late. The poor animal had been gelded. Malik was so furious he marched up to our father and demanded that Fatima be whipped for her insolence.”
“Error in judgment,” Dora said, imagining an angry twelve-year-old boy whose plans to start a breeding ranch had just been thwarted by fate in the form of his grandmother and an impatient horse seller.
“Exactly,” he told her. “Instead it was Malik who was severely punished. For three weeks, he was only allowed to leave his room for his lessons, and he had to apologize for ‘borrowing’ our grandmother’s mare in the first place.”
Khalil set his brandy down on the coffee table in front of the long sofa and leaned back in his seat. “I remember speaking with him while he was being confined. He told me that when he was finally king, he would create a law that would make grandmothers answerable to their grandsons, especially when the grandsons were crown princes. When Fatima found out, she was most unimpressed. She informed Malik that first he had to grow up to be king, but at the rate he was making mistakes, that wasn’t going to happen.”
Dora laughed. “Let me guess. Now Malik and his grandmother are extremely close.”
“Of course. We all adore her. Our mother died when we were quite young. She raised us. She is an extraordinary woman.”
His large, dark eyes took on a faraway expression. Dora knew that he was no longer in the large New York suite, but had instead returned to El Bahar. What was it like there, she wondered? That mysterious land of which her employer spoke. Was it as wonderful as she imagined?
“Will Malik be king?” she asked.
“When our father dies. Malik is a good leader, if a little imperious and dictatorial.”
“That must run in the family,” she murmured as she took another sip of her drink.
Khalil stared at her, then raised his eyebrows. “I know you’re not speaking of me.”
“Of course not.” But she couldn’t keep the smile out of her voice.
“It is simply because you are a Western woman,” he informed her gravely. “You’re too used to having your way in all areas of your life. Had you been raised correctly, you would not think ill of me.”
“Raised correctly?” She laughed. “I don’t want to think about what that means. And while we’re on the subject, I don’t think ill of you. I’ve very much enjoyed working for you. The time has gone by very quickly.” She couldn’t believe there were only two more days until he returned to El Bahar. “I’ll be sorry when you’re gone.”
She spoke the last sentence without thinking, then wondered if she’d made a mistake. In the past twelve days she’d gotten to know her employer. He was imperious and dictatorial, but he was also fair. At times he treated her as if she were a computer or a robot, but she didn’t mind that. He was never hurtful—the way Gerald had been. Khalil didn’t comment on her appearance, make snide remarks, or speak down to her. When he asked her opinion, he expected her to have one, and then he listened as she spoke. If the matter involved something strictly “American” more often than not, he took her advice.
He was also a rich, handsome prince and prime female fantasy material. She tried to ignore that information, but occasionally she forgot and found herself getting lost in his eyes, or the perfect tailoring of his suit.
“You have been most efficient,” he told her. “I’ve been told that I expect too much of my staff, but you’ve never once complained. I appreciate that, along with all your hard work.”
She felt herself flush slightly at his compliment. “You’re just grateful not to have to deal with Bambi,” she said teasingly.
He didn’t return her smile. “I believe I would have been forced to strangle her. It would have created an international incident.”
He shifted on the sofa, until he faced her. Several floor lamps cast a warm glow in the room, leaving only the corners in shadow. Despite the late hour and the fact that they were virtually alone, she wasn’t the least bit concerned that Khalil would try anything. Aside from the fact that a fabulously handsome, wealthy prince wouldn’t notice she was a woman rather than a piece of office furniture, she knew in her heart that he was nothing like Gerald. He wouldn’t come on to her simply to relieve an itch.
She’d heard about the passions of men of the desert and watching Khalil, she could believe that he was more close to his animal nature than many Western men. But she still trusted him. He wouldn’t use a woman for sport, which is what Gerald had done.
“What will you do when I leave?” he asked. “Not return to Gerald.”
“Never that,” she promised, then had to clear her throat. It had tightened with a rush of disappointment.
While she’d known that he would be returning to El Bahar in the next couple of days, she’d started to hope he might want to take her with him. A foolish dream on her part. But how could she help wanting to meet his father and brothers, his grandmother, Fatima? She longed to see El Bahar and the palace. Khalil had painted a picture of a wild, untamed land entering the modern age. She found herself wanting to be a part of the transformation. Which was crazy. She was nothing more than a glorified secretary. Women like her didn’t change anything.
He leaned forward and picked up his drink. “I’ll make some inquiries tomorrow,” he said. “I know several executives across the country. You deserve more than what you had, Dora, and I’d like to help you find that.”
“Thank you.”
His kind words took some of the sting out of being left behind. She told herself it was enough that he would take the time to help her. How many other men would do so after such a short acquaintance? She also told herself that she had better be careful not to make Khalil a saint in her eyes. He was very much a mortal man.
And she was very much a mortal woman, in danger of developing a huge crush on her handsome boss. So the best course of action was to remove herself from temptation.
She rose to her feet. “Good night, Khalil,” she said. “What time tomorrow morning?”
“About eight,” he told her. “Good night, Dora.”
She smiled and left the room. A part of her wanted to believe his low, liquid chocolate voice had lingered over her name, but it was the same part of her that had been willing to believe that Gerald was a man of his word.
As she walked down the hallway toward her bedroom, she decided that despite the late hour, she still wasn’t sleepy. So she would take some time to review her list of what she had left to do to cancel the wedding. If nothing else, dealing with her broken past would remind her how important it was to be sensible in matters of the heart, and that falling for one’s boss was a slick, steep road to disaster.
Ten minutes later she went down the neatly printed list. She’d already had a carefully worded notice canceling the wedding sent out to all three hundred guests. The church, the hall, the caterer, the florist, and the musicians had been canceled. She was stuck with the dress. Dora glanced toward the closet, but she couldn’t see even a hint of white lace. That was because she’d shoved the garment all the way in the back. When she left the hotel, she would give it to the nearest thrift store. She never wanted to see that white gown again.
She left her desk and moved to the bed. Once there, she sank onto the firm mattress. Now, with the clarity of hindsight, it was easy to see how she’d come to be in such a mess, but at the time she’d been blind. Her own loneliness and emotional hunger had allowed her to believe that a slightly handsome, very selfish man was really a charming gentleman in disguise.
She’d worked for Gerald for nearly a year before anything romantic had happened. In that time she’d found herself daydreaming about him. Perhaps it was because she didn’t have anything in her life except her work and a clean, but empty apartment. She had no hobbies, few friends, no social life. She wasn’t the kind of woman men were attracted to. Some of it was her brain—she was usually smarter than the man in question and most were threatened by that. Then there was the matter of her plain face and her less-than-perfect body. And her natural reticence. She’d found herself turning thirty, living alone with no hope for a future beyond growing old by herself.
Then one night she and Gerald had been working late. She’d known he was between girlfriends. He generally dated a woman for a month or two, then dumped her for someone else. That evening she and Gerald had been together in the close confines of the copy machine room. They’d ordered in Chinese, and he’d dug up a bottle of wine somewhere. She’d been tipsy after just one glass, giggling and smiling and wishing it all could be real. Then suddenly it was—he was holding her and kissing her, and she found herself responding hungrily. All her fantasies had filled her mind until she’d convinced herself they were real. That she loved Gerald, and he’d finally recognized he cared about her, too.
Looking back she realized that a part of her had never believed, but she’d ignored the voice of reason because after thirty years of being innocent, she was finally in a man’s arms.
They’d been interrupted before they’d done much more than kiss. Mr. Greene, the company president, had come across them and had been horrified. Company policy forbade casual relationships between employees, and executives had been fired for dallying with their staff. Gerald had told the older man that he and Dora were engaged.
From that moment until the fight on the airplane less than two weeks ago, Dora had existed in a blurry dream-world. Gerald had attempted to convince her that his passion and his love were real, and she’d let him because she’d wanted it to be true. They’d pulled together a large wedding in less than two months. For the first time in her life she’d belonged to someone. But even then, she’d had her doubts. Gerald had never told her he loved her. And they’d never made love. In fact, he barely touched her.
So while she’d been devastated by what had happened on the plane, she hadn’t been surprised. In that moment, she’d seen the truth in all its ugly harshness. He’d used her vulnerability because he’d wanted to keep his job. He’d never cared about her—she wasn’t even sure he liked her. She was lucky to have escaped him. Except now she would always be alone.
Dora stretched out on the mattress and promised herself she wouldn’t cry. Many women were happy on their own. Perhaps she would never have a husband or children, but she could still be fulfilled. Her mistake had been to put her life on hold while waiting for a man. That’s what she had to change. She would learn to be happy on her own. She was smart, and she wasn’t afraid to work hard. This was the only life she had, and she’d better make the best of it.
That decided, she sat back up and reached for her note-pad. She began a list. As soon as she found a job, she would start taking classes. Cooking, decorating, Italian lessons, gardening, anything until she discovered a hobby about which she could be passionate. She would search out a travel agency that catered to single women. Not to help her find a man, but to give her the opportunity to make friends with other women. She started a list of places she would like to see, then wrote down all the books she’d been telling herself she would read. She closed her eyes for a moment and earnestly promised herself she would learn to be happy by herself. Yes, she’d just suffered through a humiliating experience, but she’d been given a second chance, and she was going to grab it with both hands. She was many things, but she wasn’t a quitter. If she gave up on herself, then Gerald won. She would do anything to make sure the final victory was hers.
 
Fifteen minutes after Dora had gone to bed, Khalil tried to concentrate on the report he held, but the technical explanation of road resurfacing could not keep his attention. Despite the late hour, the faint sound of traffic on the street below drifted into the room. It had been nearly three weeks, and he was ready to go home.
Khalil missed El Bahar. He missed the bustling city, his work at the palace, his family. While he enjoyed travel from time to time, when his trips were nearly over, he frequently found himself wishing to return home. He’d refocused his attention on the words in front of him when he heard a light tap on the door to the suite. He put down the report and frowned as he glanced at his watch. It was well after midnight, and he wasn’t expecting a visitor. Perhaps Dora had ordered something from room service.
But when he walked to the door and pulled it open, he didn’t see a uniform-clad waiter holding a tray. Instead a petite, dark-haired young woman with the face of an angel stared at him.
“Hello, Khalil.”
Her voice was little more than a low purr. She entered the room, moving with the grace of a cat. A deep blue sequined gown outlined every perfect curve of her siren’s body, makeup accentuated lovely features, especially her full, pouty mouth, and a cloud of sensual perfume settled around her. The light in the parlor flashed against the diamonds glittering at her ears, her neck, and her wrists. Her hands were small, her nails long. She was, on the outside at least, the most lovely female ever born.
She made his skin crawl.
Khalil took a step back to avoid her brushing against him. She caught the involuntary gesture and smiled at him. “Are we to play that game again?” she asked as she moved into the room and draped her fur wrap over one of the chairs. “Am I to be the hunter while you are the frightened prey?” She moved close, neatly trapping him against a pillar. “I like that game.”
Sexual desire glinted in her almond-shaped eyes. She pressed her hands to his chest. “Kiss me, Khalil. Kiss me, and make love with me.”
Swallowing his repugnance, he pushed her away, then stalked to the window. “Get out,” he said, his voice low and controlled only by a supreme act of will. What he wanted to do was toss her out the window, or perhaps find a less violent way to keep her out of his life.
She closed the front door of the suite, then gave a low laugh. “But, darling, I’m the one who’s angry with you. Not the other way around. You’ve been in the city for nearly two weeks, yet you’ve not once called me or asked me to visit. I’m quite put out.” She pouted. The sexy movement of her mouth did little to arouse him.
“We have nothing to say to each other, Amber. I didn’t call you because I had no desire to spend time in your company.”
She waved her left hand at him. The large diamond there glittered like a dime-store bauble. But he knew the oversize solitaire was very real. He should know. He’d paid for it.
“You’re going to have to change your mind about me, my love,” she said. “After all, we are engaged.”
Khalil turned away from her and stared out the window. As much as he wanted to ignore her words, he could not. “I don’t want to marry you,” he growled. “I’ve never wanted you.”
“But you are a prince, and therefore marry for duty and country, rather than personal feelings. I’m your duty, Khalil. I’m your destiny.”
He spun back to face her. Rage boiled inside of him. Rage and anger and frustration because there wasn’t a damn thing he could do to fix the problem.
Amber leaned against the sofa and smiled at him, her lovely cat smile exposing small, white, straight teeth. Behind those perfect features and that incredible body lay the heart and soul of a snake.
He knew the truth about her—that when she was in El Bahar she played the dutiful daughter, but when she left her country and family behind, she transformed. Out in the world, Amber was a hedonist. She’d taken her first man when she was thirteen. Since then her conquests had grown in number. He’d heard her called a beautiful whore, and he wasn’t sure he could find it in himself to disagree with the assessment.
She pushed away from the sofa and walked toward him. “I will have you,” she whispered. “You will marry me, and then you will bed me. I will be your wife.”
“Never.”
She laughed. “Break the engagement? I think not. After all, you’d have to give a reason. What would you say?”
“The truth.”
She laughed again. “Ah, that. You would go to my father, the prime minister of El Bahar, and offer him proof of my wild ways. You would taunt him with the facts, telling him that his favorite daughter, the very jewel of his life, was a great seducer of men? I don’t think so.”
Her brown eyes twinkled at the thought. “How sad he would be. That great statesman, a true leader and advocate of the people brought down by a wayward child.”
Khalil ground his teeth together. He wanted to deny all that she said, but he could not. Amber was right—lif he, Khalil, told her father the truth about his daughter, the man would be destroyed. Ancient El Baharian custom demanded that the father take responsibility for the sins of his children. Aleser would resign as prime minister, and El Bahar would lose a great man. The choice was simple—his silence for his country’s future.
“I have money,” he said.
She dismissed him with a wave. “I have money, too, Khalil. What I don’t have is a title. I wish to be a princess.”
“What about queen?” he asked. “I would have thought that was more to your liking.”
She looked thoughtful. “It’s something I’ve considered, but I’m afraid that’s not an option. You see, I’ve already been with your brother.”
He froze. Not out of anger—at this point he didn’t give a damn about Amber’s bedmates—but in shock. Malik?
“It was after he lost his wife,” she said. She put her hands on her slender waist, then ran them down her hips. “He was so very sad, and he’d been drinking. I was alone, and one night I thought we could make each other feel better. He was very impressive.” Her gaze dropped to his crotch. “I’m hoping it’s a family attribute. Shall we see if we are as well-matched?”
Disgust with her curled in his stomach.
She moved closer. “Why wait? We will be married soon enough. In time I’ll have sons, Khalil. Your sons. And then you can deny me nothing.”
Coldness swept through him. It chilled him to his bones, then froze his soul. Resolve steeled his spine. He would not marry this woman. Somehow he would find a way to keep Aleser in office and avoid bedding this witch of a woman.
“Get out,” he told her. “I have no use for a whore this night.”
Her expression of good humor slipped a little. “Be careful,” she warned. “I’m a formidable enemy.”
“As am I, Amber. You believe you can say or do as you wish because I am trapped, but you are wrong. Know this.” He took a step toward her. “I will face down the devil himself before I marry you.”
“Yes, but will you destroy El Bahar?” she asked as she moved to the chair by the front door and retrieved her wrap. “You see, Khalil, the devil isn’t the problem. You are your own worst enemy in this. You’re a dutiful prince. You adore your people and your country. You would die for them.” She laughed. “You would even marry me for them. So you see, I have nothing to fear.”
She gave him a mocking bow, then left. Even as she closed the door, he could hear the light sound of her laughter.
He swore long and loud into the silence. Anger, no rage, raced through him, propelling him back to the window. He curled his hands into useless fists and wished to be anywhere but here.
He would not marry her. He swore by his honor as his father’s son he would find a way out of this dilemma. But how? Did Amber have him so neatly trapped that there was no escape?
He paced to the door, then returned to the window. Frustration built inside of him. Could he tell his father privately? Would the king believe him without proof? Khalil shook his head. If he had proof of Amber’s true nature, the king would feel obligated to go to his good friend, Aleser, and tell him about his daughter. As far as Khalil could see, all roads led to disaster.
He had paced for nearly an hour when the phone rang. The sharp sound startled him. He crossed to the instrument on the desk in the corner and picked up the receiver. As he did so, he heard Dora’s voice.
“Hello?”
Khalil was about to hang up when a man said, “Dora, it’s Gerald. Where the hell have you been?”


Chapter Four

Khalil heard Dora’s sharp gasp over the phone. He had the brief thought that he shouldn’t listen, then dismissed the idea of hanging up. He was curious about Gerald. The man had behaved inappropriately and was a fool. Dora wasn’t especially beautiful, but she was a good worker and he, Khalil, liked her.
“How did you find me?” she asked.
“When you canceled the caterer, you left them a phone number. Now tell me what the hell you think you’re doing? You’ve completely canceled the wedding. How dare you do that without speaking with me first?”
“How dare I cancel the wedding? You’re the one who had his hand up a married woman’s skirt, and you want to know how I dare anything? You’re an insensitive cad, Gerald. Do you even know what time it is here?”
“It’s a little after ten. What of it?”
“It’s after one in the morning. I’m in New York. But as you never dial your own phone, you probably wouldn’t recognize the area code.” She sighed. “Not that any of this matters.”
“You’re damn right it doesn’t matter,” Gerald growled. “I don’t care if you’re in New York or Zimbabwe. You get your fat ass back here by the end of the week. Do you hear me?”
Khalil tightened his grip on the phone. Dora’s cry of pain was barely audible, but he heard it.
“No,” she managed, although her voice was a little shaky. “The engagement is over. I can’t believe I was so stupid about you. You’re nothing but a faithless jerk, and I was a moron to think you were more. I’m glad you’re out of my life.”
“You don’t know how I wish I could stay out of it, Dora, but I can’t. Mr. Greene wants to know where you are. However much either of us would like to end it right now, we can’t.”
She sniffed. “That’s where you’re wrong. I have ended it.”
“The hell you have. What am I supposed to tell Greene?”
“How about the truth? How about telling him the only reason you said we were getting married was that you’d gotten caught? Why don’t you tell him that in addition to trying to sleep with me, you’ve also been doing it with Glenda and Lord only knows who else?”
“I will not lose my job because some dried-up old virgin gets cold feet.”
Khalil found himself wondering how Gerald would look after several encounters with a horsewhip.
“You always were an expert at sweet talk,” she said sarcastically. “Go to hell, Gerald. I don’t want anything to do with you.”
“I’ve been to hell,” he countered. “I went there every time I thought about having to make love with you. Did you ever wonder why I never tried? I was actually grateful old man Greene caught us that first night because there was no way I was going to do anything with you. You’re already an old woman, and you’re barely thirty. You were born a virgin, and you’re going to die one. No man in his right mind is ever going to want you. I’d like to—”
Khalil heard a click and knew that Dora had hung up the phone. He replaced his receiver as well, then stood in the silence of the living room. From there he could hear the faint sounds of Dora’s sobs. Her pain was as tangible as the furniture in the room.
He shifted uncomfortably. Until this moment, he’d not thought of his temporary assistant as a real person. She was efficient, intelligent and humorous. He’d enjoyed working with her. He’d known she was alive, but he’d not realized she was someone with hopes and dreams, someone with a spirit, someone now bleeding from the inside.
“We’ve both had a hell of an evening,” he muttered. He’d had to deal with Amber’s threats while she’d been tormented by Gerald. A grim smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. Perhaps he would fix Gerald up with Amber—the two deserved each other.
He crossed to the bar at the far end of the room. He needed a drink. But instead of pouring cognac into the snifter, he paused. An idea formed. It was ridiculous and insane, as was he for even thinking it, but once the idea formed, it wouldn’t go away. He set the bottle back on the bar and moved toward the hallway.
There, the semidarkness swallowed him. As he walked, the sounds of Dora’s cries were more audible. Gerald hadn’t just rejected her, he’d stripped her of the last of her woman’s pride. Perhaps he’d tapped into some secret fear she had of not being pretty, or desirable, or whatever it was that worried thirty-year-old virgins.
He paused outside her door. The idea circled in his brain. He had to find a way to break off his engagement with Amber and do so without endangering her father’s position in his country’s government. He, Khalil, insisted on marrying a virgin. His bride-to-be would be a princess, which was more than license to be ornamental. She had to be intelligent and committed to the betterment of El Bahar. He wanted someone sensible, deferential and even-tempered, yet he wanted to enjoy her company. While marrying for passion would be nice, finding a woman who would be a good mother was more important.
He pictured Dora—her soft brown eyes and easy smile. Her body was harder to imagine, mostly because he’d not paid much attention to it. She had broad hips—childbearing hips. Unlike Amber’s slender frame, Dora had been built to give a man strong sons.
She was not deferential, nor was she likely to allow her will to bend to his, but she had nearly all the other qualities he sought in a wife, and she was a virgin.
He hesitated in the hallway, sorting through the information. His father would be furious. It would be some time before Khalil would be forgiven for such an impulsive act. Turning his back on his engagement with Amber would bring momentary dishonor to his family, and the king would not forget. Khalil drew in a deep breath. Perhaps in time he could explain why, but in the short-term, he would have to accept his father’s displeasure.
He turned the handle, and the door opened silently. Dora lay curled up on the bed like a child. She’d pulled her knees to her chest, and her hands covered her face. Her sobs had quieted, but her shoulders shook. Once again he could feel her pain and knew that she’d been stabbed down to her very soul. Perhaps she was not whom he would have chosen, but she was better than many others. A man could do much worse.
That decided, he crossed to her bed and sat on the mattress. She jumped and half sat up, then cried out and jerked the covers to her shoulders.
“Khalil, I don’t understand. What are you doing here?”
Tears covered her face. Her eyes and mouth were swollen. She was not at her most attractive, yet Khalil found himself strangely drawn to her. He reached out and cupped her cheek, then used his thumb to wipe away her tears. Her skin was soft and damp, and oddly appealing.
“I couldn’t stand it,” he said. “To hear your pain. Sweet, sweet Dora.”
He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. Her shock was a tangible presence in the room. He suspected that if he hadn’t caught her so off guard, she would never have allowed herself to be drawn against him.
She held herself stiffly. Instead of hugging him back, her arms hung limply at her sides. Yet the feel of her this close was not unpleasant. Until now he’d never noticed the feminine scent of her body. Instinctively he knew the smell didn’t come from any expensive store, but was instead her own private perfume. The heady fragrance made him think of warm sunlight and laughter. An odd combination considering it was the dead of night and she was in tears.
“I don’t…You can’t…” She sniffed. “Khalil?”
“I understand,” he told her, again cupping her face, but this time with the intent of kissing her. With the light spilling in from the hall, he could see the outline of her breasts under the cotton gown she wore. How innocent was she? Had any man seen those curves, touched them, tasted them?
He found himself aroused, not just at the thought of her innocence, but by the feel of her womanly body against his. He could already feel the heat of his own growing desire. Making love with Dora was going to be surprisingly easy. In one single act of possession, he was going to solve both their problems.
 
Dora fought against the emotional fog that clouded her brain. She couldn’t think clearly. Obviously she was caught up in some dream—or was it a nightmare—brought on by her own exhaustion and Gerald’s phone call. Because there was no other explanation. No way was Khalil actually in her bedroom, sitting next to her and holding her close.
Except her dream was far too real. She could feel the hard planes of his chest, the strength of his arms, and the fiery heat of his body. Long, male fingers stroked her face, brushing away tears she hadn’t realized still spilled from the corners of her eyes.
“Khalil?”
“Hush, my love. Hush.”
She couldn’t be quiet. There were too many questions. “What are you doing here?” she asked again, trying to ignore the fact that he’d called her “love.” She looked at him. “Are you drunk?”
For a second, something hot and wild tightened his expression. She had the oddest sensation that he wasn’t going to say a word, but instead pull her close and kiss her. Rather than being horrified, she found herself leaning toward him, wanting his kiss, regardless of whether or not this was a dream.
“Of course not,” he told her. He rose to his feet and crossed to her door. A protest formed in the back of her throat. Was he going to leave her? But he didn’t. He pulled the door shut, then flipped on the light switch. Instantly the lamp on her nightstand came on and flooded the room with light.
Dora briefly closed her eyes in horror at the thought of what she must look like. No doubt her skin was red and blotchy from her crying, while her hair was a mess, and she was curled up in bed like an invalid. What must Khalil think of her?
Before she could come up with an answer, or even speak the question aloud, her brain reasserted itself, and she realized she still didn’t know what he was doing in her room in the middle of the night.
“Khalil?”
She’d thought he might turn on his heel and leave. She’d thought he might start speaking. She even imagined him beginning a detailed conversation on crop management. But she never expected him to cross to the bed, sink back onto the mattress, take her hands in his and begin kissing her fingers.
She blinked several times, wondering if the blood flow to her brain had been interrupted by her crying jag. Or maybe she’d had a small stroke or seizure. There was no way she was really staring at Prince Khalil Khan of El Bahar sitting on her bed, holding her hands and deliberately, passionately kissing her skin.
But even as she doubted her eyes, she couldn’t doubt her senses. Shivers rippled up her arms as heat flooded her. He pressed his mouth to each sensitive fingertip, then nibbled on the pad of her thumbs. Sounds collected in the back of her throat, but she could not speak. Air filled her lungs, but she could not exhale. Her legs stirred restlessly as her brain jumped from sensation to sensation, not sure which to settle upon. Between her thighs she felt an unfamiliar pressure, a heaviness and warmth. Her breasts seemed to swell, her nipples ached. Was this really happening to her?
“I will destroy him,” he murmured against her skin. “I will have him shot.”
“What?” she breathed. “Shot? Who?”
“That son of a jackal. That eater of camel dung. Gerald.” He practically spat out the name.
She jumped. “Gerald?”
He raised his head and looked at her. His thick dark hair was no longer perfect and several strands fell over his forehead. His eyes burned with anger and possession. She blinked. Possession? Of her? Impossible.
“I heard you on the phone with him. He is a disgusting excuse for a man. How dare he treat you so badly? He is stupid and worthless. You, sweet Dora, you are a prize. Lovely and intelligent, you are all that a man could want in a woman. I swear I will have him shot, or if you won’t agree to that, I’ll at least have him horsewhipped.”
They’d fallen into an alternate universe. It was the only possible explanation for what was happening. Because this sure wasn’t her life. Men did not profess her to be a prize, and if one were to do that, he wouldn’t be someone like Khalil.
“I d-don’t understand,” she managed to say, her voice trembling.
“You’re better off without him,” he said. “Gerald doesn’t deserve you. Be happy that you’re free of him.” He gripped her hands more tightly. “I want you,” he told her hoarsely. “I’ve wanted you since the first moment I saw you at the airport. It’s been as torturous as the fires of hell working with you these past two weeks, playing the employer when the role I truly sought was that of your lover.”
His hot, dark gaze held her captive. She wanted to look away, but she could not. She also wanted to believe him, but she couldn’t do that, either. Maybe he’d overheard part of her conversation with Gerald and felt sorry for her. While the sentiment was admirable, she wasn’t interested in anyone’s pity.
“I don’t understand what you think you’re doing,” she began. “It’s very nice of you to be concerned, but I’m fine.” She thought about her tears, then shrugged. “Okay, saying I’m fine is pushing it, but I will be fine, eventually. You don’t have to pretend that you—”
“No!”
His sharp word cut her off in midsentence. She gawked at him.
“Don’t patronize me,” he ordered harshly. “Don’t for a moment believe you understand what I’m thinking or what I want. And don’t you dare assume that this is out of pity. I’m not pretending anything.”
He stood up in one quick, fluid movement, then reached for the buttons on his shirt. “You believe him, this son of a jackal. You listen to his lies and make them your truth. Why? Why do you allow him to hurt you? He knows nothing of you.” Khalil jerked the last few buttons free then yanked off his shirt and tossed it on the ground. “He had his chance, and he destroyed it. Now it is my turn. I will not make his mistake.”
Dora half rose into a sitting position and scooted against the headboard. She wasn’t afraid, exactly, but it was clear Khalil was going to take off his clothes. Part of her thought it might be a good idea to make a timely escape but the rest of her figured she might not get another shot at seeing a naked man. Lord knows she’d been dying for the experience for years. Besides, he was so beautiful, she couldn’t find the strength to look away.
Light from the lamp illuminated his skin, adding shadows and hollows to the movement of muscles and bone. Dark hair began at the top of his broad chest, then narrowed down to his waist. As his fingers worked his belt, then unfastened his trousers, she found herself holding her breath in anticipation.
But he didn’t push them down or otherwise expose himself. Instead he drew off his shoes and his socks, then placed his hands on his hips as he stared down at her.
“I want you,” he told her. “Only you. I want you in my bed, in my arms. I want to touch all of you, caress you, with both my hands and my tongue. You are my heart’s desire. It is not pity, it is not to thank you or heal you. I’m not that selfless. I am here because of the ache in my body.” His gaze narrowed. “There are things a man can’t pretend. The desire must be real. You understand?”
She nodded slowly. She understood all too well. Gerald had cut her to the core when he’d told her that he’d thought it would be difficult for him to become aroused around her. She knew that she wasn’t the prettiest woman in the world, but she’d never thought of herself as so undesirable that no man could want her. Then Khalil tucked his thumbs inside the waistband of his slacks and pushed down.
The fine wool fabric bunched low on his belly. It was only then that she realized the unusual shape she’d barely noticed was the hard proof of what he said. He reached inside and drew out his erection. The trousers slipped un-hindered to the floor.
“I want you,” he said softly.
“Yes, I can see that.” She pressed her hand over her mouth. “Sorry,” she mumbled, “I didn’t mean to say that aloud.”
But he didn’t get angry. Instead he grinned at her. “You’re impressed.”
“Yes, well…” She waved in the general direction of his…his member. “It’s quite lovely.”
He took a step toward her. “Do you doubt me now?”
He’d given her fairly substantial proof. She wanted to believe him, but she couldn’t quite. There were the things Gerald had said, plus why on earth would Khalil be interested in her?
He growled low in his throat. “Stop,” he commanded, moving closer, then kneeling on the bed. “Stop the voices in your head and listen only to me. You will be my woman. Mine and only mine. Do you understand?”
She stared into his eyes. He was fierce and possessive, and as she looked at him she could see the wild desert behind the man. A shiver rippled through her. Anticipation? Perhaps. Fear? Certainly. But fear of the unknown, not fear of him.
“Be mine,” he whispered, moving closer. “Be mine, Dora. Let me love you.”
She was sure there was a perfectly witty response to all that he was saying, but she found herself at a loss for words. She could only wait until he drew his arms around her and pulled her down onto the mattress. Whatever protest she might have wanted to utter was lost at the first touch of his mouth on hers.
She’d been kissed before…at least a couple of times in high school, once at a frat party in her first year of college, and of course by Gerald. Gerald’s kiss had been practiced, almost clinical. She’d never been kissed by a wild, sensual man, and certainly not one as seductive as Khalil.
She expected an assault, perhaps with him pushing her, invading her, taking her, but it was nothing like that. His mouth was soft, yet firm, yielding against her own, but leaving her in no doubt of his mastery of the task. He learned the contours of her lips slowly, thoroughly. Every point of contact was fire and heat. He lay next to her, on top of the sheet and blanket, but she could feel the weight of him, and it was delicious.
One of his hands cupped her face as if he feared she might try to escape. Had she the strength or the will to speak, she would have told him that was not possible. She was trapped beneath him—more because she had nowhere else in her life she would rather be than because of his superior strength. She didn’t fear Khalil; she knew in her heart he would never hurt her.
“Dora,” he murmured against her mouth. “I want you. I want you, my sweet desert rose. You are so soft, so warm, so my match.”
His words were as heady as wine. She’d read about people getting drunk on words, but until this moment she hadn’t believed it possible. He made her writhe with undefined desire. She wanted without knowing what exactly would fulfill her. She needed desperately, but she could not describe the outcome that would most please her.
“Touch me,” he commanded, then stroked her bottom lip with his tongue.
She didn’t know which shocked her more—his request or the wet pressure on her lip. Instinctively she parted for him. At the same moment, she brought her free arm around and rested her hand on his shoulder. While his tongue slipped into her mouth, her fingers and palm absorbed the hot strength of him. He was all hard muscle and masculine scent. He was also wet and fiery and tempting as he stroked inside of her mouth. She found herself gasping in pleasure, in shock, in desperation that he never ever stop what he was doing.
He stroked his tongue against hers. The sensation and texture of him sent sparks dancing through her blood. He angled his head slightly and deepened the kiss. Fire boiled low in her belly. She couldn’t breathe, yet it didn’t matter. She was going to die this very moment, and she welcomed the experience. To have been held and kissed by this man was more than she’d ever expected from her small life.
He explored her mouth, learning details and discovering favorite places. He made her gasp and sigh and press up against him. She clung to his shoulder, urging him closer. She rubbed her tongue against his, circled him, then joined him in an erotic dance that left her legs trembling.
Between her thighs a rhythmic pulsing began. She felt blood pooling and a waiting dampness that signaled her readiness. Part of her was ashamed of her body’s reaction to this man, but most of her reveled in her awakening. She hadn’t known that such pleasures existed.
Khalil broke the kiss by moving his mouth to her neck. There he nibbled and licked the sensitive skin beneath her ear, then moved lower, to her collarbone. He rolled to the edge of the bed and pulled away the covers, tossing them to the foot of the mattress.
Instinctively Dora reached for the hem of her nightgown. It had crawled up until it was well above midthigh. But before she could push the fabric down, she felt a single male finger stroking her bare leg. Up and down, up and down, that lone point of contact moved from the inside of her knee to the top of her left thigh. She shivered. She bit her lower lip. She fought against the need to cry out his name.
The finger lifted, and the absence of his touch caused physical pain. Then he touched her again. One, brief, perfect caress on her erect nipple. As he stroked the tight bud, he stared deeply into her eyes. She found herself lost in his gaze, drowning in a pool so wet and welcoming that she could not imagine ever wanting to be free.
“Say my name,” he commanded, then touched her nipple again.
Electricity, pleasure, desire, heat seared through her. “Khalil!” she gasped.
He smiled. “What a passionate creature you are, my efficient Dora. I’m a most fortunate man.”
He pulled her up into a sitting position. Before she could gather her wits about her, he’d pulled off her nightgown, and her breasts were bare to his gaze.
She wanted to protest, or at the very least cover herself, but before she could think of the right words needed, he’d lowered her to her back and pressed his lips to her right breast. His hand closed over her other breast. Suddenly being topless didn’t seem like such a bad thing.
She closed her eyes and absorbed the wonder of his ministrations. His tongue and lips were soft and wet against her sensitized skin. His fingers matched their movements. He circled her, brushed over her, then suckled her. All the while her body turned to liquid.
Was this what happened between a man and a woman? she thought incoherently. Was this the wonder of which she’d read? So many things became clear to her. That lovers would move mountains to be together. That they would risk death. She would have done anything to prolong the magic.
He moved against her, now licking, nibbling and loving her other breast with his mouth and teasing the first with his fingers. She watched him, then found her eyes would not stay open. She brought her hands to his head and allowed herself to touch his silky, dark hair. It was all too perfect, too incredible.
Then she felt the pressure against the side of her leg. His arousal surged against her in a rhythm so primitive, even she recognized his desire. He wanted her. For reasons that made no sense to her, this handsome, rich, kind man had decided to make love with her. She wasn’t sure she believed that he really cared about her, but the proof of his desire was inescapable. That rubbing against her leg was the most precious gift anyone had given her.
Tears formed in her eyes, but not tears of pain or regret. They were of both pleasure and gratitude. How could she ever thank him?
Khalil shifted, moving lower. His fingers pulled at her panties until they lay in a tangle of silk on the floor. He knelt between her thighs and looked at her face.
“You please me,” he told her. “Now I will please you.”
But he didn’t enter her, which is what she’d expected. Instead he bent low and kissed her most feminine place. Shock stole the breath from her lungs. Shock and the silent scream that he couldn’t possibly be kissing her there. But he was. He gently drew apart the protective folds and touched his tongue to a tiny point of pleasure.
Dora came up off the bed. Her entire body stiffened. She didn’t want to tell him to stop, but she wasn’t sure she could survive the experience. He didn’t seem to notice her reaction, or if he did, he didn’t stop to talk about it. Instead he moved against that small bump, licking it gently, slowly, making her both tense and relax and finally sink back against her pillows.
This wasn’t happening, she thought as her head moved back and forth, and she found herself pulling her knees up and out to give him more room. Men didn’t really do this sort of thing, did they? Except she couldn’t deny the waves of pleasure that crashed through her.
With each flick of his tongue, he carried her higher and higher, or at least that was how it seemed. In reality she never left her bed, although it felt as if she were flying. She couldn’t get close enough. He had to go faster, no slower, no…
She breathed his name, then she couldn’t breathe at all. She begged him to never stop, commanded him to stop, no, wait. Her muscles quivered. Heat flared on her face and her chest. Her heels dug into the mattress. She writhed and pushed and held back and waited.
She didn’t know how long it went on. She was lost in a universe in which time had no meaning. She felt the flicker of his tongue and his hot breath. When she screamed his name again, she was sure she felt him smile. Her whole body collected itself and surged toward a goal she couldn’t understand. Then he gently inserted one finger inside of her. As his tongue continued to move back and forth, he pressed up from the inside and stroked at the same speed, in perfect counterpoint.
The explosion destroyed her. It was too perfect to survive. She hadn’t known that her body could respond, could feel, could experience the primal release of the moment. She was cast up to the heavens, then caught in strong and gentle arms. Shudders rippled through her, breaking her, assembling her, leaving her forever changed. She could only gasp and pray for a road back, then a soft voice called her name, and she found herself cradled in Khalil’s arms. He held her close and touched her face.
“So the desert rose is a wildcat,” he murmured, then kissed her. “You are quite the surprise, sweet Dora.”
Her heart still pounded hard and fast in her chest. “Was it supposed to be that good?” she asked.
He laughed. “Only when two people are very lucky.” His smile faded. “We are a good match.”
Then he moved over her, again kneeling between her thighs, but this time he wasn’t going to kiss her there. He was going to possess her, to change her. When he finished, she would no longer be a virgin.
It was all she could do to keep from begging him to hurry. She desperately wanted to feel him inside of her. She wanted to know what generations of women had known before her, and to become one with this incredible man.
“Tell me you want this,” he told her.
“Yes, Khalil,” she whispered, staring into his dark eyes and losing herself there. “Please. Be in me. Change me.”
Something probed between her legs. He reached between them, guiding himself. She parted her thighs and told herself to relax, that tensing would only make it more difficult. Then he was filling her, stretching her until it nearly hurt. He pushed in deeper, then paused.
“There,” he said. “The proof.”
His expression tightened. He flexed his hips once and pushed. A sharp pain ripped through her, making her gasp, but he didn’t stop. He thrust deeply into her, all the while staring into her eyes. Passion combined with possession. Later she would swear that she remembered the faint whisper of a desert wind as he took her into his embrace and called out to the heavens, “You are mine.”


Chapter Five

Khalil lay in the darkness. He was tired, but he couldn’t sleep. Not after what had happened.
He turned his head to the left and stared at the woman curled up next to him. He could barely make out the shape of her body, but the scent of her filled his senses and made him want to pull her close so that they could make love again.
Instead he pushed himself into a sitting position and turned until his feet rested on the floor. For the first time in his life, he’d made love with a virgin. He’d heard Gerald’s accusations and had assumed the man was telling the truth, but a part of him had wondered. Dora’s hesitantly eager responses had also hinted at the truth, but until he’d felt his arousal pierce the veil of her innocence, he hadn’t been sure.
The act of deflowering a virgin had been surprisingly satisfying. He enjoyed knowing that no man had spilled his seed inside of her—that she was, in the most primitive way possible, his.
Khalil smiled, but the gesture was more cynical than humorous. He prided himself on being a modern man, forward thinking in his quest to lead his country into the new millennium. Yet here he sat, pleased that he’d finally bedded a virgin. So much for his thin veneer of civility. He was not as far removed from his savage ancestors as he would like to think.
Which didn’t answer his question about the woman. He glanced over his shoulder and watched her sleeping. Could he do this? Was it wrong?
He dismissed the queries as soon as they appeared. He was Khalil Khan, prince of El Bahar. He could do anything he liked. In matters of state, the fate of the country came first. He would not marry Amber and subject himself and his nation to her petty nature. Yet he had to marry and produce sons to carry on for him when he was dead. He was a member of the royal family—he had obligations.
Besides, without him, who was Dora Nelson? A secretary? A nobody who had been badly used by her former employer? With him, she could be so much more. She would, in fact, be honored by his proposal. This was best for all concerned.
That decided, he stretched out on the bed. When the first light of morning crept into the room, he would begin making phone calls. By the time Dora awoke, all would be arranged. He closed his eyes to sleep, but instead of relaxing, he found himself reliving the pleasure he’d found in her arms.
She’d been unskilled, but eager. Her pleasure when he’d touched her most feminine place with his tongue had surprised them both. She’d writhed beneath him like a wildcat. The memory made him smile, then grow hard. He remembered how tight she’d been. How she’d stiffened from the pain when he’d first pushed through her barrier. But she’d relaxed, allowing him to go more deeply. He’d plunged in and out of her, feeling her give herself up to him. How fiercely she’d wrapped her arms around him as she’d urged him to completion. She’d wanted him to take her, to change her, to make her a woman. When he’d climaxed, she’d clung to him, as if she never wanted him to go.
He’d had every intention of returning to his own room, yet somehow he had not. He’d spent the night here, at her side, listening to her soft breathing and waiting for dawn. Even now, when there were only a few hours left until the new day began, he stayed in her bed. Aroused and wanting, he pulled her close and breathed in the scent of her hair. She stirred against him but did not wake. He would sleep another time. For tonight, this was enough.
 
Dora stirred slightly under the covers, which seemed especially heavy this morning. She turned over and bumped into something…warm.
Her eyes flew open. Khalil lay next to her, his brown eyes alert, his mouth smiling. “Good morning,” he said.
She swallowed hard as memories from the night before crashed into her. Her conversation with Gerald, Khalil’s declaration that he couldn’t keep his hands off her, the way they’d made love. The last thought brought sensual images to mind, of him touching her, kissing her, taking her. She felt a flush of embarrassment crawl up her face, and she had to fight the need to duck under the covers and never come up.
“Ah, so you do remember what happened last night,” Khalil said, his voice as low and gentle as his caresses had been. “I’d hoped you might.” He placed his hand on her bare shoulder, then stroked her arm. “I think we did very well together.” He slipped one leg between her thighs. “So well I had trouble sleeping. All I could think about was wanting to make love with you again.”
She blinked at him but didn’t have a clue as to what to say. What was the correct social response on the morning after? Especially when the night before had not only been unexpected, but had also been her very first time?
“Thank you,” he said, and pressed a kiss to her cheek.
She didn’t know whether to laugh or to scream. Here she was, naked, in bed with a handsome prince, who by the way had his bare leg between her bare thighs, and he was thanking her for their close encounter. Had the world gone completely crazy? Or was he looking for a way to let her down gently? Was that what this was about? Did he want to find an easy way to let her know that she would be a fool to have any expectations?
“I had a nice time, too,” she said at last when it became obvious he was waiting for some kind of response. She wished she could put a little space between them, but she didn’t know how to do that without being thought of as rude. She would also like to get up, but she was naked and the only bathrobe nearby was clear across the room in the bathroom. She did not relish the thought of walking around naked in front of Khalil. While his bare body had been sheer perfection, she saw no need to flash her flaws in the light of day.
“I was hoping you would think our lovemaking was more than just nice,” he chided. “How about spectacular? Extraordinary? Even magical?”
He was teasing. She could tell by the tone of his voice. His playfulness gave her a little courage. While she had no illusions about his expectations for any kind of relationship with her, perhaps this wasn’t going to end badly.
“I think I’ll stick with nice,” she said primly, then braced herself for his retaliation.
He didn’t disappoint her. He waited less than two seconds, then lunged toward her, tickling her stomach and her side. She screamed and tried to wiggle away, but he was much stronger. Using only one hand, he pinned her arms above her head, which gave him free access to her naked torso. But instead of continuing to tickle her, he bent down and licked her nipple. She shivered.
He released her and sat up. “We are well-matched,” he said, repeating what he’d told her the previous night. “I was not wrong to choose you.”
His words didn’t make any sense. “What are you talking about?”
He frowned as if he expected her to intuitively understand. “Isn’t that obvious? We are to be married this afternoon. The ceremony will be at five. I’ve already spoken to the manager of the boutique where you got your other clothes. One of their salespeople will be bringing by a selection of dresses at two.”
As he spoke, he rose to his feet and reached for a bathrobe she hadn’t noticed draped across a chair. Her ears heard what he told her, her brain absorbed the information, but it had no meaning. He might as well have been discussing the lack of oxygen on Jupiter, or the number of single-celled animals who lived at the bottom of the ocean.
“Married?” she asked, sure she’d misunderstood.
“Yes. That is what I said.”
She pressed her lips together and stared at him. Married? Married? Them? “You want to marry me?”
“Of course. Why are you surprised?”
How much time did he have to listen to that answer? she wondered grimly. This had to be a joke. A cruel bit of humor that had gone awry. Marriage? To her? Sure. Princes fell in love with their secretaries every day. “We’re not in some movie from the forties,” she said angrily. She sat up and pulled her knees to her chest, making sure she remained covered by the sheet and blanket. “I don’t think this is funny.”
“Nor do I,” he said coolly.
Her eyes burned. She realized she was close to crying—probably because there was a part of her that wanted to believe it was all true. She’d never allowed herself the fantasy of imagining Khalil caring about her. It was too ridiculous to stand. But he wasn’t a heartless man; at least she’d never seen proof of that. So why would he act this way now?
“I don’t understand,” she whispered. “Why are you doing this to me?”
“It’s perfectly clear,” he insisted. “I’ve wanted you from the first moment I saw you. You are intelligent, reliable, honorable and healthy. You have all the qualities I require in a wife. Until last night, you were a virgin. I am Prince Khalil Khan and I do not dishonor women.”
This was twisted even for him, she thought, trying to come to grips with what was happening to her. “You can’t mean that. You don’t really want to marry me.”
“Why not?”
There were probably forty-seven thousand reasons. Unfortunately she couldn’t come up with one right now. She shrugged and made a vague movement with her hand. “Because.”
“Ah, that makes it all clear.”
He returned to the bed and settled next to her, then he took one of her hands in his. “What are you afraid of?”
She searched his gaze, wondering if she really dared to speak the truth. But as she couldn’t think of anything else to say, she didn’t have much choice. “That this is all a game to you. If it is, I don’t understand the rules, and I know I’m going to get hurt. I don’t want that.” The truth was she wasn’t sure she would survive more heartache right now, thank you very much. She would prefer to be left alone until she recovered her equilibrium.
He reached toward her and tucked a lock of hair behind her ear, then touched her face. “I understand,” he told her, even though he couldn’t possibly. “You want to believe me, but you’re afraid. What happened to my lovely desert wildcat?”
“She had another appointment this morning and couldn’t be with us.”
He flashed her a smile. He hadn’t showered or shaved yet, and stubble darkened his jaw. He looked rugged and dangerous and she shivered at the thought of them being intimate again.
“I adore you,” he said and squeezed her fingers. “I know that this has happened very quickly, but that doesn’t make the experience any less valid. Trust me. More importantly, trust yourself, sweet Dora.” He leaned close. “I want you, in my bed and in my world. Marry me. Come back with me to El Bahar. Help me with my work. Help me change the world that is my country. You see, I must go back, but I’m not sure I can if you refuse to accompany me.”
His words fell like rain in the desert. She soaked up every syllable, drank in the sounds, then let them blossom deep inside of her. Oh how she longed to believe him. Could this be happening? Could someone like her really be so very fortunate?
She stared at him as if the truth lay in his handsome features. From the beginning he’d been autocratic and annoying, and he’d worked her hard, but he’d never been cruel. He’d never lied. She’d listened to him while he dealt with both customers and suppliers. He was tough, but honest. He had a moral code. He wasn’t Gerald.
That was what it came down to, she thought. Her fear that like Gerald, he was using her to get something he wanted. Except he was a prince and what on earth could he want that she could give him? She was an unemployed, nearly middle-aged spinster with a few office skills. And he…he was Khalil Khan, prince of El Bahar. In her heart she’d always known that Gerald was much less than she wanted him to be. Something about Khalil made her think he was so much more.
Before she realized what he was doing, he’d taken her in his arms, then stretched her out on the mattress. He reached under the covers and began to stroke her belly.
“Marry me,” he murmured against her neck. “Be my wife. Come home with me. Have my sons. I will make you a princess. My sweet, lovely Dora.”
It was impossible to think while his fingers tickled her ribs, then moved higher to her breasts. He circled the full curves, then teased her nipples. She gasped as pleasure filled her, and her woman’s place dampened in anticipation of his possession.
“Khalil,” she breathed.
“Yes,” he told her. “Want me, need me, as I have wanted and needed you. Believe in me. Life has just offered you a great prize. Don’t be afraid. This once, reach out and grab it with both hands. If you don’t, you’ll regret it for the rest of your days.”
Of all the things he’d said to her, the last statement was the one that got through. She knew all about regrets. She’d lived with them all her life. She regretted her unhappy childhood, her initial college experience, her lack of relationships through her twenties, her relationship—if she could call it that—with Gerald. So many regrets. And not one of them was about something she’d done. She didn’t regret her actions, just her inactions.
Were her dreams at last coming true?
“Marry me,” he urged, still kissing her neck and her throat. “Say yes.”
She took a deep breath. Did she want to keep living with regret or did she want to take a chance? She bit her lower lip, then closed her eyes and exhaled a single word.
“Yes.”
Khalil sat up. “I knew I could make you see sense. Good.”
He bounded to his feet, then reached down and pulled her to hers. Before she had a chance to register her nakedness or be embarrassed, he stepped behind her and gave her a gentle push toward the bathroom.
“Go ahead and shower. There’s much to be done before the wedding. I’ll meet you in the dining room in twenty minutes.”
With that, he was gone. Dora stared after him. Somehow that was not the response she’d expected when she’d agreed to marry Khalil. Married? She shook her head. None of this was really happening. Obviously she was caught up in a weird dream or something. Or maybe she’d hit her head in the night. Either way, she might as well shower, if only to get on with the dream and see what would happen next.
 
The wedding party consisted of Khalil, Dora, a justice of the peace and the two bodyguards who served as witnesses. Dora glanced around the large parlor in the beautiful hotel suite and told herself that the management had worked a miracle in a very short period of time.
White roses and baby’s breath had been woven through a narrow wooden arch. Large, pale pink urns filled with white roses, lilies and orchids sat on squat tables, which formed a makeshift center aisle in the room. She and Khalil stood on a long, white cloth that had been tacked down from the entrance of the room to the edge of the archway, and soft music played over the suite’s sound system.
Dora clutched her bouquet of exotic flowers more firmly in her hands and told herself that considering there had been less than twelve hours to pull it all together, things had gone surprisingly well. Promptly at two the boutique had delivered a half-dozen dresses for her to look at. She’d chosen a simple ivory lace gown that looked like something from the 1920s. She’d managed to pull her shoulder-length hair up into a French twist so that the delicate pearl earrings Khalil had given her at lunch were visible.
She knew she looked pretty good. Khalil was handsome and confident in his dark suit. Under the circumstances, they were doing well. And that was the problem. She wasn’t comfortable with the circumstances, nor could she stop shaking. Even now, with the judge talking about sickness and health, she felt as if she were still in her dream. Or maybe she’d gotten trapped in a made-for-television movie. Or maybe it was mental illness. Or maybe it was really happening.
Dora didn’t know which would be more frightening. Was she really marrying Khalil Khan, prince of El Bahar? She shook her head slightly, trying to clear her thoughts. Maybe it was the wedding that was messing up her brain, she thought frantically, desperate for an excuse. Nothing was the way she thought it would be. With Gerald, their wedding plans had been a little rushed, but they’d had more than two months in which to come up with a plan. There had been guests and a church and a reception at a hall, and she’d had a real wedding dress.
She glanced at Khalil who listened attentively to the judge. What was he thinking? She wanted to stop the ceremony and talk to him but she didn’t know what words to use. Perhaps he didn’t think this was out of the ordinary. After all, when she’d emerged from her room after her shower, she’d found him already working in his office. He’d given her little more than an absentminded greeting, then he’d thrust a stack of folders at her and had turned his attention back to his computer. She’d spent the morning before her wedding dealing with last-minute business problems. As if nothing between them had changed.
“Dora?”
She looked up and realized both Khalil and the judge were staring at her. “What?”
Khalil smiled. “I believe the response he’s looking for is more along the lines of ‘I do.”’
I do what? she wondered, then it sank in. “Oh. Sure. I mean, I do.” She gave a little cough that did nothing to ease the tightness in her throat.
“The ring please,” the judge said, taking Dora’s flowers from her and setting them on a nearby table.
Khalil reached into his pocket and pulled out a diamond ring. Dora stared, first at the glittering piece of jewelry, then at him. Was that for her?
“Fit for a princess,” he murmured and slid it on the ring finger of her left hand.
She opened her mouth to protest. It was too extraordinary, too lovely, too expensive. Then she remembered she was not only marrying royalty, but into one of the richest families in the world. To Khalil this was probably as significant a purchase as her buying a nice pair of panty hose.
The judge started talking again, but she wasn’t listening. Instead she found herself captivated by the stunning ring that glittered on her hand. The band was wide, nearly reaching to her knuckle, and the entire ring was a circle of diamonds. Square-cut stones nestled together, each diamond as long as the band was wide. She didn’t know how many diamonds it took to make up the ring, but each had to be at least two carats. It wasn’t a piece of jewelry she would have picked for herself, but it was lovely and felt as if it had been made for her hand.
“You may kiss the bride.”
She looked up in time to watch Khalil bend down and press his lips to hers. The kiss was sweet and far too short. Then he squeezed her hand.
“Do you feel any different?” he asked.
“Being married?”
“That, of course, but I was wondering how it felt to be a princess.”
Princess Dora Khan of El Bahar, she thought to herself and had to fight back a burst of hysterical laughter. “I don’t think it’s sunk in yet,” she told him, wondering if it would ever sink in.
“Congratulations, Your Highness,” one of the bodyguards said, as he shook her hand.
Dora smiled automatically, but otherwise her body had gone numb. A princess? Yeah, right, that was her. Who was she trying to kid? Reality was she was a secretary from Los Angeles who had stumbled into a crazy situation. She had to get out before she said or did something stupid. Like throw up…or worse…believe all this was really happening.
Except she didn’t get to make her escape. Before she’d realized what was going on, the judge was gone and the bodyguards had retreated to their rooms. She was alone with her new husband, watching him pour them each a glass of champagne.
Who was this stranger? she thought warily as she moved to the sofa and settled in the corner. What had she done? Her nervousness increased, as did her shaking, and when he handed her the glass of champagne, it was all she could do to keep from spilling the bubbling liquid all over her lace dress. In an effort to keep that from happening, she swallowed a mouthful of champagne, decided the taste was exceptionally nice, then finished her glass. Khalil refilled it without saying a word.
He put the ice bucket on the table in front of her and settled next to her on the sofa. “Are you all right?” he asked.
He sounded kind and sincere, she thought frantically. So normal, as if he did this kind of thing all the time. Except he couldn’t, right? “Isn’t this making you crazy?” she blurted.
He took a sip of his drink. “What? The wedding? I thought things went smoothly.”
“Oh, yeah, sure. Clockwork in motion, or whatever.” She paused. The saying was “poetry in motion,” so where did the clocks come from? She rubbed her temple. Her stomach tingled and she thought it might have something to do with the champagne. Just to be sure, she drank a little more. She hadn’t eaten that day, and she was also thirsty. The fizziness tickled her throat. Was it her imagination or did her head suddenly feel heavy?
“I think I should probably eat something,” she mumbled.
“Of course,” Khalil told her. “Dinner is waiting whenever you’re ready.”
“Great.” Except the thought of standing up was suddenly too complex. “Maybe in a minute.”
She looked at him, at his handsome face. The lines of his profile were sharp, like a statue of granite. He was dark and dangerous, like the desert at night. Not that she had any personal experience with the desert at night or during the day.
“I know this is unfamiliar,” he said, lightly touching the back of her hand. “We need to spend a little time getting to know each other. Why don’t we talk about our past? After that, we’ll eat dinner, and then we’ll make love until dawn.”
Making love, she thought hazily. Now that would be very nice. Maybe they could skip the other parts and get right to doing it. She hiccuped softly, then took another drink. She wanted to do it again and again until she learned everything about it. She wanted to touch Khalil and have him touch her back. She wanted to see him naked, in fact she thought this little chat about their past might be more enjoyable if he took his clothes off right now. She would very much like to see the “it” that made doing it so very enjoyable.
“Do you have any brothers or sisters?”
His question cut through her fantasies and left her confused. Then she remembered that they were getting to know each other. A sensible plan. Khalil was right—once they knew more details about each other’s lives this wouldn’t be such a strange situation.
She finished her glass of champagne and started to set it on the coffee table, but Khalil filled it instead. She thought about refusing, after all, her head was already spinning, but wouldn’t that be rude? It was his wedding, too, and…What had been his question?
“No, I’m an only child.” She leaned back against the sofa. “My mom never said anything, but I think I was a mistake. She and my dad got married about two months before I was born. After that, he was never around much. They divorced when I was seven.”
“I see. I’m the youngest,” he said. “I can’t imagine what it would have been like to be an only child.”
“It’s lonely,” she said bluntly. “Probably not for some kids, but it was for me. My mom worked a lot to support us, and my dad wasn’t one for regular visitation. Plus, I wasn’t really popular at school.” She shrugged, then rolled her head so that she could look at him. “Too smart. I wasn’t pretty enough to get in with the right girls, and I think I scared all the boys away. Plus I was shy, and I never knew what to say to anyone. It was easier to hide out in the library and read.”
She took another sip of champagne. It tasted tartly sweet and slipped down easily. The tingling in her belly had spread to her whole body, and her brain definitely felt thick, but in a nice way. Like she was protected from anything too scary.
“When did you stop being lonely?” he asked.
She angled toward him and pulled her knees up onto the sofa. “Yesterday, I think. I can’t really remember.”
Khalil’s features started to blur together. Had she had too much to drink? Or was it just the soft lighting in the suite? Her eyes fluttered closed, and she felt warm fingers brush against her cheek.
“College wasn’t too bad at first,” she said dreamily, getting lost in the past. “I had a scholarship that paid for most things. I liked being in a place where it was considered a good thing to be smart and to work hard. But living on campus cost more than I thought, and I had to get a job to supplement my expenses.”
She opened her eyes and looked at him. “My mom didn’t have any extra money to spare. I don’t suppose that’s ever been a problem for you.”
“No, it hasn’t.”
“Must be nice.”
“Sometimes, but we’ve had other problems.”
“I guess everyone does. Anyway, I started tutoring. I worked with athletes a lot. Mostly because they paid the most. But they weren’t interested in anything but getting by. They didn’t want to learn. Isn’t that horrible?” She blinked and found that her eyelids were extraordinarily heavy. She swallowed a little more champagne to help her stay awake.
“One day I found my study notes missing. I confronted a couple of the guys, and they wouldn’t admit they’d taken them.” She sighed remembering the hurtful things those boys had said. “I refused to tutor them anymore. About three weeks after that, a bunch of the guys were caught cheating. They were going to be expelled, but they weren’t content to go quietly. They said that they were using a cheating system I’d come up with and had charged them for.”
Her words caught in her throat. That had been so long ago, she would have thought it didn’t have the power to hurt her anymore, but it did. She remembered her time in the dean’s office, when it had been her word against theirs.
“Six of them told the same story. Six,” she repeated quietly. “No one believed me, not about the notes or that I refused to work with them, or that I hadn’t had any part of the cheating. So I was expelled along with them. I went home, got a job and saved my money. A year later I started at my local community college, then I received my associate’s degree.”
She pressed her lips together. “This probably isn’t what you wanted to know, is it?”
“I want to know whatever you want to tell me.”
She tried to smile, but her face felt numb. “I don’t think so. I doubt any part of my life is very interesting.”
“That’s not true.” He stroked her cheek again, and the contact felt lovely. “Why didn’t you go back to college and get your four-year degree?”
She shrugged. At least it felt like she was shrugging on the inside, even if she didn’t feel any movement on the outside. “I was afraid of what might happen. I didn’t want to go through that again. Except for when Gerald left me in that airport in Kansas, it was the most alone I’ve ever felt.”
Khalil leaned close and took her glass from her, which was a good thing. When had her fingers gotten so stiff? She could barely bend them.
“You, my desert rose, tell a very sad story,” he murmured. “But all that is about to change.”
She desperately wanted to believe him. “Do you promise?”
“Yes.” He moved next to her and took her in his arms. “Nothing is going to hurt you ever again.”
“Not even you?”
“Least of all me.”
Then he kissed her. Those wonderful warm, firm lips settled on hers. Her eyes drifted slowly closed as a lethargy filled her body. She was drifting, drifting, drifting…And then there was only darkness.


Chapter Six

The redheaded model strolled down the center of the showroom, her lithe, insanely slender body barely making any movement under the burnt umber silk of her column dress. Dora stared at the garment and tried to ignore the skinny eighteen-year-old beneath. While she adored the color, the style would never work on her. She shifted uncomfortably on the gilded chair in the exclusive salon Khalil had brought her to this morning. He’d wanted to buy her a new wardrobe before they left for El Bahar later that afternoon.
She told herself to be happy with his generosity. She told herself that he was being kind and attentive, and she very nearly bought into her own story. The only thing holding her back was the fact that she’d awakened alone in her bed that morning, and there hadn’t been any evidence that Khalil had ever joined her. But she wasn’t sure she had the right to be upset, either, because most of the previous evening was a blur.
She remembered bits of the wedding, and she remembered afterward, when she and Khalil had sat together talking. She certainly remembered the champagne. She pressed two fingers to her temple. Even now her head pounded in a not-so-gentle reminder that too much liquor on an empty stomach did not leave her feeling her best.
At some point she must have fallen asleep—she didn’t dare even think the phrase “passed out”—and Khalil had put her to bed. It’s not as if she wanted her husband to make love with her while she wasn’t conscious, so she shouldn’t be upset that she woke up alone. Technically nothing was wrong. Even so she couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t exactly right, either. After all, she’d spent her wedding night alone.
Babette, the owner of the fashion salon, fingered the delicate silk of the column dress. “The fabric is quite extraordinary,” she said. “And the color would be fabulous on madam.”
Oh, right, Dora thought glumly. And wouldn’t madam look amazing with her hips pulling at the seams and completely destroying the line of the dress. But she didn’t say that. She didn’t say anything. The exclusive establishment left her feeling out of place and more than a little inadequate. All the saleswomen looked like former models. Babette was petite and incredibly well-dressed. Despite wearing her new favorite blue dress, Dora felt frumpy and fat by comparison.
Babette regarded her thoughtfully. “However, I’m not sure the style is going to flatter madam.”
What insight, Dora thought sarcastically. Give that lady a prize. Then she sighed and reminded herself that her defensive attitude came more from fear than because she felt slighted. She didn’t belong here. She didn’t belong back in Los Angeles, either. She was homeless and confused and to make matters even more stressful, she’d just married a prince.
Khalil had stationed himself at the rear of the viewing room, close to the entrance of the salon. As soon as Dora had been settled, he’d started making calls on his cellular phone. Now he dropped his phone into his jacket pocket and crossed to stand beside her. His gaze raked over the model who had paused to turn in front of him. Her pouty mouth curved up in what was an invitation to look…and maybe more. Dora wanted to slap the teenager and tell her to go back to high school. Instead she told herself that the shopping trip wasn’t going to last forever.
Khalil turned to Babette. “The girl looks as if she hasn’t eaten in a month. Don’t you pay your models?”
Babette’s perfectly made-up face blanched. “Your Highness, I assure you—”
He cut her off with a glance. “My wife has a wonderful womanly shape. I not only desire her, I am fortunate to have her as the future mother of my sons. She is a princess, madam. You would do well to remember that.”
Babette managed to look both composed and stunned at the same time, while Dora was sure she only looked shocked. Khalil then bent down and pressed his mouth to her cheek. “I still have calls to make. Are you all right?” he asked quietly, his breath tickling her ear.
“I’m fine,” she managed to answer.
“Good. Let me know if they give you any trouble.”
With that he returned to the counter by the door and reached for his phone. Babette gave her an appraising glance. “He must love you very much, Your Highness. You are a fortunate woman.”
Dora didn’t have a response, so she just smiled. She was willing to admit to fortunate, but she was also confused. Did Khalil, as Babette suggested, love her? Dora wanted to believe that was so, but she wasn’t sure. Everything had happened so quickly.
She glanced up in time to see the redheaded model disappearing around a screen. Three more models appeared, each in a different type of clothing. One wore a short nightgown that barely skimmed her knees. The light green silk reflected the light, while side slits emphasized thighs, not hips. The second model sashayed along in a hunter-green velvet evening gown that was so beautiful, it made Dora’s mouth water. The shoulders were wide and padded, the neckline plunging, while the lightweight velvet skimmed over the lower half of the body. Dora thought she just might have a shot at wearing that dress and looking decent.
The final model had been attired for business, in a navy pin-striped coatdress with a wide collar. Behind the models, three more women appeared, each carrying several outfits.
“We will start with the basics,” Babette said, turning to her. “These are all in your size. Why don’t you see what you like, and then we can start with the fittings. Marie—” She pointed to a tall, young blonde. “We’ll need shoes.” Babette looked at Dora. “Your Highness, what size shoes? Oh, and may I offer you some coffee, or perhaps a light snack?”
Three hours later all Dora wanted to do was curl up in a ball and sleep for a week. She hadn’t realized that trying on clothes could be so exhausting. She stood in the center of a large dressing room with two fitters working on the dress she wore.
She’d lost track of how many outfits she’d already chosen. Babette had a master list, but for Dora it was all too confusing. There were the clothes themselves and the shoes. Babette had chosen hats for some of the dresses, as well as pins and scarves. There were wraps for evening gowns and a casual coat for her slacks. One clerk had brought out a tray of costume jewelry, but Babette had cast a meaningful glance at Dora’s impressive wedding band all the while murmuring that “Her Highness will not bother with artificial stones,” and the tray had been whisked away.
The two fitters finished their work. Dora took the moment of freedom to step out of the changing room and go find Khalil. What had he been doing all this time?
She made her way into the front of the showroom and saw him speaking with a young woman. At first Dora thought she was one of the salespeople—she was too short to be a model. Then Dora realized their conversation wasn’t the least bit casual.
As she watched, her controlled, elegant husband put his hand on the woman’s shoulder and pushed her away from him. The woman, her long, dark hair swaying down to the middle of her back, glared at him and spoke. Dora was too far away to hear their words, but she read the anger in the woman’s body language. Rage surrounded her like a venomous cloud.
Khalil gestured. The woman shook her head, then, as if she’d just caught the scent of something unpleasant, she froze and turned.
Instinctively Dora took a step back. But it wasn’t enough. The young woman stared at her. She was so beautiful that Dora’s breath caught in her throat. Her perfect features were marred only by the look of pure hatred in her large, expressive eyes. For a moment, Dora thought her life was in danger. Then Khalil took the woman’s arm and led her out of the boutique. Dora moved toward them, wanting to ask him who the woman was, but before she got close enough, Babette had cornered her.
“Your Highness, you must try on the rest of the shoes.”
Dora nodded, but promised herself she wouldn’t forget to speak with Khalil later.
 
“Khalil, who was that woman in the store?” Dora asked as the limo drove them from the hotel to the airport where Khalil’s private jet waited. “The pretty one you were speaking with so intently.”
Khalil thought about pretending he didn’t know what she meant, but he knew her well enough to know that she wouldn’t be easily distracted.
The pretty one, he thought with faint humor. Amber would be most insulted by the inadequate description. She wasn’t merely pretty—she was a goddess…and a snake.
“She is of no importance,” he told her with a smile. “A friend of the family. Her father works in government. I told her about our marriage.”
“She didn’t seem very happy about it.”
Khalil thought of Amber’s shriek of rage and her threats to both him and Dora. “She was surprised, nothing more.”
He spoke easily because the lies were all Dora needed to know. The fact that Amber had gone for his eyes, then had called him names even he hadn’t realized she’d known wasn’t anything his wife needed to hear.
His wife. He looked over at the quiet stranger he’d married. She might not be as lovely as Amber, but in every other way she was Amber’s superior. If he’d had any doubts, the chance—or perhaps not-so-chance—encounter with his ex-fiancée in the salon had taken care of them. Dora would learn the duties of her new position quickly. She would be loyal, loving, and would never cause a scandal. If he were lucky, she might even grow to be more pliable with time.
He reached over and took her hand. “I’m happy to have married you,” he told her.
She gave him a slightly shaky smile. “I’m glad.”
He squeezed her fingers, then released her. Yes, he’d been fortunate to find a way out of his dilemma, and he’d found an adequate substitute as well. It had been a very successful trip.
 
Dora stared out the window of Khalil’s jet, but the terrain below was as unfamiliar as a moonscape. She didn’t know enough about the region to be able to tell where one country ended and another began, and unlike her school atlas, the different areas weren’t neatly color-coded. She could only stare and wonder if they’d crossed into El Bahar yet.
The trip was too long, she thought, trying to hold panic at bay. She’d had too much time to think, especially when Khalil had dimmed the cabin lights, stretched out in his comfortable seat and fallen asleep. Now they were within a few minutes of landing, and she desperately wanted to tell him that she’d changed her mind.
She glanced to her left and saw Khalil lost in a report on waste management. He’d slept for most of the eleven-hour flight, then had awakened in time to eat breakfast, shave and change into a clean shirt. She looked at her own wrinkled dress and wished she’d thought to bring something to put on before they landed, but she hadn’t and all her luggage was stowed in the belly of the jet.
I’m fine, she told herself, even though she didn’t believe the words or the sentiment behind them. She wasn’t fine, she was terrified. What on earth was she doing here?
In a panic, she reached for the air phone tucked neatly into her armrest. Then she paused. Who was she going to call? She hadn’t seen her father in twenty years, and her mother had passed away the year Dora had turned twenty-five. There weren’t any other relatives. As for friends, most of them were more acquaintances than people she would feel comfortable confiding in. Besides, what was she going to say? That in day two of her marriage, she was having serious second thoughts? That she was terrified about leaving her country behind and moving to El Bahar?
She dropped her hand back to her lap and sighed. She was going to have to get through the next few days without doing anything rash. In time, the situation would settle down, and she wouldn’t feel so lost in unfamiliar territory.
She looked at Khalil again and saw that he was still reading the same page of his report. Was he distracted as well? Was he having doubts? She desperately wanted to ask him, but then she decided she was afraid of the answer. What would she do if he said yes, that he wasn’t sure, either?
If only they’d had one more night in New York before leaving for El Bahar. If only she hadn’t gotten so drunk the night of their marriage so they could have talked more and made love. If he could have held her one more time and told her that he cared about her, she would have felt better about everything. But they hadn’t. Instead they’d boarded his private jet, repaired at last. There were not only the pilots, but two stewards who had seen to their every need and not given them a moment’s privacy.
Pressure built at her ears, and she instinctively swallowed. They were descending. Dora looked out the window and saw that they’d left the vast desert behind. Below them was a sprawling city with wide streets and hundreds of buildings, including modern glass towers. She caught a glimpse of glittering blue.
The Arabian sea, she wondered in astonishment. Had she really come halfway around the world?
“There’s the palace,” Khalil said, pointing out the window. “On the coast. You can also see the old city walls.”
She saw a huge creamy-white structure poised on the edge of the water. Beyond it extensive grounds formed a patchwork of colors. The wall he’d spoken of made a rough square around much of the city, although it didn’t include the high-rises she’d noticed earlier.
Excitement began to replace the panic inside of her. From the safety of the jet, El Bahar looked exotic but still welcoming. Perhaps things weren’t going to be so frightening after all.
The jet made a smooth landing, then taxied to a small single-story building at the far end of the runway. As Dora stepped out of the jet, she noticed a much larger terminal across the tarmac.
“That’s for the commercial aircraft,” Khalil said, noticing the direction of her gaze. “Immigration and customs are there, as well. On the far side we have a substantial area for freight companies. They even have their own runways. As you can see, El Bahar is ready for the new century.”
“Very impressive,” she told him.
She walked down the narrow flight of stairs and drew in her first deep breath of El Baharian air. It was slightly cool, but pleasant. She caught the elusive fragrance of a flower of some kind, but couldn’t see anything planted nearby. The sky overhead was an amazing shade of blue, and seemed more vast than any sky she’d seen before. She told herself that she was being fanciful—that this was the same sky she always looked up at. Yet it felt and looked different.
Khalil led the way to the waiting limo. It was white and had two small flags on the hood. The bright gold royal emblem fluttered in the light breeze. As she approached, she noticed the uniformed chauffeur holding open the rear door, but before she could slide onto the back seat, Khalil stopped her with a light touch on her arm.
“Dora, this is Roger, our favorite driver. He’s been with my family for as long as I can remember.”
The chauffeur, an attractive light-skinned man in his fifties, touched the brim of his cap. “Thank you, Prince Khalil, but I must take offense at the phrase ‘for as long as I can remember.’ The young lady is going to think I’m as old as dirt.” The Englishman smiled as he spoke.
“Maybe not as old as dirt,” Khalil admitted. “How about as old as time?”
Roger grinned. “All right, Your Highness. Be that way if you must.” He winked at Dora.
She found herself smiling back at the older man. At least the first person she’d met in El Bahar hadn’t terrified her.
Khalil gripped Roger’s shoulder briefly. “I’m glad you’re the one who came to the airport today,” he said. “Now Dora won’t be so worried about staying in El Bahar.”
She glanced at him in some surprise. “How did you know what I was thinking?”
“I’m your husband. Why wouldn’t I know?”
She didn’t know how to respond to the question. Yes, he was her husband, but he didn’t know her very well. At least she didn’t think he did. Or had she misjudged him? Perhaps he’d been telling the truth when he said he’d noticed her from the first moment they’d met. The idea left a warm glow in her stomach.
“Your wife?” Roger said, his voice laced with disbelief. “Sir, I had no idea.” He pulled off his cap and gave Dora a low bow.
She was so startled by the act of deference that she could do little more than stare at Roger’s close-cut sandy-red hair before glancing helplessly at her husband. But Khalil didn’t look the least bit upset by the other man’s actions. Of course, he was a prince by birth and quite used to this sort of treatment.
“Your Highness,” Roger began. “I meant no disrespect. If I’d known—”
Dora might not know much about being a princess, but she knew plenty about getting along with people. “I hope you would have been as friendly to me,” she said gently, as she cut him off in midsentence. “The prince is correct. This is my first time in El Bahar, and I’m a little nervous. You’ve given me a gracious welcome.”
“Thank you.” Roger nodded his head, then motioned to the open door. “If Your Highness pleases.”
Dora slid onto the rear seat. Khalil followed, but not before Roger said, “Well done, sir. She’s quite the lady.”
Khalil didn’t respond. Dora knew that she wasn’t supposed to have heard the comment, but it allowed her to relax a little. Perhaps she had a chance of getting it right after all. If only the royal family was as friendly as Roger, she would be just fine.
When the luggage had been loaded into the trunk, Roger got behind the wheel and started the limo. In a matter of minutes they’d left the airport behind and were headed for the city. Dora let her gaze move from window to window as she took in the sights of her new homeland.
They headed south to the coastal highway, then east, toward the city. The roads were wide and well-maintained, and the cars she saw were a mixture of old and new. The blue sky drew her attention again and again, and she found herself wanting to lower the window so that she could inhale the scents of the air.
“Would you mind?” she asked, lightly touching the control lever.
“Please.” Khalil leaned back in the seat. “This is to be your home. I want you to feel comfortable.”
She thought about telling him that she’d feel much more comfortable if he would touch her arm or take her hand, but she didn’t have the courage. They might technically be married, but she didn’t feel she had the right to any of a wife’s privileges.
She pressed the lever, and the window on her side lowered soundlessly. Instantly a cool breeze whispered against her face. She could feel the warmth of the sun, inhale the faint salt of the sea, along with that strange, slightly sweet aroma.
They were in the far left lane of the highway, moving along at a fast rate of speed. Dora saw rows of palms along the side of the road. “Date palms?” she asked.
“Yes. Not that long ago they were a staple food supply through the long summer. Now they have become more of an export crop, although they are still a part of the El Baharian diet. Look.” He pointed to her left.
She turned and saw a man in nomadic dress leading two camels laden with burlap bags.
“He’s heading for the souk—the marketplace,” he added. “One of the largest and oldest in the city is by the palace. I’ll take you there sometime.” Despite her nerves, Dora felt a flicker of excitement at the thought of all the exotic adventures awaiting her.
They continued toward the city. As they passed through the financial district, she strained her neck to try to see the tops of the glass high-rises. Several of the names on the signs out front were from companies she recognized.
“Jamal, my middle brother, handles the country’s finances, as well as the family money.” Khalil jerked his head toward the cluster of Western-style buildings. “While my father had the idea of making El Bahar the financial center of the Arab world, Jamal is the one who made it happen. He designed the packages that brought the big banking and financial companies here. Of course our billions are substantially less than the Bahanians’ wealth.”
“Who?” she asked.
“Bahania—it’s our neighbor to the northeast. Between us and Yemen. My father always says that his troubles are nothing when compared with the king of Bahania. Where I am one of three sons, the king of Bahania has four sons and a daughter.” He shook his head. “The two fathers are good friends, and for a while my brothers and I thought there would be an arranged match between the two countries, but my grandmother is Bahanian, and there was concern about mixing the blood lines.”
Dora stared at him, her interest in the city temporarily forgotten. “Your father has arranged marriages for his sons?”
“Of course. We’re a royal family.”
As if that explained it all. Except it explained nothing. “But you don’t have an arranged marriage.” Horror gripped her. “You have. You have other wives.” Her stomach tightened as a cold fever swept through her. Wasn’t El Bahar a Muslim country? Weren’t men allowed four wives? Dear God, she’d made a hideously, awful mistake and she had to—
Khalil laughed. “I’m not sure what you’re thinking right now, but you look as frightened as a mouse about to be eaten by a hawk. I have no wife other than you, Dora. El Bahar allows its people to celebrate many religions, but a man may take only one wife. My father claims for some men that’s one wife too many.”
She licked her suddenly dry lips. “Are you sure?”
His expression turned indulgent. “Quite sure. I’ve lived here all my life, and I’m familiar with the customs. Now stop asking questions and look. We’re coming up to the palace.”
Only then did she notice that they’d turned off the main road and were on a side street. Although the street was smoothly paved, the alleys leading off between buildings were cobblestoned. She could see storefronts and small houses right next to an apartment building with brightly colored laundry lining the balconies. In a large side yard, a half-dozen children played soccer. One of the boys—a child of maybe eight or nine—saw the car and called out to his friends. Immediately all the children ran toward the limo. They waved and called out greetings. Khalil put down the window on his side and waved back.
“Prince Khalil! Prince Khalil! Welcome home.”
One of the little girls bent down, picked a flower and tossed it toward the slow-moving car.
Dora felt as if she’d found her way into central casting for some movie from the fifties. “They speak English,” she said.
“Most people here do,” he told her. “It’s required in all the schools, and we encourage it in business transactions. El Bahar is preparing itself to be a major player in this century.”
“I see.”
Dora continued to watch as the car turned down a long, tree-lined street. So far all that she’d seen had made her feel better about her situation. No doubt the worst was behind her.
“There,” Khalil said, pointing straight ahead. “The entrance to the palace.”
They drove through huge gates that were open. Nearly a dozen guards stood on duty. Once inside the walled complex, the driveway circled lazily through lush gardens. Through the thick foliage she caught sight of buildings, ponds, tennis courts and an army of gardeners.
“The palace grounds are open to the public twice a week,” he said. “There is a small zoo, as well as gardens and walking paths. Different entertainments are provided during holidays and festival times. Residents are never charged, for the palace is as much theirs as ours, while visitors to our country pay a small fee.”
The sweet smell grew stronger. Dora inhaled it, then felt her breath catch in her throat when they rounded the last bend in the road and pulled up in front of a huge, cream-colored building.
The structure extended for what seemed like miles in both directions. It was at least three stories tall with a beautiful tile roof that shimmered in the midday sun. Balconies clustered together, their black wrought-iron railings contrasting with the clean lines of the palace.
A huge archway led inside. As Roger opened the rear door and held out his hand to assist her, she saw that the circular area in front was paved in tiny cobalt-blue tiles. They formed a pattern that looked like the ocean, with fish and boats existing in harmony. It was exquisite and made her feel instantly at home.
“Welcome, Princess Dora,” Roger said, then gave her a wink. “Ready to meet everyone?”
“I hope so.” She glanced at Khalil who stood beside her. Roger had been surprised to learn that the youngest prince had married. What about Khalil’s family—specifically his father? “Do they know about me?”
“My father does. He was delighted when I told him.”
It was a small lie, Khalil thought, but one that Dora needed to hear. He didn’t have to know her well to sense her nervousness, although he couldn’t blame her. It wasn’t every day that one met one’s in-laws. The situation would be worse for a woman marrying into a royal family. Especially as she wasn’t anyone the family would have picked.
He thought about his conversation with his father the previous day. King Givon Khan had roared out his displeasure, refusing to listen to anything his son had to say. Khalil doubted the old man had settled down since then.
They walked across the courtyard with its dozen or so fountains and the guards posted every few feet. El Bahar was a peaceful country, and the men were mostly there for show. The automatic weapons and ammunition draped across their chest were most impressive. Dora pressed close to his side.
Up ahead he saw that the entire family had turned out to greet him. His two brothers lounged against the large pillars in front of the open double doors leading into the palace itself. Malik, Jamal and himself all shared the Khan family characteristics of dark hair and eyes. The three men were more than six feet tall, with Malik topping the other two by about a half inch. They were handsome, although Khalil privately considered himself the best looking in the group.
His grandmother waited on the bottom step. Her slender, nearly frail body gave fools the impression she was weak and feeble, but Fatima Khan could still outwit them all. He found himself hoping his grandmother would take to his new wife. Fatima’s acceptance would make a great difference to Dora’s life in the palace.
Finally Khalil’s gaze settled on his father. Givon Khan was nearly sixty, yet he looked as straight and strong as a man twenty years younger. Despite his preference for Western-style dress, he was often an old-fashioned king. He ruled El Bahar with wisdom and patience…a patience he rarely showed to his sons. Khalil saw the disappointment and anger in his father’s eyes and knew there was going to be trouble.
Khalil and Dora paused in front of the group. No one spoke. His grandmother glared at her son, the king, which meant they’d already had words about Khalil’s marriage, but the old woman didn’t move toward him. Khalil placed his hands on Dora’s shoulders and felt her tremble. He squeezed slightly to give her courage.
“Father, I would like to introduce Princess Dora Khan. Dora, this is my father, King Givon of El Bahar.”
Dora surprised him by stepping forward and giving his father a very smooth curtsy. “Your Majesty, thank you for welcoming me to your most wonderful country.”
Givon glared at her, nodded briefly, then turned his attention on his son. “Khalil, I have been angry with you in the past, I have been frustrated, but this is the first time I have wished you were not my son.”
Dora turned and gave him a stunned, hurt look. Khalil wanted to reassure her, but this wasn’t the time. He thought about trying to explain the situation, but again, he had to wait. Eventually he would tell his father the truth about Amber and their engagement, but not right now. First he had to establish his place—and Dora’s—in the palace.
He drew his wife into the protective embrace of his arm, then faced the king. “You may say what you wish to me, Father, but you will treat my wife with the respect she deserves. I would ask that you welcome her as your new daughter.”
Young eyes glared into old. Tension cracked in the air. It was a battle of wills, something that Khalil had never won before. But then nothing had ever been this important. He waited. Dora trembled again.
The king took three steps forward until he stood in front of Khalil’s wife, then he put his hands on her shoulders, leaned forward and kissed both her cheeks. “Welcome daughter, to the house of your new family. May you be blessed with long life, many sons and peace in your old age.”
Dora smiled at the king. “Nothing about love?”
The king looked as startled as Khalil felt. He hadn’t expected her to speak. This wasn’t some New York City restaurant with his father acting as the lunchtime manager.
“I fear your new husband will not be with you long enough for love to endure.”
“If you’re so angry that you’re going to kill him, then I don’t suppose I can hold out much hope for those sons you promised me.”
Khalil was shocked when his father’s stern mouth curved up at the corners. “Perhaps I’ll just have him flogged.”
She leaned toward the king and lowered her voice to a confidential whisper. “I know exactly how you feel.”
Givon, king of El Bahar, laughed out loud, then drew Dora into a warm embrace. “I have the first hint as to why my son turned his back on tradition and married you. All right, I’ll put my anger aside for now. Come, Princess Dora. Come and see your new home.”


Chapter Seven

The rest of the introductions passed in a blur. Before Dora could put names to faces, she found herself being led down a long, wide hallway by a dark-haired servant, then shown into a stunning three-room suite. The young woman was talking, but Dora couldn’t hear anything. She could only stare in disbelief.
The main parlor was at least thirty by forty feet with twenty-foot ceilings. Cool marble covered the floor, but the walls were creamy white—nearly the same color as the palace itself. A large mural of a mother camel and her baby at an oasis decorated the wall to her left, while tapestries hung on the right.
Western-style furniture made an attempt to fill the vast space, but there was enough open area to hold an aerobics class. Still, the most spectacular feature of the room was the wall of windows leading out to a balcony overlooking the Arabian sea.
Dora walked to the French doors and let herself out. Instantly soft sea air surrounded her. The faintly sweet scent teased her, making her relax. There were small tables and chairs along the balcony and she realized it was common to all the rooms on this floor. The individual balconies with their wrought-iron railings were one floor above.
As she had been when she’d first stepped off the airplane, Dora was swamped with a sense of entering a very foreign world. While she seemed to have made a good impression on the king, it hadn’t lasted very long. He’d been anxious to get rid of her—probably so he could speak with his wayward son. If the family wasn’t happy with her marriage to Khalil that must mean that they’d had other plans for him. Which made sense. He was a prince, after all. It wasn’t as if they were going to let him pick his future wife.
“Oh, Khalil, what have you done?” she asked softly and covered her face with her hands. Why hadn’t she thought this through? He wasn’t a regular man who got to choose his future bride. He was royalty. Marriages like his required state approval, didn’t they? Or was that just in England? She glanced down at the heavy diamond ring she wore. Perhaps they weren’t even married.
“Your Highness?”
Dora straightened, then turned to see the servant standing just inside the living room. “Yes?”
The woman was in her early twenties, very pretty, with large dark eyes and beautiful hair pulled back into a bun. She wore a short-sleeved gray dress with sensible flat shoes.
“Your suitcases have arrived. I would like your permission to begin unpacking your things.”
Dora felt as if she were suddenly in a movie where she was to play the innocent American tourist thrust into a difficult situation. But she had a bad feeling her problems weren’t going to be neatly solved in less than two hours.
“What’s your name?”
“Rihana, Your Highness.” The young woman gave a slight curtsy. “It is my honor to serve you.”
Dora wished she could say that it was her honor to be served, but she knew it would take her a long time to get used to that. “Are you allowed to call me anything but ‘Your Highness’?”
Rihana smiled. “Of course. Princess Dora is an acceptable title.”
“Then let’s use that, instead. If I hear my name, I have a better chance of realizing you want a response.” Dora glanced to her left and saw oversize double doors. “Is the bedroom in there?”
“Yes.”
“Then why don’t I unpack my clothes myself? That way I’ll know where they are.”
Rihana frowned. “Princess Dora, my job is to take care of you.”
“And before I arrived, what was your job then?”
“I am part of the household staff.”
“I see.” Dora smiled. “But as I’ve just arrived, I’m going to guess that your assignment to help me is recent. Therefore you probably still have some household tasks to complete.”
Rihana looked confused. “Of course, but they will not interfere with my service of you, Princess. I am a hard worker.”
“I have no doubt.” She drew in a deep breath. “I’m not used to the ways of this country, or of the palace and it’s going to take me a little while to fit in. For now, let me unpack myself. I promise tomorrow you may serve as you see fit.”
Rihana hesitated. Dora smiled, then pointed to the door. “It’s all right, Rihana.”
The young woman made her way toward the exit. “If you change your mind, simply pick up the telephone and ask for me.”
“I will. Thank you.”
When she was alone, Dora stepped into the bedroom. This room was slightly smaller than the living room, but no less impressive. A four-poster bed stood on a raised platform in the center of the room. The opposite wall was glass, with French doors leading out to the common balcony. Blue, green and gold tiles formed a mosaic on the walls, the colors circling each other in exotic disarray.
The furniture was slightly more Oriental, with black-lacquered sides and gold Chinese characters for drawer pulls. Dora crossed the marble floor and pulled open the wooden closet doors, then blinked in stunned surprise at the empty space before her.
This wasn’t Khalil’s suite of rooms; she hadn’t been put in with her husband. Instead she’d been shown to guest quarters, who knows how far from the family’s section of the palace.
Fear and worry knotted in her stomach. What did this mean? Was it a mistake? Would Khalil come looking for her when he realized she wasn’t to share his room? Or was this the way of royal life in El Bahar? Why on earth hadn’t she done some research before they’d left New York?
Fear turned to panic when she realized that except for Khalil and his family, no one in the world knew where she was. Everything had happened so quickly, she hadn’t had time to call any of her acquaintances. Her mother was gone, she hadn’t seen her father in years. She could simply disappear, and no one would ever miss her.
She walked into the living room and paused by the entrance. Was she a prisoner here? Scenes from old movies filled her brain. Pictures of women trapped, stolen, killed. Her mouth went dry as she wondered if she would ever see the land of her birth again. Sadness filled her as she realized she had only herself to blame for this situation. She’d been so excited to have a man interested in her that she hadn’t thought about the consequences of her decision. A prince had appeared in her sad little world, and she’d jumped at his offer of marriage.
She had to get out of here. Now!
Dora pulled open the door to her suite and stepped into the hallway. Her first shock was that the door opened easily, the second was that there wasn’t a guard posted in the hallway. She still remembered those fierce, armed men by the entrance to the palace.
She looked one way, then the other, trying to remember the direction to the front of the palace. If her suite faced the water then that was south and the palace faced…
“Princess Dora, may I help you with something?”
“What?”
She looked up and saw an elderly man standing in front of her. He carried several thick towels in his thin, brown arms. His dress wasn’t familiar to her—an open robe over light-colored loose trousers and an equally loose shirt—but his expression was friendly and welcoming.
“Are you hungry, Your Highness? May I bring you a tray of food? Or would you like me to call Rihana?”
She opened her mouth then closed it. Obviously if she wanted to escape, she needed a plan. “I’m fine,” she said. “Thank you.”
She retreated to her room. First things first, she thought, as she shut her door. Item one—calm her heart rate. Item two—figure out a plan.
She collected a pad of fine linen paper from the desk in the corner, then settled on the sofa. After drawing a rough outline of the palace as she remembered seeing it when they’d flown over on their way to the airport, she began filling in the rooms she knew. Which meant she could write in the entrance, a hallway and her suite. Nothing else. Maybe she could ask Rihana to take her on a tour.
Dora leaned back into the comfortable cushions. Perhaps she was making this too difficult, she thought. Maybe she should simply pick up the phone and ask to be connected with Khalil. After all, he was her husband. If they could speak, if she could at least see him, things would be better. That decided, she closed her eyes for just a minute. She hadn’t slept the night before on the plane. She’d been too tense, with too much on her mind. Just for a second, she thought drowsily. One little second…
 
“I’m sorry, child, but you don’t have much time,” a voice said.
Dora stirred, then blinked and realized she was in a most awkward position, sprawled in a corner of the sofa. She looked up and saw a tall, slender woman with streaks of gray in her thick, dark hair. A beautifully tailored sapphire-colored suit made her look regal, while matching stones glittered at her ears. But it was her face that captured Dora’s attention. Despite her obvious age and the tiny wrinkles in her paper-thin skin, she was an amazing beauty.
“Fatima,” Dora breathed as she first sat up, then rose to her feet. She realized she was speaking with a woman who was both the mother of the king and a queen in her own right. “I mean, Your Highness.” She gave a shaky curtsy.
Fatima patted her smooth chignon and gave a quick wave. “Oh, please, we’re family, my dear. If Grandmother is too familiar, then call me Fatima. Or ‘Exalted One.’ I’ve always enjoyed that particular title. Of course it was first spoken to me by a visiting head of state some forty years ago. The man in question had his hand sliding up my inner thigh as he said it. I informed him that I was more than willing to be his lover but when my husband, the king, found out about our affair, and I was very bad at keeping secrets, he would make sure that particular dignitary lost his ability to ever be with a woman again. If you get my meaning.”
Fatima winked, then her expression turned slightly sad. “I miss him. My husband, not the other man. Despite my teasing, I was a good and faithful wife for nearly forty years. We had a wonderful marriage.” She touched the neckline of her suit. “It’s Chanel. Don’t you simply adore the Chanel line? I knew Coco, but then at my age, it’s easy to have known everyone. So you’re Khalil’s new wife. I would guess that you’re quite confused by all this.” She motioned to the room.
“More now than before,” Dora replied without thinking, then pressed her fingers to her mouth. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say that.”
Fatima surprised her by laughing. “Yes, but the point is you were thinking it.” The older woman took a seat on the far end of the sofa, then patted the cushion next to her, indicating Dora should sit as well. Dora sank down gratefully.
“I’m a bit eccentric,” Fatima continued. “Some of it is age, but a lot of it is just me. I’ve had more than seventy years to perfect my oddness and I take great pleasure in doing or being the unexpected.” She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “We’re surrounded by men, my dear. If you haven’t noticed, you will. Givon’s sweet wife died some years ago and I can’t get him to remarry. He had three sons. Bahania, our neighbor to the east and the land of my birth, has a royal family with four sons and only one daughter. We women have to stick together.”
Dora didn’t know what to say to Fatima, so she kept quiet. She still had the oddest sensation of being caught up in a dream. Of course, she’d been living with that feeling since Khalil had first walked into her bedroom and told her that he wanted her.
“The palace is in an uproar,” Fatima said. “Part of the problem is that the youngest son of the king married in a foreign country in a civil ceremony to a complete stranger.” Fatima leaned forward again and patted the back of Dora’s hand. “No offense, dear, but we don’t know you, do we?”
Dora could only manage a weak, “I suppose not,” in response.
“Then there’s the whole issue of Khalil not being like this at all. I won’t say he’s the most arrogant of his brothers because they can all be difficult, but he’s not impulsive. Now if Malik had suddenly shown up with a bride in tow, that would have been more understandable. But not Khalil.” Fatima frowned thoughtfully. “How well do you know my grandson?”
Dora swallowed. “I, um, worked for him while he was in the United States. I was his secretary.”
Finely plucked eyebrows rose at her statement. No doubt Fatima knew that Khalil had been away for all of three weeks.
“An impulse,” the dowager queen said more to herself than Dora. “Has he told you about his scar?”
The unexpected question left Dora blinking in confusion. “The one on his face?”
“It’s the only one I know about, although if he has a more interesting scar you must tell me the story.”
Dora felt as if she’d taken a wrong turn and ended up in an alternative universe. “I don’t know how he received the scar on his face and that is the only scar I know about.”
“Too bad.” Fatima laced her hands together on her lap. “You must ask him about it, then. From that scar Khalil learned many things, including not to speak without thinking first. I simply do not understand. I’m sure you’re a lovely girl, but you’re nothing like Amber. Is that why he married you?”
Coldness returned to Dora, and with it the sense of stepping off into darkness. “Who is Amber?”
Fatima studied her for a long time. Dora didn’t know what the other woman was thinking, and she didn’t want to know. She had a feeling that things had just gone from bad to worse.
“Until your marriage, Khalil was engaged to the youngest daughter of El Bahar’s prime minister. I take it he never mentioned this to you?”
Dora could only shake her head. Engaged? He’d been engaged? She swallowed, but the sick feeling in her stomach didn’t go away. Then why had he married her? That first night he’d talked of being swept away, but that couldn’t be it, could it? Had he really fallen for her? She wanted to believe that was the reason he’d acted so hastily, but she’d never had that kind of luck before.
“When were they to have been married?” she asked, her voice low and scratchy.
“Khalil never agreed to a date,” Fatima said thoughtfully. “I hadn’t realized that before, but it all makes sense now. He was waiting to fall in love. How very romantic.”
Dora tried to look suitably impressed herself, but she had a feeling she still looked a little green and unstable. Khalil desperately in love with her? She wanted it to be true. More than anything. Was it possible?
“Here’s what we shall do,” Fatima told her. “El Bahar moves quickly into the modern world, but we also remain steeped in our traditions. The people will not approve of the youngest son of the king marrying a woman in a foreign country. It smacks of—” Her gaze widened. “Oh, dear, you didn’t marry because you were pregnant did you?”
“I’ve known him less than a month,” Dora blurted. Then there was the matter of them only doing it the one time. Pregnancy was hardly an issue.
“Of course. Well then, to dispel that rumor and any others, I suggest you two have a second marriage ceremony. This one a bit more traditional. Say in two weeks? In the meantime we can all start mending fences with the prime minister and his family.”
“I don’t know what to say,” Dora told her honestly. “If you think that will help, then I’m happy to participate.”
“Good.” Fatima rose to her feet. “Now it’s time to dress for dinner. I don’t suppose Khalil bought you anything from Chanel, did he? The boys did not inherit my sense of style.”
She walked into the bedroom and moved to the open suitcases on the bed. Dora trailed after her. By the time she reached Fatima’s side, the older woman had been through most of her things and had created two piles. Dora guessed they were “keep” and “discard.”
“The blue will look lovely,” Fatima said, holding up Dora’s favorite dress. “It’s light enough in color so we won’t look as if we’re trying to dress alike.” She gave an impish smile. “Or would you like to greet your new husband by wearing traditional dress?”
“I don’t think either of us are ready for that.”
“I would guess you’re correct on that account.” Fatima handed her the dress, then touched her arm. “Don’t be frightened of us, Dora. Or if you are, don’t let us see. We respect strength and determination in El Bahar, even in our women. My son is angry and disappointed right now, but it’s directed at Khalil, not you. So if he appears curt, don’t let him know that he’s hurt you. You must be strong. If you let any of the Khan men dominate you, you are setting yourself up for a life of servitude. Do you understand?”
“I think so,” Dora said, wondering if she ever would understand.
Fatima gave her a little push toward the bathroom. “Go dress. I’ll wait, then I’ll take you down to dinner. I received a not-so-subtle message from my son that the meal was to be for the men only, so we’ll be catching them off guard. Always a good thing. Now hurry.”
Thirty minutes later Dora followed Fatima down endless hallways. She caught glimpses of large rooms, filled with both Eastern- and Western-style furniture. There were fountains tucked into alcoves and beautifully lit gardens. While she was still confused and nervous, she couldn’t help being excited at the thought of exploring this beautiful palace and its grounds.
They rounded a corner and found themselves in an intimate dining room. The long table could seat ten or twelve, but there were only four place settings that evening. The king sat at the head of the table, with two of his sons on his right and Khalil on his left. All four men looked up as they entered.
“Are we late?” Fatima asked, ignoring the king’s expression of displeasure. “I was just telling Dora that tonight there would be a family dinner where we’ll discuss how to handle the crisis. The timing is unfortunate. After all, this is her first night in El Bahar. However, I thought that having her here with us all was certainly better than leaving her alone in her room.”
Khalil nearly grinned as his grandmother’s frosty glare caught the king’s gaze and held it. Givon Khan might be one of the five or six most wealthy men in the world, and a beloved and powerful monarch, but he was still a man who had to deal with a formidable mother. Fatima was in her seventies, but she wasn’t someone to be taken lightly.
Khalil waited for his father to draw his battle lines. Not unexpectedly, the king decided this wasn’t the time or place for a confrontation. He nodded toward one of the servants waiting patiently at the rear of the room. Two more place settings appeared.
“Mother, your willingness to think of others is what has made you the woman you are,” Givon said, rising and holding open his arms. “As always, you are wise beyond your years.”
Fatima walked toward him and let herself be folded into his embrace. She touched his cheek. “I’m seventy-three, Givon. It’s time to stop saying I’m wise beyond my years, don’t you think?” She turned her attention toward the table. “Dora, sit next to your husband. Jamal, move over. I’ll sit between you and your brother.”
In a matter of seconds Fatima had the table arranged to her liking. She settled between her two oldest grandsons, but shot Khalil a look that warned him he would have much to answer for later. Khalil found himself looking forward to the exchange. He’d avoided marrying Amber. Nothing else mattered.
He glanced at his bride. Dora tried to give him a smile, but it quivered at the corners, then failed completely. He knew that his father had settled her in a suite on the far side of the palace. More proof that the monarch did not approve. Khalil braced himself for the next round of tirades against his thoughtless, irresponsible behavior. He told himself it didn’t matter what his father said; the marriage was binding.
“I am still not sure what I’m supposed to tell Aleser,” Givon said as a servant served a salad of fresh greens and goat cheese. “He has been my most loyal adviser for more than thirty years. We grew up together. We always agreed that his oldest daughter would marry one of the princes from Bahania, cementing the relationship between our two countries.”
“Whose fault is that?” Fatima asked blandly. “You’re the one who didn’t have any daughters. Besides, his oldest daughter did marry one of the princes.”
Givon ignored his mother and continued to focus his attention on Khalil. “In return, his youngest daughter would marry into our royal family. She was engaged to you, Khalil. We had all agreed.”
“Apparently not all of us,” Fatima said. She speared a piece of arugula. “I quite like Dora, and I think she’ll be a far better match than Amber. The girl’s smart, and she’s got backbone. My grandsons are too stubborn. They need women with backbone.”
Khalil forced himself not to laugh or look at his father, although he could imagine the older man’s outrage at his mother’s comments. But there was little Givon could do. He couldn’t force Khalil to divorce his wife. Fatima’s approval was not easily given and not something the king could ignore.
Khalil glanced at his grandmother. Why had the old woman sided with him on this matter? Did she know something of Amber’s antics?
He noticed that Dora hadn’t touched her food. He wanted to tell her to relax, that everything was going to work out, but he didn’t want to speak in front of his family. Instead he slipped his hand under the table and found hers, then squeezed her fingers. She gave him a grateful smile.
“The problem is easily solved,” Fatima said. “In two weeks, we’ll have a traditional ceremony. That will appease the people.”
“What about Aleser?” the king asked. “How are we to appease him?”
“The man has children of his own. I suspect he understands they can be difficult at times.” Fatima took another bite of salad. Her sharp, brown eyes glittered with amusement. “In the meantime, Dora can come live with me in the harem. I will teach her all she needs to know to be a good wife to a prince.”
Khalil frowned. He’d known that his father had moved Dora into her own suite as an expression of his displeasure, but Khalil had planned to change that arrangement this very evening. She might not be the woman of his dreams, but he’d married her, and he had every intention of bedding her. For one thing, he wanted sons. For another, he’d enjoyed their lovemaking, and he wanted to experience it again. But if she was in the harem, she was out of reach to him.
“That’s not possible,” Khalil said curtly. “Dora and I are married. We will share quarters.”
Fatima raised her eyebrows. “You weren’t in a hurry to correct the situation this afternoon.”
“I was with my father.” Having his hide taken off, he thought grimly.
“No matter. It won’t hurt you to wait two weeks to share time with your bride.”
“As I said, that’s not possible. If nothing else, Dora works for me.”
“Not anymore, Khalil,” Fatima informed him with a triumphant smile. “She’s a princess now, not a secretary. You’re just going to have to do without her.”
 
When they’d finished dinner, Khalil walked a quiet Dora to the door of the harem. He’d brought up their living arrangements twice more, but Fatima had been adamant. Dora was to spend the next two weeks with her, learning how to be a proper wife. Khalil wasn’t sure what those lessons would entail, but he doubted Dora would take well to them. She was a very Western woman.
“I’m sorry about this,” he said when they stopped in front of an ornate gold door. A design of an exquisite garden had been etched into the precious metal. “I thought we’d be together, but it’s only for a couple of weeks.”
He was speaking as much to himself as to her. For reasons he didn’t understand, a need had built inside of him and made him ache. He wanted her more than he’d wanted anyone in a long time.
She turned on him. “Our living arrangements are the least of our problems, Khalil. Why didn’t you tell me you were engaged?”
He shifted uncomfortably. “Yes, well, perhaps I should have mentioned that.”
“Perhaps? That’s the best you can do? How do you think I felt when I found out that you were supposed to marry someone else?”
“Why does it matter? I married you.”
“Which leads to a couple of dozen other questions.” She turned away from him and pressed her fingers against the door.
“Is this real gold?”
Her question made no sense to him. “Of course.”
Her laugh sounded strangled. “Golden doors and broken engagements. So why did you marry me instead of her? What’s her name? Amber?”
He hadn’t expected to answer questions about his exfiancée, so he wasn’t prepared. The truth was unacceptable. Dora would never understand. He wanted to pound his fist against the wall and scream out his frustration. What had seemed like a sensible plan when he’d been in New York had quickly turned into a disaster. Why couldn’t everyone leave him alone? He was married—his wife was, if not suitable, then someone who could be made suitable.
“I didn’t love her,” he said at last.
Dora stared at him expectantly, but he didn’t have any more to say. He wondered briefly how strange all this must seem to her. A new country, in-laws, a palace.
“You won’t have to stay here two weeks,” he promised. “I’ll speak to my father and have your things moved into my room.” As he studied her, he remembered how it had been between them. The feel of her soft skin and her body, so hesitant, yet yielding. Hot blood coursed through him, arousing him. He moved closer.
“It was good between us,” he murmured, leaning close and touching her mouth with his. “I want you.”
She drew back. “I wasn’t sure what to think. You haven’t wanted to, well, be together since that first time. I thought maybe you’d decided our marriage was a mistake.”
Doubts filled her brown eyes. Doubts and questions. In New York it had been easy to lie to her, but it was more difficult now. Was that because of their location, or did it have something to do with the fact that he knew her better? She was no longer an employee, but a person.
He slipped his hand around the back of her neck and drew her next to him. “It wasn’t a mistake.”
“So you still love me,” she breathed in relief and closed her eyes.
“There will be none of that!”
A sharp voice cut through the quiet. Khalil jumped back and saw his grandmother standing next to him. Fatima took Dora’s arm and led her into the harem. Khalil took a step forward, as if he would go with them, but he had known since he was a young boy that this gold door marked a point of no return for him. He’d never once set foot inside the harem and that wasn’t going to change tonight.
Biting back a curse of frustration, he stalked down the hall and out onto the common balcony. He breathed in the familiar scent of the ocean and the fragrance that was unique to El Bahar.
“I wouldn’t be happy, either,” a familiar voice said.
Khalil looked up and saw Malik, his oldest brother, standing by the balcony.
“You’ve been married, what, three days, and you’ve already lost your bride.”
“I know. I’ll speak to Father.”
“Save your breath,” Malik told him. “He’s not going against Grandmother. Not in this matter.”
Khalil knew that Malik was right, but he didn’t have to like it.
Malik moved close and rested his hand on his brother’s shoulder. Dark, wide eyes, similar to his own, stared into his face. “For what it’s worth, I think you’ve made a good choice. Amber was not suited for the life of a princess.”
And then Malik was gone, leaving Khalil to wonder if his brother recalled more about his night with Amber than she had realized.


Chapter Eight

Dora studied the chart in front of her. It listed positions in the El Baharian government, but not the names of the officials currently in office. She went across the chart from left to right and supplied the name for each position.
Fatima beamed. “You learn quickly. I had hoped my grandsons would marry intelligent women, but with princes, one never knows.”
“Thank you.”
Dora looked at Khalil’s grandmother. As always, the elderly woman was beautifully coiffured, with perfect hair and makeup. Today she wore a tailored blouse and skirt with pumps that showed off her slender ankles. While there were subtle, telltale signs of her age, for the most part she could pass for a woman in her early fifties.
They sat on one of the low sofas in the palace harem. Dora had been living behind the sheltered walls for eleven days. Just three more days until her wedding. Everything around her was new and strange, yet in some ways it was as if she’d always lived here. She had the oddest sensation of having been thrust back in time.
“Now I want to talk about history,” Fatima told her. “Do you remember—” She broke off as Rihana, the young servant, came in carrying a large tray with tea and tiny sandwiches.
“Is it four already?” Fatima asked, glancing at her elegant gold watch. “The afternoon has flown.”
Rihana paused. “Would you like me to come back later, Your Highness?”
“No. Of course not.” Fatima sniffed. “Ah, there’s cinnamon sticks for the tea. My favorite.” Her beautiful face softened into a smile. “You do spoil me, child.”
Rihana set the tray down and began to place the contents on the table in front of the sofa. Dora had already seen the ritual acted out every afternoon. She rose to her feet and crossed to the balcony on the far side of the room.
Unlike the regular living quarters and main offices of the palace, the harem didn’t face the sea. Instead the rooms had a view of the gardens. On her first evening, Fatima had taken her on a tour of the complex suite, which had been designed to please women, as well as hold them captive. There were dozens of sleeping chambers, some large, some small. The size of the room was a statement of the occupant’s status with the king. The communal baths were works of art, with mosaics depicting erotic couplings between mermaids and sailors. Water poured from gold faucets, and the jewels studding the back of the hand mirrors were large and genuine.
The common rooms had arched doorways, but few doors, giving the area an open feel. Fatima had taken her up the hidden staircase to the small, closed room where the chief eunuch had once watched over the women in his care and the king had viewed his beauties before deciding his choice for the night.
The harem had its own private gardens, lush with tropical plants and a small formal English garden. A few elderly parrots survived in the trees inside the lattice-covered grounds. Fatima had told her at one time dozens of parrots had been kept by the harem to cover the sounds of the women’s voices so that no man would be tempted to enter. She’d also whispered that the parrots had served to cover the women’s screams when they were beaten for a transgression.
Now, Dora stood in that same garden, a woman of the twenty-first century. So different from those long-ago women whose only purpose in life had been to bring pleasure to a king…and yet very much the same. While she was in El Bahar, most of her world revolved around the whim of the prince. The man she’d married impulsively and had not seen except at dinner for the past eleven days. The evening meal, taken in the company of the family, was her only contact with Khalil, and they had never once been left alone.
She shivered as she remembered his heated gaze the night before. How he’d looked at her with such desire that she’d lost her ability to eat or drink. She could only stare back at him, captured by his dark eyes, wondering how she could ever have doubted his desire.
Every look, every word, every touch told her he wanted her desperately. Whether or not he loved her remained in question, but for now, the wanting would have to be enough. Only three more days until they were married in a traditional ceremony. A ceremony with rituals and meanings as old as time.
She heard the soft click of the harem’s outer door closing and returned to the central chamber. Fatima had already poured tea for them both and divided the plate of sandwiches.
“You were never occupied by the British,” Dora said as she resumed her seat on the sofa. “So why English tea?”
Fatima smiled as she handed her a delicate bone china cup. “It’s very civilized. We were never occupied by the Americans, yet we use electricity—which I believe your Thomas Edison first invented.”
“Point well taken,” Dora said, stirring in a drop of milk, then sipping the strong, hot brew.
Fatima patted her neatly coiled chignon. “You have learned much of our history in these past few days.”
“The books you loaned me were very interesting. I want to learn as much as I can about my new country.”
Shrewd dark eyes regarded her thoughtfully. “I have traveled all over the world, Dora. Some of that time was spent in your native country. I know a bit about American culture. You are bright, well-spoken, organized and a natural leader,” Fatima said. “There are many business opportunities available to women. So why were you working as Khalil’s secretary?”
Dora set her cup on the table and smoothed her hands over her skirt. “Why wasn’t I an executive in some company?” she asked.
“Exactly.”
“I don’t have a four-year degree. I had a scholarship, but things didn’t work out, so I earned a two-year degree, instead.” She paused, not sure she wanted to go into the mucky details of her past. Fatima was warm and friendly, but she was a woman of class and breeding. Dora doubted she would understand how Dora could have gotten herself in such a mess.
“You never went back to complete your education?”
Dora pressed her lips together. She’d meant to. Once the pain and the humiliation had faded, she’d thought she might apply to one of the many colleges in the Los Angeles area. If enough time had passed, perhaps no one would care about the scandal.
“Time slipped away from me,” was all she said.
Fatima continued to study her. Dora felt as if the older woman could read her thoughts. She wasn’t the least bit surprised when Fatima guessed the source of her problems.
“Men are odd creatures,” Khalil’s grandmother said at last. “The weak ones run away from their problems and blame the world. The strong ones accept responsibility, but they have other flaws. They resist admitting they need someone to be complete. They want what they can’t have. Sometimes they need to almost lose something to appreciate it.”
Dora smiled. “Is that why you have me living in the harem?”
“Perhaps. Does Khalil need to be tricked into seeing that he has married a jewel?”
She was charmed by the compliment and uncomfortable with the question in equal measures. “I hope not.”
Fatima nibbled on a watercress sandwich. When she’d finished she wiped her fingers on a linen napkin. “I have enjoyed having you with me in the harem.”
Dora glanced around at the luxurious quarters. “It’s even more lovely than I’d imagined.” She grinned. “And my education is quite different from what I’d thought it would be.”
Fatima made a dismissive gesture. “You were thinking we would discuss sexual arts. There is plenty of time for that. The first year or so of your marriage will be a time of great passion. It is all about quantity and emotional bonding. After the first child is born, we’ll talk of men and women, of lovemaking. Then you’ll be ready to learn the ancient secrets.”
Dora felt herself flushing at the other woman’s candor. Were there really secrets she could use to keep Khalil in her bed? She thought about their single night of lovemaking. It had been wild and amazing, and she couldn’t imagine anything better than when he’d held her in his arms. She’d spent many hours reliving their intimacy, remembering the touch of his fingers, his tongue as he’d—
“Why did you marry Khalil?” Fatima asked sharply, the question jerking Dora out of her reverie.
Dora stiffened and stared at her. Fatima’s expression was unreadable.
“He swept me off my feet,” she blurted without thinking. “I was deeply impressed by him, but I didn’t think he would ever notice me. I thought he assumed I was simply a very efficient robot. But that wasn’t true. When he told me he cared about me and wanted me, I couldn’t resist him.”
“I see.” Fatima’s eyes gave nothing away. “He is not an easy man. Of course, look at his brothers, or his father for that matter. They don’t understand the heart of a woman. You will have to be the slender reed, bending in the storm.” She sighed. “How I loathe to speak in clichés, but it’s true in this case. The men of the Khan family are great leaders, honorable and just, but they are also arrogant and unyielding. So stubborn I wanted to hit my husband with a frying pan more than once.”
Dora didn’t know how to respond to Fatima’s confession. She pictured the slender, well-dressed queen of El Bahar toting an oversize frying pan from room to room in search of her annoying husband.
“Khalil is a man worth having, but only if the woman is worthy and strong,” Fatima continued. “You must be those things, my dear. Even if you don’t yet feel them.”
Dora swallowed, but didn’t respond. Nor did she ask how this wise old woman had figured out the truth…that Dora didn’t feel the least bit worthy of Khalil or her new title. Nor did she know if she would be able to bend like a reed. While it wasn’t in her nature to fight for something, she wasn’t sure she could simply acquiesce, either.
Fatima changed the subject, mentioning a charity fashion show that they would attend together at the end of the month. Dora listened, grateful that Khalil’s grandmother hadn’t asked anything difficult…like why Khalil had wanted to marry her. Dora knew it had happened; she had the wedding license and the ring to prove it. She saw the passion in his eyes, a fire so bright she could almost believe it. But none of that answered the real question of why he’d chosen her.
 
Dora stared at the henna staining her hands. The intricate pattern worked its way across her palm, then circled each finger, like dark lace.
Fatima brushed the back of her hand. “Tradition has it that a bride does not do work in the household until the last of the henna has faded. It marks the end of the honeymoon. You can imagine how for centuries young brides avoided water, or anything else that might hasten the fading process.” Fatima smiled fondly. “That is not for you to worry about, however. You’re a princess in this great house, and we’re unlikely to set you to work in the kitchen.”
“I don’t know,” Dora teased. “I peel a pretty mean potato.”
Fatima didn’t return her smile. “I would imagine you can do anything you set your mind to. Don’t forget that, child. Don’t give up too easily.” She rose to her feet. “Listen to me, prattling on like the old woman I am. Stand up, and let me look at you.”
Dora did as she requested. Like Fatima, she dressed traditionally for the ceremony. A simple silk chemise served as her only undergarment. Over that she wore a long-sleeved lace dress, fitted to the waist, then falling loose to the floor. Heavily embroidered robes went over the dress and covered her completely. Rihana had worked wonders with her hair, pulling it up and securing it with a diamond headdress. Except for the gold thread from the embroidery, she was dressed entirely in white.
Fatima, whose slender body was draped in exquisite robes of blue and green, circled her. “Just lovely. This wedding robe is more than a hundred years old. I was married in it myself.”
Dora glanced over her shoulder so that she could see the expanse of fabric in the mirror. El Baharian tradition prescribed that each bride add something to the marriage robe, a small picture of something symbolic to her alone. In the royal family, the picture was chosen by the groom and sewn by a female relative in his household. Fatima had stayed up late several nights completing her contribution to the robe.
The older woman touched a small design of a tree with many branches, just over Dora’s right hip. “That is the symbol of my homeland of Bahania. There was much discussion about what symbol would be added for you.” Fatima laughed. “Jamal suggested a portrait of Elvis, while Malik favored the American flag.”
She couldn’t imagine the king agreeing to either. “What did Khalil pick?”
“This.” Fatima touched a small flower near the hem. “Khalil said he wanted a symbol of the desert rose.” She smiled. “But he specified that one of the leaves was to be made to look like the paw print of the desert cat. As we have no such creature in our country, I thought it was a most unusual request.”
Dora could feel herself blushing. She remembered their night of lovemaking, when he’d first compared her to a desert rose, then afterward had called her his desert wildcat.
“Very interesting,” she said without meeting Fatima’s gaze.
The older woman moved in front of her and kissed her cheek. “Don’t be afraid. I have cast your fortune upon the water, and the future has been revealed to me. You will need to be strong, but if you trust your heart and stay on the true course, you will achieve your soul’s desire.”
Then she secured the sheer white veil across the lower half of Dora’s face and left the room.
Dora stood alone within the protective walls of the harem. She couldn’t believe all that had happened to her in the past month. Her life had changed so dramatically, she couldn’t seem to catch her breath. Ironically her wedding ceremony today, to Khalil, would occur the day after she’d been scheduled to marry Gerald.
She turned slowly so that she could see herself in the large mirror across the room. Instead of a thirty-year-old woman in a traditional wedding gown, she stared into the dark eyes of a stranger. Heavy garments covered her from her shoulders to her toes, and the sheer veil concealed the details of her features. She looked exotic and otherworldly, not at all the timid woman she’d been a month before.
Fatima had promised that she could achieve her soul’s desire, if she was strong and trusted her heart. Dora squeezed her hennaed fingers so tightly together that her nails dug into her skin. Her soul’s desire was to find her one true love. To be cared for, and to care in return; to have children, to raise those children, and then to grow old next to a wonderful man. Not riches, not titles, not power—just the joy of being part of a warm, loving marriage.
As heart’s desires went, it was fairly standard. Surely she wasn’t asking for too much.
“Are you nervous?”
Dora glanced up and saw a beautiful young woman standing behind her. She hadn’t heard her enter the harem.
She turned and looked at the petite, dark-haired goddess dressed in a shimmering gold-and-white dress that emphasized the incredible shape of her body. Her face was exquisite with perfect features that looked amazingly familiar. Dora stared and tried to remember—then it came back to her. This was the woman Khalil had argued with in the clothing store in New York.
“We haven’t met,” the young woman said, moving toward Dora, but not holding out her hand in greeting. “My name is Amber. I’m Khalil’s fiancée.” She paused, then touched perfectly manicured, long red fingernails to her pouty mouth. “Oh, dear. That was a slip of the tongue. I should say Khalil’s former fiancée.”
The heavy silk robes might conceal Dora’s body from view, but she knew that her own pear shape was no competition for the young beauty in front of her. Amber was everything she’d ever wanted to be—everything she’d ever admired. How could Khalil have turned his back on this vision to marry her?
“Cat got your tongue?” Amber asked in a low, husky voice.
“No, of course not. I’m just surprised to see you.”
“I can only imagine.” Amber gave her an imperfect smile, then began to walk in a slow circle around her. “My, my, my. You’re not at all what I pictured. I had hoped he might have at least chosen someone more…” She made a fluttering gesture with her right hand.
Amber’s thick, long hair had been piled on top of her head, giving her a few added inches of height. Large diamonds twinkled in the upswept curls. As Dora stared at them, she reached up and touched her own headdress. It was only then that she realized the other woman’s dress resembled a robe, although the fabric of Amber’s gown was thin enough to mold to her body. In fact, everything about Amber’s appearance was either a mockery or an imitation of Dora’s wedding garb. Her heart sank.
“What are you doing here?”
“At the wedding?” Amber asked, deliberately misunderstanding. “I’m the daughter of the prime minister and a close friend of the family. That makes me a very important guest. Of course I’d expected to attend this wedding in a slightly different capacity.” Something flickered in her brown eyes as she continued to circle Dora.
“This is a disaster for all of us,” Amber continued. “I blame myself, of course. If I hadn’t fought with Khalil while he was in New York, none of this would have happened.” She paused and lowered her gaze. “It was a lover’s spat. We were both so silly. Khalil insists on dictating my life, and I couldn’t stand it anymore. I told him it was over.”
She stared directly at Dora. “He was so furious. So I left. But instead of coming after me, he came to you. Into your virgin bed.”
Dora stiffened. How had Amber known that Dora hadn’t…
“He told me,” Amber said, answering the silent question. “He tells me everything. You can imagine how distraught he was to find out that you were innocent. He is, after all, a most honorable man. How could he turn his back on what he’d done? So he proposed. Of course neither of us thought you would accept.”
Dora’s stomach turned over, and her throat tightened. This fabulous creature in front of her was lying. She had to be lying. It hadn’t happened like that.
“He insisted,” she murmured, forcing the words past suddenly dry lips.
“Did he?” Amber asked languidly. She paused in front of the mirror and patted her perfectly coiffed hair. “He can be most convincing. But how awkward for all of us that you believed him. My father is distraught, as is most of the country. I am a favored daughter while you are…not.”
Dora took a step back. She didn’t know what to think or feel. She could only retreat.
Amber smiled sadly. “Then there is the matter of us still loving each other. I don’t know what to do about that.” Their gazes met in the mirror.
“He doesn’t love you,” Dora said shakily, unable to believe what was happening. This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be real. She was dreaming except that her body was too cold, too bruised for her to be anything but very awake. Dreams never hurt this much.
Amber turned to face her. Compassion added incredible beauty to already perfect features. “Dora, has Khalil made love with you once since that first night?”
Dora opened her mouth, but she couldn’t seem to form words. Mutely she shook her head.
“And since you’ve been in my country, has he ever been with you?”
“I’ve been in the harem,” she managed to whisper.
Amber shrugged. “Khalil has managed to find his way inside my father’s house, which is halfway across the city and as well-guarded as the palace. If he’d wanted to, don’t you think he could have made his way down the hall?”
Dora could feel her face flushing, then growing cold. Her eyes burned, but she could not give in to the tears. Was Amber speaking the truth? Dora didn’t want to believe her, but the young woman knew too many details. Had Khalil discussed this with her? The humiliation made her stomach twist and rise. She had to swallow the taste of bile.
“He’s been with me every night,” Amber said quietly. “We’ve been wild for each other. I suppose some of it is the lure of the forbidden.” She sighed. “He’s so filled with passion that it lingers in his eyes even after we’ve sated ourselves.”
A sob formed in Dora’s throat. She didn’t want to believe anything Amber said, but it was too hard to dispute so many facts. If Khalil hadn’t been making his way to Amber’s bed every night, how would she know that he wasn’t with her, Dora? What about the fact that they hadn’t made love since that first night? Dora had been so sure she’d seen passion in his eyes, but had it just been for Amber?
If things had happened differently between herself and Khalil, if they’d been spending time together, she might be able to make sense of this, but they hadn’t. Except for dinner with his family, she never saw Khalil. It had been two weeks since she’d been alone with him. These were hardly the actions of a man deeply in love with his new wife.
Worse, a part of her had never believed what he told her. She’d always wondered how he could have been so swept away by her. She wasn’t the type to inspire that kind of passion. She was just an ordinary woman…nothing like Amber.
Dora motioned to her wedding garb. “Then why is he doing this? Marrying me, I mean.”
“Does he have a choice?” Amber asked, bitterness sharpening her words. “Did you give him the out he needed? Did you ever once think of anyone but yourself? Of course not. He was married before he had time to consider the alternatives, and you took advantage of him. You’re greedy and selfish.”
Dora took another step back. “It wasn’t like that,” she said softy. “I never—”
Amber dismissed her with a wave of her hand. “You think we don’t know the truth? The very day after your wedding, you went shopping and spent thousands of dollars on clothes. What about that wedding ring and the jewels?”
“There aren’t any jewels,” she protested weakly. “The hair ornament is Fatima’s. And I didn’t ask for any clothes.”
“No, but you took them, didn’t you. You refused nothing.”
Amber made her sound so horrible. Dora held on to the last thread of her dignity and refused to cry. Khalil had insisted on the clothes. She hadn’t wanted to go shopping at all. Amber could say what she liked about that, but Dora knew what had happened.
“You’re wrong,” she said.
Amber glared at her. “Am I? We’ll just see. You’ve trapped Khalil into marriage, but that’s just for now. In time his passion for me will overcome his duty, and he’ll leave you. El Bahar has made much progress in the past fifty years, and it’s surprisingly easy for a man to divorce his wife…even a prince. I wouldn’t get too used to living in the palace if I were you.”
“He wouldn’t,” Dora whispered, even as she knew he very well could.
“Don’t count on it. I know Khalil. I know him down to his soul. I know that I am in possession of his heart. Can you say the same?”
With that she turned and left as quietly as she’d come. Dora stared after her. Pain swept through her, agonizing waves that left her broken and disillusioned. All she’d wanted, all she’d hoped for, it had all been a lie. Khalil didn’t want her—he’d never wanted her. She’d been an impulse and then a mistake. He hadn’t wanted to marry her. Why hadn’t she seen that?
“Princess Dora?”
Dora looked up and saw Rihana standing in the doorway to the harem.
The pretty, young servant smiled at her. “Come, it is time for you to be married.”


Chapter Nine

The old man in front of them spoke ancient words. Around them, dozens of people sat on fat pillows, while candles lit the vastness of the room. But for Dora, the world had been reduced to a sharp pain, a futile quest for forgetfulness, and the death of a dream.
Even as Khalil took one of her hands in his and spoke, she couldn’t think about anything but what that woman had said. The lies, dear God, they had to be lies. She couldn’t have been speaking the truth. That wasn’t possible. Khalil had said he wasn’t sure he could leave New York without her, hadn’t he? She pressed her fingertips to her temple and tried to remember what, exactly, had happened the night they’d made love…and the next morning. Had she misunderstood? Was that possible? Had his proposal been a courtesy, nothing more?
No, she thought frantically. He’d insisted. She’d thought it was all a joke, but he’d pursued her, hadn’t he? Just as he’d really convinced her that he wanted her. She remembered him taking off his clothes so that he could show her the proof of his desire. She hadn’t imagined that—after all, she’d never seen a naked man before. So that part had really happened. Surely he couldn’t have been able to pretend to want her if he hadn’t felt that way. Except she didn’t know enough about men to figure out any of this. Could he have been aroused for other reasons? Had he been thinking about Amber instead? But if he’d been thinking about his fiancée, why had he come to Dora’s bed?
The holy man spoke more words. Incense filled the large hall. The room seemed to tilt and spin, and then Khalil removed her veil and pressed his mouth to hers.
The intimate contact caught her off guard. She flinched in surprise, then tried not to feel the familiar heat of his mouth. Despite her pain and confusion, just the lightest brush of his lips against hers sent liquid heat pouring through her body. If he had continued kissing her, or if he’d touched her anywhere else, she would have found herself unable to resist him.
The reality of her need for this man terrified her. They’d only been together once. How could she have changed so much in such a short period of time, and how could she go back to what she’d been before? She didn’t want to be vulnerable to him; she needed to be strong.
When Khalil raised his head, the crowd around them cheered. He grinned as he tucked the veil back in place. “Now you are officially my wife, little desert rose. What do you say to that?”
She searched his face, desperate to find a clue, a hint that he was happy and that this was what he wanted. But she didn’t know him well enough to read his expression. She could only guess, and the new questions in her mind made her question everything she found.
“Khalil?”
But he was torn from her before he could say anything. A group of men spirited him away, while dozens of women led her in the opposite direction. In a matter of minutes she and Khalil had been led across the hall into an even larger room set with dozens of huge tables. They were seated next to each other at the center of the largest banquet table. A feast lay before them, but the thought of eating churned Dora’s stomach.
She tried to concentrate on her surroundings. The beauty of the room, ancient tapestries hanging from an arched ceiling nearly three dozen feet overhead, the open windows and doorways leading to balconies overlooking the sea, the lush displays of tropical flowers filling corners and overflowing the tables, caught her eye if not her attention.
Conversation and laughter filled the room, but she couldn’t participate. The wild desert music made her head pound. She ignored the food Khalil set on her plate and barely sipped her wine.
“You are quiet,” Khalil said, leaning close to be heard over the crowd. “Did the ceremony disappoint you?”
“Not at all.” She cleared her throat. This wasn’t the time to have a talk about what Amber had said. “I have a slight headache.”
His dark eyes flashed. “I hope it gets better soon. I have missed my desert cat and had hoped I would get to visit her again this night.” He put a hand on her thigh, then slipped it between her legs for a brief, erotic caress. “It’s been too long.”
She stared at him, not sure what to believe. Unfortunately it was impossible to think with his fingers rubbing against that magical center of her being. Shivers rippled through her, and her breasts swelled. She wanted to let her legs fall open so that he could touch her again and again until she found her release. Even as she acknowledged that he could have been lying about everything, she sensed that he would always have sexual power over her. The situation was intolerable…worse, it was inescapable.
She suffered through the rest of the meal, trying to smile and pretend that all was well. When the dessert trays were brought out, Khalil leaned close again.
“Everyone will understand if we make our escape now. Rihana has packed your bag for the night.”
She blinked. “What bag? For what night?”
He gave her a slow, lazy smile. “You’ve spent two weeks in the harem. Didn’t my grandmother tell you about the traditional wedding night?”
Mutely Dora shook her head.
“Ah, then I suspect you will enjoy the surprise,” he told her. “I know I will enjoy sharing it with you.”
As he rose, the pace of the music changed. The beat increased, as did the volume. Instantly they became the center of attention.
“You sneak away so soon?” Malik called from his place at the far end of the table. “But then my little brother was always impatient.”
Khalil waved him off. “We have far to go. It’s late.”
“You need to go far so she won’t be able to run away in horror,” Jamal, Khalil’s middle brother joked. At least Dora assumed it was a joke. Everyone laughed out loud.
Khalil ignored that comment and the others that followed. He took Dora’s hand and started for the door. But dozens of people stopped them, the men offering congratulations, the women smiling at her with friendliness, or envy. Dora’s numbness crept down to her bones, and she found herself barely able to register what was going on.
Then, just as they were to make their escape, Amber appeared in front of them. If Dora had any doubts, they were dispelled when she felt her husband stiffen as if he’d slammed into a wall. He obviously felt some strong emotion for this woman.
Amber, as beautiful as the most perfect statue ever created by man, stared up mutely. Tears clung to her lower lashes, but did not fall. Her lips trembled. She was a vision of pain.
“Khalil,” she breathed softly. “I love you.”
For Dora, the confession was a knife to the heart. She had to force herself to stay silent, to not cry out. Why had this happened? Why had she been a fool for the second time in her life?
Khalil pushed past Amber without saying a word. In a matter of minutes, Dora found herself in the passenger seat of a four-wheel-drive vehicle, heading away from the palace.
“Khalil?”
He drove with easy confidence. “Relax. We aren’t going that far. Tradition states that we ride to our destination, but I didn’t think you’d be up to that.”
“Ride?”
He shot her a grin. “Horses.”
Her brain refused to function. She turned the thought over in her mind a few times until she realized he meant that the usual tradition was for the bride and groom to ride away on horseback. “Where are we going?”
“You’ll see. It’s just over the rise.”
Buildings quickly fell away. To the left and right, the city rose around them, but in front was only wilderness.
“This is all royal land,” Khalil told her. He pulled off his traditional headdress and tossed it into the back seat. He still wore robes that were only a few shades darker than her own. They emphasized his height and strength, leaving her feeling slightly vulnerable, as well as confused and foolish.
“Much of the city sits on land that is owned by the royal family, although it is granted to the government in hundred-year blocks, and we don’t require any rent. But this section is kept private and undeveloped.”
Dora glanced around and tried to take an interest in her surroundings. There was a wild sort of beauty to the untamed vastness that was the desert. In less than ten minutes they’d left the city and palace behind, and now it seemed they were the only two people around for miles.
They reached the peak of the hill. Below lay a shallow valley with an oasis in the center. Dora had never seen such a thing before, except perhaps in books or movies, but she recognized the startlingly green island of life in the middle of brown emptiness. Slender palms formed a half circle around a deep blue pool. Lush plants and bushes grew everywhere. On the far side of the pool, animal tracks littered the muddy banks, and to the left stood a large beige tent.
“Your palace for the night, milady,” Khalil said, his voice teasing.
Dora could only stare. One of the flaps had been tied open, inviting them inside. As Khalil drew closer, she could see several Jeeps already parked behind the tent, and armed men patrolling the area.
“Who are they?” she asked stiffly.
“They are the unfortunate reminder of reality. Tradition dictates that we spend our first night as man and wife out in the desert. It’s something my family has been doing for generations. However, times have changed, and it’s no longer a simple matter for a prince to take his bride away for the night. So we have a few guards with us.” He gave her a reassuring pat on the hand. “Don’t worry. They’ll stay well back—we’ll have our privacy.”
A tent, the desert, guards? Where would this madness end? What had she been thinking when she’d accepted his proposal? Or perhaps she hadn’t been thinking. Maybe that was her problem. She’d wanted to believe so very much that she’d ignored the obvious…that a man like him could never want a woman like her.
Khalil parked next to the tent, then walked around and opened her door. She stepped out because she couldn’t think of anything to say, and for now it was easier to go with him.
One of the guards moved close as they approached and held open the loose tent flap. His expression was closed and forbidding, and when they entered, he secured the flap behind them.
“Don’t they make you nervous?” Dora asked.
“On the contrary. They make me feel very safe.”
She supposed that he was right—better to be protected than not. Then she turned and faced the interior of the tent and thankfully, she didn’t have to think about anything at all for a few minutes. It was far better to lose herself in the magic that had been created at the edge of a small oasis.
A smaller inner tent filled the larger one. Dora stepped into a cream-and-gold wonderland of thick rugs and wall hangings, dozens and dozens of deep red pillows. A bed stood in the corner on a dais, the covers pulled back, the soft white linens offering welcome.
To the right sat a table laden with covered dishes. Champagne—for the Khan family was not Muslim—chilled in an ice bucket. The rugs deceived her feet and the tapestries deceived her eyes. Had she not seen the tent for herself, she would have thought she were in some luxurious home in an exotic town.
“It’s lovely,” she told Khalil.
“We know how to travel in style,” he said lightly. “Something we learned more than a thousand years ago.”
He came up behind her and placed his hands on her shoulders. She told herself not to react, or at the very least, not to overreact. But it was impossible. Before she could stop herself, she flinched violently, then tore herself away and spun to face him.
“Don’t!” she ordered. “Don’t touch me.”
Khalil stepped back in surprise. “What’s wrong?” He stared at her, his dark eyes searching her face. “This is more than wedding nerves, isn’t it? Something has happened.”
“How perceptive,” she said sarcastically. “What was your first clue?”
He frowned. “What is it, Dora? Why are you acting like this? It’s not in your nature to be a petty female. You are usually so reasonable. Tell me?”
She stared at him, at this man to whom she had been bound in separate ceremonies nearly half a world apart. “You don’t know me at all,” she said softly. “But that’s only fair, because I don’t know you, either.”
He gestured impatiently. In his traditional robes, he looked very much the part of the prince of a desert kingdom. A prince who would never have willingly chosen her for his wife.
“You haven’t answered the question,” he said. “What’s wrong?”
“Amber came to see me,” she told him. “Today, just before the ceremony.”
His expression didn’t change at all. She might as well have told him about the weather for all he seemed to care. “She is not to be trusted,” he said. “Ignore everything she said.”
“It’s not that easy. Don’t you want to know what she said to me?”
“Not really.”
She wanted to laugh, but it hurt too much. Pressure tightened in her throat. “I wish I could forget, but I can’t. The words are burned into my brain.”
She drew in a deep breath. “Khalil, she said that you had a fight with her while you were in New York. She said that was the reason you came to—” She paused. “The reason you were intimate with me was to get back at her. That it was never about me at all.”
As she spoke she stared at him, desperately hoping for a sign that it was all false. She wanted him to get angry and frustrated, to pull her close and say that Amber had the heart of a worm and that of course he loved her, Dora. She wanted reassurance and kind words and patience, and then she wanted him to make gentle love to her.
Instead Khalil stalked to the doorway and clutched the thick fabric. “I see.”
It was not what she wanted to hear. The pressure in her chest increased, and she was suddenly cold. If she’d eaten anything that day she would have thrown up, but mercifully her stomach was empty.
The silence grew around them. She found herself filling the space with ugly words.
“She said that you were shocked to find out I was a virgin. Shocked and h-horrified.” She could feel the tears burning in her eyes, and she blinked them back. “She said you proposed out of a sense of duty and that neither of you expected me to say yes.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “She said you would divorce me so you could marry her.”
“Enough!” he growled. “She tells you lies. All lies. We will not speak of this again.”
She didn’t remember ever being this cold. The tears fell, and there was nothing she could do to stop them.
“That’s not good enough,” she told him. “I want to know the truth.”
“Why?” he asked as he turned to look at her. Anger sharpened his features. “What will it change? You are my wife, and you will stay my wife.”
She gave a strangled sound and sank onto one of the thick cushions. Amber had been right about everything. What had she done? “She said you were with her. All these past nights when I was in the harem, she said you stole into her father’s house and took her. That was why you didn’t come to me.”
Khalil stalked toward her, then stopped and loomed above her. “I didn’t come to you because I respect my father and grandmother’s wishes. The sanctuary of the harem is absolute. No man may enter. I have lived in the palace all my life, and I have not once stepped foot behind that golden door.”
He placed his hands on his hips and glared. “I thought you were different. I thought you could be logical about all of this, but I see that’s impossible.”
Dora barely heard his words. Too many lies woven through too little truth. She pressed her hands to her face and tried to stop the flow of tears. She had to go. She had to get back to…to…to where? To what? She had no life anymore. Everything she’d known was gone.
“I just want to know,” she whispered.
Khalil sighed. “All right. I’ll tell you the truth.” He bent down and cupped her chin, forcing her to look at him. “All of it. Then we’ll have it out in the open and be able to put it behind us. We’ll start our marriage with a clean slate and go on from there.”
He released her face and began to pace in the tent. His long strides ate up the distance quickly, and he was forced to turn after a mere five steps.
Dora brushed away her tears and ignored the steady dampness that replaced them. She told herself this was a good thing—that once she knew how bad it was, they could talk about fixing the problems. But the coldness only increased, and her heart braced itself for even more pain.
“Amber and I had been engaged from the time we were children. It was the wish of both our fathers.” He paused as if searching for the right words. “We did fight in New York, but only because I told her I didn’t want to marry her.”
She raised her head. “What?”
“I didn’t want to marry her. Amber is not…” He hesitated. “She would not be a good wife or mother. I didn’t know how to break the engagement in such a way as to avoid scandal. Then I heard you on the phone with Gerald, and I thought you might be a good solution to my dilemma. You are intelligent and even-tempered. I thought you could learn the duties and be a good mother. You were also a virgin.” He paused. “I needed a wife, and you were a likely candidate.”
She’d heard too much, she thought, wishing she could transport herself to another place, or even another time. How could she continue to breathe through the gaping hole in her chest? How could her heart continue to beat, her blood flow? Why hadn’t the pain killed her yet?
And then she knew the awful truth—that no matter how much it hurt, she would never die from the agony. She was destined to survive, even though she didn’t want to. She was going to keep on living and suffering and going through the motions because there was no mercy, no escape, no hope.
“So it was all lies,” she said dully. “All of it. When you told me that you wanted me, that you’d wanted me from the beginning.” It was hard for her to talk, nearly impossible for her to go on, but she forced herself to continue. She had to speak the truth. Once she faced it, she could begin the incredibly slow process of putting the pieces back together again…if that were even possible.
“You lied about the passion, you lied when you told me it would be impossible to leave me behind in New York. You made me feel special and important, and it was all a lie.”
Life had become a cruel joke—nearly as cruel as her new husband.
Khalil stopped in front of her. “The past is finished, and there’s no reason to dwell on it. Yes, I stretched the truth to make you feel better. Until the night I heard you on the phone with Gerald, I never thought of you as anything but efficient. I didn’t have any particular regard for you at the time, but you’re my wife, now. I believe we have a chance to make this union successful.”
“Successful? Are you insane?” she asked, pushing herself to her feet.
“Not at all. I made vows to you, and I fully intend to honor them.”
“But nothing is real,” she protested. “You lied about everything.”
“You’re making too much of this.”
“And you’re making too little. You toyed with me. You made me believe in you.”
His mouth twisted. “You wanted to believe me. You were desperate to believe that a prince from a fairy tale had arrived to take you away from your sad, little life. You lied to yourself as much as I lied to you.”
She glared at him. “But I never lied to you. You can’t excuse your own behavior by pointing the finger at me.”
“What about when you told me you loved me? You don’t even know me.”
“I never told you I loved you.”
He met her gaze, then shifted uncomfortably. Silence grew, then pressed down upon them. She hadn’t said she loved him. She was too afraid of the words to ever speak them casually. He was right that she’d wanted to believe in the possibilities, but was that so great a sin?
“What do you want from me?” he asked. “Fine, I lied. I convinced you to marry me, using false pretenses. We’re married now. So we’ll make the best of it. We’ll start over.” He reached for her. “Dora, some of what I told you was true. I think you will make a fine wife. You will be a good mother my sons, and you have the perfect body to allow my sons to grow healthy inside of you.”
She sucked in her breath. It wasn’t enough that he ripped out her heart—now he wanted to talk about her hips, too? “No. I don’t want to be married to you. I want to go home.”
“Where is home? With Gerald?”
She flinched, but didn’t back down. “Anywhere but here. I won’t stay.”
“You don’t have a choice.” He moved closer and reached out to touch her.
Despite her desire to stand up for herself, she backed away quickly, knowing that if he stroked any part of her body she would be lost.
“Don’t,” she told him, folding her arms over her chest. She needed time to think.
Except he wasn’t going to give her time. Even as she struggled to collect her thoughts, he advanced.
She took another step back, then another. The pain was still there. She didn’t know what to believe. He hadn’t wanted her. He hadn’t longed for her. He’d picked her because she was a convenient virgin. That was hardly the basis of a successful marriage.
But that wasn’t what hurt the most. What ripped her open and left her bleeding was that she’d done it to herself. She’d been a fool…again. First with Gerald and now with Khalil. With Gerald, she’d been so lonely that she’d allowed herself to believe that he had qualities that didn’t exist in him at all. The small conciliation was that with Khalil, he’d fed her deception with pretty words.
“Dora.”
His warm hand settled on her shoulder. She gave a sharp cry and ran toward the entrance. Once outside, she realized she was in the middle of the desert with no idea which direction was home. Probably because she wasn’t sure where home was. El Bahar? Of course not. Los Angeles? Not anymore. Where did she want to go?
Khalil grabbed her arm and pulled her back inside. “Do not run away from me again,” he growled.
“Or what? You’ll have me locked up or maybe beaten. You seem a very practiced bully.”
Dark eyes flashed with fire. “I have never bullied you.”
She hated that he spoke the truth. “You used me.”
“You let yourself be used. You welcomed me into your bed.”
Color flooded her face. She swallowed her shame. “Don’t make the mistake of thinking that’s ever going to happen again. I want a divorce. I want to leave you and this country.”
He leaned close until his face nearly touched hers. “Never.”
“I won’t let you destroy me.”
He laughed cruelly. “Destroy what?” he asked mockingly. “You were wandering around at an airport when I found you. You had nothing. Your fiancé had left you, you had no job, no money. I saved you. I married you and brought you to my country where you have a chance at a life beyond anything you have ever imagined. Here you will have wealth and power and a title. You are an honored member of the house of Khan. Do not forget that. You will be my wife, and you will bear me many sons.”
“I would rather be married to a dirt farmer than you, prince or not, and I will never have your children because I will never let you touch me. I want a divorce.”
“Never. You are mine.”
“I am not a possession.”
“You are my wife and my woman. Do not make the mistake of challenging me because I will always win.”
“Not this time—not with me.”
“Wife of mine, you are wrong.”
She sensed his intention before he moved, but she was too slow. Even as she tried to step away, he grabbed her arm and pulled her up against him.
Anger, pain, sadness, loneliness, betrayal all blended inside of her, draining her strength and her will to fight.
“I want you,” he said, his mouth inches from hers. “I will have you.”
“You’re going to have to force me, because I’m not going to do this willingly.”
His dark eyes gleamed. “Didn’t I just warn you about challenging me?”
Then he kissed her. Not the soft, tempting kiss he’d used the first time they’d made love, but a powerful, claiming kiss that forced a response, even as it promised the sweetest of rewards for giving in.
“No!” She pressed against his shoulders, trying to push him away.
He laughed, his lips still against hers. “Fight me, my desert cat. Fight me, then claim me as your rightful mate.”
“Never!”
But even as she breathed the promise, she felt the first tendrils of desire coiling through her. Heat hot enough to melt resolve, even hot enough to warm the very ice from her bones, crept through her like dawn would creep across the thick, plush carpets. It moved slowly, filling her from the inside out, sucking away her will.
His tongue swept across her lower lip, back and forth, back and forth, whispering for admittance. She wanted to resist. She told herself to be strong—that she hated him, that he was horrible, that he’d used her and hurt her and…and…
He untied the tiny bows that held her robe together, then slipped his hand through the gap in the heavy silk. Even as she swore to herself that she would stand firm against him, his fingers brushed against the tight bud of her nipple. At the same moment his tongue slipped between her suddenly parted lips.
She pushed against him one last time, then sobbed out her defeat. Hating him, hating herself more, she wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him close.
Dora shut her eyes, not wanting to see the look of triumph on his face, but instead of gloating, Khalil broke the kiss long enough to gently whisper, “You are my wife, little desert cat. I will always keep you safe.”
Perhaps he thought he could, for he would never see that the greatest threat to her safety was no one else but him.


Chapter Ten

“Don’t resist,” Khalil said, still whispering against her mouth. “Want me back. Need me. Make love with me.”
Dora shivered in his embrace, trying to disconnect herself from what was happening, even as her body responded to his nearness. She kept her arms around his neck and her eyes firmly closed as he unfastened all the tiny ties down the front of her robe. When he drew her arms down so he could push the robe off her shoulders, she steadfastly refused to look at him.
The heavy silk slid down to pool around her feet. Underneath, she wore a lace dress, and under that was a silk chemise. The traditional garb did not allow for panties or a bra, and she felt oddly vulnerable as she stood before him.
“Dora,” he said, stroking her cheek. “Give in with grace. Why would you want to win this battle? How would that be a victory?”
“I would have my dignity,” she said into the darkness.
“And a cold bed. Is that what you want?”
What she wanted was a real marriage with a man who cared about her. At this point she would accept respect and liking, with the hope that love would grow. What she had instead was lies.
“I don’t want you.”
One fingertip brushed against her hard nipple. “Your body says otherwise.”
She shivered involuntarily, and her eyes snapped open. “I can’t help my response to you, but it doesn’t mean anything. It’s the same as when the doctor taps on your knee, and your leg jerks. In this case the nerves are not connected to my brain. My weak outer self might react to the sexual act, but my heart and soul are completely detached.”
Dark eyes regarded her thoughtfully. “A very pretty speech. Shall we test your theory?”
“What do you mean?”
“You’re saying that we can make love and that you can respond to me sexually, but that the act won’t touch you on the inside.”
“Exactly.” She believed completely in what she told him—she just hoped she wasn’t fooling herself.
He took her hand in his and pushed up the loose, long sleeve to the elbow, exposing the underside of her forearm. “You’re saying that when I touch you like this—” He lightly traced a line from the inside of her wrist to her elbow. “That any reaction you have is the same as automatically pulling back when you touch a hot stove?”
“Yes.” She ignored the trembling that began inside of her and the goose bumps that erupted on her skin. Just standing this close to Khalil made it difficult to think, let alone banter with him.
He turned her hand over and stared at the back, then traced the lacy lines of the henna. “Do you know that somewhere in this decorative pattern I will find my name?”
She blinked. She knew he was talking…she could hear the words…but it was so hard to concentrate when he touched her. There was a traffic jam in her nervous system and only the emergency vehicles, in this case the sensation of his fingers on her skin, were getting through. Everything else, like conversation, had to wait.
“Your name?” she repeated dully as he circled round and round on the back of her hand, then traced the length of each of her fingers.
“Yes. Tradition dictates that the husband’s name be woven into the henna pattern.” He looked at her, his dark eyes smoldering with hot, heavy, ready desire. “Where is my name, Dora?”
“I don’t know,” she said, her voice trembling. “I didn’t watch Rihana when she painted me.”
“So I’ll have to go searching. How sad that they only paint your hands and feet.”
It was sad, she thought vaguely. If only they’d painted her all over. There would be more places for Khalil to search.
The thought of his fingers and perhaps even his tongue on her body made her thighs quiver. She remembered what it had been like before…when he’d touched her and then kissed her between her legs. She remembered the feel of him against her and the passion of her release. She remembered all of it and even though she knew it was wrong and made her weak, she wanted to experience it again.
He led her to the bed. There they paused while he pulled off the lace dress, leaving her in a calf-length chemise and nothing else. Dora shivered again, but it wasn’t from the cold. In his robes, with his eyes blazing passion, Khalil was a dark, mysterious stranger. She was far from anything she’d ever known. She’d married this man standing in front of her. For all she knew he had the power of life and death over her. She wasn’t sure how she felt about him, nor did she know why he’d married her. She was committed to resisting him in all ways, including physically. And she’d never in her life known such incredible physical longing.
She hadn’t known it was possible to stand and breathe and want with such powerful need. She ached, she shook, she melted, she cried out deep inside for him to take her. Even as she knew she should resist. Even as she knew she would hate herself for her weakness…she wanted him.
He urged her to sit on the edge of the bed. The dais was covered with carpets, and her toes curled into the thick weave. Khalil settled next to her and took possession of her left hand. He held it palm up in his, studying the pattern made by the henna. The stain was a dark orange-brown on her skin. Fatima had told her it would turn a little red as it faded over time. The design was exotic on her pale skin, bringing to mind how out of place she was in this foreign land.
He lightly scraped the tip of his fingers over her palm. “I don’t see my name here, do you?”
She thought about telling him that she couldn’t really see her hand, that he held it too far and angled away from her, but the tingles shooting up her arm made it difficult to talk. He turned her hand over and stroked it.
“Nor here,” he murmured before pressing her fingertips to his mouth and rubbing the sensitive pads with his tongue.
Had she not been sitting, she would have fallen in a heap on the floor. Muscles quivered, joints gave way. She wanted to sag against him, to sigh, to moan. Instead she bit her lower lip and endured the exquisite torture.
He licked and nibbled his way across her palm, then up the inside of her wrist and arm, all the while speaking of his name and hers, of the weaving of time and futures and how she belonged to him. She didn’t really listen. They didn’t have a future, she didn’t belong to him, and right now she didn’t care about anything but the way he touched her.
His mouth pressed against the inside of her elbow. Strong hands splayed across her back as he urged her to recline against the mound of pillows on the bed. She thought about protesting, but it was too late for pride. She was here because she couldn’t imagine surviving without knowing what it was like to make love with him again. She might play the fool, but she wouldn’t play the hypocrite.
When she’d stretched out on the bed, he leaned over her. “Dora,” he whispered, speaking her name with a husky passion that made her ache inside. She was already wet between her thighs, wet and swollen and so very ready for him. She wanted to know his body again, his weight on hers, his maleness pressing inside of her.
She waited for his kiss, but he didn’t touch her lips. Instead he nibbled on her shoulder, then moved lower, taking her nipple in his mouth.
She still wore her silk chemise. As he suckled her, the thin, gossamer fabric dampened. When he raised his head she saw that the material was now transparent. She could see the peachy-pink bud puckering against the undergarment. He saw it, too. Holding her gaze, he deliberately touched the tip of his tongue to the sensitized peak. To see as well as feel his seduction was more than she could stand. She half raised herself, grasping his head, pulling him down so she could kiss him.
Their mouths met in frenzied passion. She needed all of him. Next to her, in her, on top of her. More and more of him. She pushed at his clothes, fumbling for the ties of his robe. He shrugged out of them quickly, then pulled off his loose shirt. He had to leave the bed to remove his trousers, and she was shocked to hear herself whimper when he stood up to shed the garments.
But then he stood before her, naked and so incredibly beautiful. She studied the hard planes of his chest, the thick coils of his muscles, the dark hair crowning his arousal.
“Tell me,” he commanded, standing by the bed but just out of reach. “Say the words. Tell me that you want me.”
She shook her head. “I can’t.”
“Want me, or say it?”
Both, she thought, but she wouldn’t tell him that. He moved closer…close enough that she was able to reach out her hand and stroke the powerful length of him. She encircled him with her fingers and moved back and forth, savoring the feel of him. Baby-soft skin over the unyielding pulse of his desire. She looked up at him and found herself caught in his hooded gaze. Only the tightening muscle at his jaw indicated that he was the least bit affected by her ministrations.
Slowly, gently, she moved lower and slipped her hand to his hard thighs. The hair on his legs tickled her palms. She moved up and down, learning his textures, his body, and in the process, arousing herself even more.
Without warning, he bent over and reached for her right foot. He examined the pattern made by the henna, tracing lines and circles with the tip of his finger. When he tickled her, she squirmed and laughed. She tried to pull away, but he wouldn’t release her. She was caught.
“Tell me,” he commanded, moving onto the bed and settling between her ankles. “Tell me you want me.”
She mutely shook her head, then closed her eyes when he pushed up her gown and kissed the inside of her thighs. Her legs moved of their own accord, falling open, knees pulling back. There were no panties to impede him, no reticence on her part. She wanted him to touch her and kiss her there. She wanted to experience the passion and then the release.
He moved under her chemise and parted the secret folds of her flesh. She couldn’t see what he was doing, but she felt the first warm caress of his lips and tongue on that most sensitive spot. He teased her, touching her lightly, circling, moving away and then returning.
It was more intense than it had been before, probably because she knew what to expect. She knew the glory at the end of the road and she tensed, rushing toward her paradise.
Involuntarily her hips moved in time with his tiny strokes. Her breathing increased, and her body heated. The coldness was long gone, as was her anger and her pain. All that remained was the wanting, the needing, the man. Khalil. Her husband.
He moved faster, bringing her closer to her release, then slowing, driving her mad. He pressed a finger into her, pushing up and teasing her from the inside. Then he slid that single finger in and out, imitating the love act to follow.
Pressure increased. Need increased. She wanted, desperately, to find her peace. Her heels dug into the mattress, her hips raised. She moaned his name. He moved faster and faster, lighter, better, closer and closer and closer.
In one quick movement, he sat back on his heels and pulled her into a sitting position. She stared at him unable to believe that he’d stopped what he was doing. Didn’t he realize that she was going to die?
The wanting continued to grow inside of her. It became a hungry beast that consumed her. Desperately she reached for him, wanting more. Wanting it all.
But he ignored her questing hands that would have urged him back into place. Instead he tugged until her chemise was free of her hips, then he drew it over her head and tossed it away. His gaze fell to her breasts, and pleasure lit his eyes.
“So lovely,” he told her as he leaned forward and took a nipple in his mouth.
It was as if there were a direct line from her breast to the very center of her being. With each tug of his lips, she felt an answering response between her legs. Even as his hands roamed up and down her back, even as he suckled her, she found herself spiraling closer and closer. She needed him, desperately.
“Khalil, please.”
He raised his head. Dark hair tumbled onto his forehead. Untamed desire tightened the lines of his face, leaving her no doubt that his ancestors were wild savages who had ruled fearlessly. Did she really think she could stand up to him and win?
One of his hands slipped between their bodies. He rubbed her swollen point of pleasure until she whimpered, but stopped before she could climax.
“Tell me.”
He was the devil, and the price was her soul. Why hadn’t she seen what he wanted? “I can’t.”
“But you do want me.”
Their gazes locked. She could feel both their hearts beating. His arousal pressed against her belly. He pressed her onto her back and cupped her breasts. Finger and thumb teased her nipples. His hardness rode against her hot center, tormenting her by bringing her higher, but not allowing her to release.
She raised her hands and brought his head down to hers, then she kissed him. With her lips and her tongue she told him that she wanted him, but she refused to give in verbally. Between her legs, he rubbed hard, faster, making her ache and want, but she would not speak.
“Your will is not stronger than mine,” he growled against her mouth.
“Yes, it is.”
“No!”
He raised up and guided himself inside. As he filled her, stretching her, making her cry out with pleasure, he reached down and touched that one, tiny spot.
The combination was too much. She felt herself collecting, rising, building, the tension growing until it exploded into light and glory.
Khalil felt the first rippling response of her body. Her muscles convulsed, contracting and releasing in a perfect rhythm. He cursed, he resisted, and it was all a waste of time. He’d played the game too well. In his effort to force her to submit, he’d allowed himself to get too aroused. Now, in the vortex of her release, he felt himself being caught and flung into the same tornado. Even as he tried to withdraw and gain control, it was already too late. Clutching her, he passed the point of no return and cried out her name.
The pleasure grew. He pumped harder, going deeper. Incredibly her contractions began again. She wrapped her arms around him, clinging, urging him on. Again and again she convulsed, until he had no choice but to explode his seed inside of her. They shuddered together, two people lost in a storm.
When at last his breathing returned to normal, he raised himself up on his arms and stared at her. She lay with her eyes closed, her lips tightly pressed together. Tears flowed down her temples and into her hair.
“Dora?”
“Go away. You won.”
“We both won,” he said, although technically she had been the real victor. He hadn’t been able to make her say that she wanted him.
She pushed at his shoulder. He shifted off her, suddenly feeling as awkward as a teenager. What was wrong?
When Dora was free of him, she sat up. “Is there a bathroom?”
He pointed to several hanging rugs on the far side of the tent. “In there. We have running water, but not very much, so be cautious.”
She nodded, but didn’t speak. As she climbed out of bed, she reached for her gown and covered herself. Khalil watched her slow progress across the floor. She moved as if she were in pain. Had he hurt her? He shook his head. That wasn’t possible. At the end, she’d been clinging to him, wanting him as much as he wanted her. Women. They were all temperamental creatures.
By the time she returned to the bed, he’d slipped under the covers and had arranged the pillows. He saw that she’d washed away all traces of her tears. She got in next to him, but instead of cuddling close, she curled up with her back to him.
“You’re being a child,” he told her.
“Leave me alone. You got what you wanted. The rest of it shouldn’t matter.”
He stared at her for another minute, then flopped down on his back. Fine. If she wanted to be that way, he didn’t care. She was right. He’d gotten what he wanted. He’d made love with her. The rest of it was nonsense.
Except he found himself aching to hold her. As the night wore on, his side of the bed seemed to grow until he felt he was in a separate country. Once, when he knew she was truly sleeping, he’d moved close and put his arm around her. But even in sleep she shrugged him off, so he retreated to his own side.
Something cold and dark took residence in his chest. He hated the feeling that he’d acted rashly and had made a mistake that couldn’t be corrected. Involuntarily he raised a hand to his face and touched the thin scar on his cheek. History was not repeating itself, he thought grimly. He would make sure things were different. Of course they were different. The situations had nothing in common.
And yet, far into the night, he wondered.
 
Dora awoke in Khalil’s arms. As she stirred, she felt heat beneath her cheek and something heavy across her waist. She opened her eyes and saw that sometime in the night she’d rolled over and curled into his arms.
She stiffened and started to pull away, but the hand on her waist tightened. She looked up and saw that he was awake.
“Good morning,” he said, his voice low and husky.
She hated that just the sound sent a shiver through her body and made her want to melt against him. Wasn’t it enough that he’d humiliated her the previous night, tempting her until she’d thrown her convictions aside and had surrendered? Was this going to be an ongoing battle between them?
A slow smile curved at the corners of his mouth. “You resist and you want in equal measures, my desert cat. Which part of you is going to win?”
He shifted as he spoke, turning on his side until he faced her, slipping one knee between her legs and pressing it against her swollen woman’s place. It took every ounce of strength not to arch against him. The need was as instant as it was powerful. How could her body betray her this way?
“I’ll never surrender willingly,” she told him, staring into his eyes. Her words were a vow. “You might be able to make my body react, but you’ll never touch my heart.”
“Is that a challenge? Didn’t I warn you about making challenges? You are destined to be defeated.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “In the most delicious way possible, of course. Besides, the chase is part of the appeal.”
She wanted to scream out her frustration. How could this be happening to her? How could she have allowed herself to get into this position—both figuratively and literally? Even as she lay next to him, she felt his growing arousal pressing into her hip. Her woman’s place dampened in response, readying for him. It didn’t matter that he’d hurt her and lied to her and used her—every cell of her body still ached for his possession.
“You will be mine,” he said confidently.
“Never. I’ll keep turning away from you.”
“And night after night, I will seduce you.” He laughed. “If you’re looking to punish me, Dora, you’re going to have to find something better than that.” His humor faded. “Then, in time, you’ll grow to love me as a dutiful wife should.”
She didn’t know if he was still teasing or not, but it didn’t matter. Inside she’d grown empty and cold again, as she had the night before. She knew that he would be true to his word. He would seduce her as often as it amused him, and regardless of how much she resisted, she would eventually submit. In time his relentless assault would leave her spirit crushed and broken.
“I will never love you,” she promised.
“You say that now, but I wonder if you’ve already fallen a bit in love with me. Am I your fantasy, my desert cat? Am I who you dreamed about in your lonely virgin bed?”
She wrenched herself free of him and stumbled out of bed. As she glared at him, he merely smiled and tossed away the covers so that she could see that he was hard and ready.
She turned her back on him and made a feeble effort to gather some kind of control. She had to learn how to protect herself from him. She had to be strong. If she didn’t figure it out, his words would become a prophecy. He was an arrogant, selfish bastard…and he was right. He was the kind of man she’d dreamed about through her loneliness. Not the self-centered prince who forced his will on his reluctant wife, but the charming lover who had seduced her that first night.
She dreamed about the kind man who had rescued her in Kansas and the intelligent businessman she’d worked for in New York. Those were the men who had captured her attention and perhaps even a bit of her heart. But she did not love the Prince of El Bahar.
She found her lace dress and drew it over her head, then pulled on the heavy silk robes. Only when she was completely covered did she turn back to face him.
“I cannot speak for loving,” she said quietly, “but I will never like or respect you. If you insist on keeping me here, you will have to be content with duty.”
He raised dark eyebrows. “A dutiful wife during the day and a wildcat in my bed at night. You, my dear, are my fantasy.”
She felt the tears begin to burn, but she blinked them away. “How fortunate for you, Khalil. To me you are nothing more than a nightmare from which I can only pray to awake.”
She continued to stare at him, but not even by the flicker of a lash did he betray his thoughts. Then she turned away because she could feel her pain growing stronger, and she was determined to never let him see her cry again.


Chapter Eleven

They drove back to the palace in silence. Khalil waited for Dora to comment on the beauty of the morning, or their four-car escort of guards, but instead she sat quietly in her seat, staring straight ahead, saying nothing. Fine, he thought angrily. If she wanted to play that game, he could do it as well…or better.
What had started out as a simple, even logical arrangement had turned into something more—something difficult. Why did she have to be so emotional? Perhaps he had misled her about his feelings at the beginning, but why did that matter now? He’d married her. He intended to treat her with the respect and consideration his wife deserved. They would live at the palace, have many sons. By virtue of their marriage, she had entered a life of wealth and privilege. What was she so upset about?
He gripped the steering wheel more tightly and told himself he would never understand women. They were difficult, emotional creatures, best left to their own devices. In time, Dora would see that this was all for the better. She would come around.
Or would she, a voice in his head whispered. Dora was not like other women he’d known. She was by far the most intelligent and certainly more independent of all his female companions. He quickly glanced at her, then returned his attention to the rutted track that became paved road as they neared the palace. She would not allow herself to be manipulated, and while he respected her for that, he also resented the extra work it was going to mean for him.
He would ignore her for a while, he thought. That would teach her. Except…visions of their lovemaking the previous night filled his mind. Memories of how it had been to touch her, to be touched. She’d been stubborn and unyielding to the end, refusing to tell him that she wanted him. But even without words, she’d let him know how much she desired him. Her body had spoken eloquently and without sound when she’d clung to him, begging him to go deeper, faster, harder.
He shook off the erotic images filling his brain and had to consciously slow his breathing. Perhaps he was hasty in his decision to ignore Dora. Perhaps there was a better way to reach her. Perhaps he wasn’t giving her the benefit of the doubt—if she was so smart, she would figure out that he’d made the best decision for both of them. She would see that their marriage was the right thing for her, and she would be grateful to him for all that he’d done on her behalf.
As they neared the palace, he glanced at her again. She wore a long-sleeved dress that Rihana had packed for her. Both of their wedding robes were in the back seat. She’d brushed her short, dark hair away from her face, exposing her profile to him.
She wasn’t beautiful like Amber or many of the other women who had been a part of his life, but she was quite lovely in her own right. He liked the way her eyes flashed when she grew angry with him and the way her mouth betrayed her when she was trying not to smile. He looked forward to speaking with her, hearing both her words and the sound of her voice. He welcomed the feel of her soft skin pressing against his, and the hot dampness that greeted his entry. She might not have been his first choice, but she was all things a man could want in a wife. He’d been fortunate to find her.
When they drove into the courtyard and he turned off the engine, he tried to think about what he should say to start their lives together on better footing. Some words of, if not atonement, then reconciliation. He could say that while he didn’t understand or agree with her position he believed she thought it was important, so he would respect that. Maybe if he mentioned—
She opened the passenger door and stepped out. Instantly one of the servants was there to help her. She thanked the man and started walking toward the entrance to the palace.
Khalil stared after her. She hadn’t waited for him. How dare she go striding off, as if he wasn’t anyone more important than the chauffeur.
“Dora,” he called as he scrambled to open his door and step outside. He brushed off the servant’s greeting and hurried after her. “Dora, where do you think you’re going?”
She paused to glance over her shoulder. “I would have thought that was obvious. I’m going to my rooms.”
He caught up with her in the grand foyer. The sound of running water from the main stone fountain provided idyllic background music. He touched her cheek. “You don’t live in the harem anymore, my little wildcat. You live with me.”
Her brown eyes widened at the news. She glared. He could almost see her temper rising inside her, and he held back his grin. They would fight, then they would make up. He looked forward to both events with equal anticipation. He hadn’t thought that being married would require so much energy, but then he also hadn’t realized the rewards.
Rihana appeared from the shadows and bowed low. “Welcome back.” She gave Dora a shy smile. “I have moved your belongings into your husband’s rooms. May I please show you the way?”
“No,” Dora said sharply, not taking her gaze from Khalil’s face. “Please take my things to the guest suite I was shown to when I first came to the palace. I’ll be staying there.”
Khalil frowned. “Dora, this is ridiculous. What do you hope to accomplish by this game? You’re my wife.”
Her gaze turned icy. “I am, aren’t I. That makes me a princess. As such, I assume I’m allowed to give the servants instructions, and I can expect those instructions to be followed. Is that correct?”
She’d boxed him neatly into a corner. If she was his wife and therefore a princess in the palace, the servants would be expected to obey her. As her husband, he could not take away her power on her very first day. If he did, that decision would affect her position in the palace for the rest of her life.
He gritted his teeth and glared at her. They would have to take this up another time.
“Rihana, you will do as my wife requests,” he said stiffly.
Rihana looked troubled, then nodded slowly. “This way, Princess,” she said and turned away from the corridor leading to his rooms. Dora gave him a smug smile before she left to follow the girl. Khalil stood there alone, wondering how the hell everything had gone so wrong and what he was supposed to do about it now.
 
Dora stood alone on the balcony, staring out at the sea. She’d spent the past six hours alone in her suite of rooms, trying to savor her victory. But it didn’t taste as sweet as she’d thought it would. She was away from Khalil, which is what she wanted, but she was also by herself. The rest of the day stretched long and lonely in front of her, as did all the days in her future. What was she going to do with herself?
She turned her back on the glorious view, and paced toward the French doors leading into her living quarters. How long would Khalil keep her in El Bahar before realizing their marriage was a mistake? She believed it was just a matter of time until he came to his senses and divorced her. Then she would be free. Until then, she would make the best of a bad situation by enduring her solitude. There had to be something she could do with her time. Maybe—
A light knock on the door interrupted her thoughts. She hurried across the large living room and opened her door. But instead of Rihana, or even Khalil, she saw that Fatima was her visitor.
She smiled at the older woman. “What a nice surprise. Please, come in.”
Fatima did as she requested. She glanced around at the suite, as if she’d never seen the rooms before, then settled on one of the sofas facing the view. “I heard that you had chosen to live here instead of with Khalil. I didn’t realize that privacy was so very important to you. I must apologize for making you uncomfortable by asking you to live with me in the harem.”
Color and heat flared on Dora’s cheeks as she sat opposite her guest. She placed her hands in her lap. “You disapprove of what I’ve done.”
Fatima’s thick hair lay coiled at the base of her neck. Her deep purple suit, all elegant lines with a neatly tailored jacket, emphasized her trim figure. She looked like a successful businesswoman about to attend an important meeting.
“It is not my place to approve or disapprove. Marriage is private between the two parties involved.” She pressed her lips together. “I heard about what happened with Rihana, how you forced Khalil to choose between your obedience and your power in the household. While it was a tidy trick, I’m reminded of an old expression. It’s originally British, I believe. Perhaps you’ve heard it—something about winning the battle, but losing the war.”
“We’re not fighting,” Dora said evenly.
“Aren’t you? When a husband and wife choose separate living quarters, it is rarely an indication that all is well, but then I’m from a different generation.”
Dora lowered her head. She didn’t like misleading Fatima. Khalil’s grandmother had been very kind and generous to her. “Khalil and I have some things we need to sort out,” she said. Actually, she had to do most of the sorting. She was still so confused and hurt by all that had happened.
“If you’re waiting for my grandson to bend, you’re going to be living here a long time. Khalil doesn’t give in.”
“Then it might be time for him to learn.” Dora raised her head and straightened her spine. “I haven’t forgotten your advice about bending, Fatima, but there are times when one has to make a stand. This is one of those times.”
The older woman studied her. “Are you going to tell me what my grandson has done?”
“I can’t.” It was too humiliating to discuss with anyone, even someone as kind as Fatima. Besides, Dora knew that when push came to shove, Fatima would side with her family, not with her grandson’s new wife. “I’m making the best of a difficult situation.”
Fatima’s shrewd, dark eyes seemed to see right through her. “And if he doesn’t change? Then what?”
“I don’t know.”
Then she would leave, she thought. She would find a way to insist that Khalil divorce her, and she would be free. The fact that she had nowhere to go didn’t matter. She wouldn’t stay where she wasn’t wanted and respected.
“I thought you loved him,” Fatima said as she rose to her feet. “I’m sorry that I was wrong.”
Dora felt as if she were six years old, and she’d just been scolded for being clumsy. “I do care for him,” she hedged.
“But you don’t love him. Or if you do, it’s not strong enough that you’ll fight for him.” Fatima walked toward the door.
“Goodbye,” she said as she stepped into the hall. To Dora, the words sounded very final.
When Fatima had left, Dora stood alone in the center of her silent rooms. She wanted to cry out that it wasn’t fair—that Khalil had been the one to lie and deceive her, so why was she being punished? She’d married him with the best of intentions. She’d wanted to make her marriage work, she’d wanted to love him and be with him. But he’d hurt her. Worse, he wouldn’t even take responsibility for his actions. He expected her to just understand and get over it. How could she have a relationship with a man who didn’t see her as someone worth common courtesy?
She paced the length of the room, then returned to the balcony. The blue of the sea soothed her battered spirits but couldn’t quiet her mind. Questions continued to fill her. What happened now? Could she stay in this suite indefinitely? Would Khalil want to divorce her? What would happen if he came to her expecting them to make love again? She doubted she had the power to resist him. As much as she didn’t want to give in, her body betrayed her.
Dora sank down onto one of the chairs and covered her face with her hands. Had she won the battle but lost the war? Was she wrong to want more of Khalil? He’d hurt her so deeply. With him, she’d allowed herself to believe, only to find out it was all a lie. He’d used her because she was convenient and because he thought she would make a decent wife. Hardly the declarations of love that a woman longed to hear. So what happened now?
She didn’t have an answer. So she continued to sit there alone until the sun set. Her only visitor that night was Rihana, bringing her a tray for dinner. Apparently Dora was not to be included in the family meal. She went alone to her bed and stayed alone that night and all through the next day.
 
Two nights later Khalil appeared in her room. There was no other way to describe it. One minute Dora had been reading and the next her husband loomed in front of her.
“Good evening,” he said and settled next to her on the sofa.
Part of Dora wanted to start screaming at him, demanding that he get out, but only after making arrangements for her to return to the United States, but the rest of her was so grateful for someone to talk to that she nearly wept in relief. Since Fatima’s visit, the only face she’d seen was Rihana’s. And Dora hadn’t had the courage to go in search of company on her own.
“Khalil.” She nodded.
He wore dark slacks and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. Something about his mussed hair and a slight air of weariness told her that he’d been working all day. She longed to return to her job as his assistant, or to any job, just so she could get out of her suite and do something with her time.
“I have honored your wishes,” he said curtly.
“What wishes are those?”
“That you be left alone. Are you enjoying your solitude?”
She closed her book and set it on the table next to her. “I never requested solitude, I simply asked for separate quarters. However, you chose to take advantage of that and cut me off from the world. Does it make you feel big and strong to treat me this way? Is this a game of power? If so, you’re only playing with yourself. I’m not interested in one-upmanship.”
He looked at her for several seconds. “It seems whatever I do, you are determined to assume the worst about me. I honestly believed you wanted to be alone. You are my wife, and as such, a member of this family. You are welcome to leave your suite and join us for any meals you wish. This is a palace, Dora, not a prison.”
She didn’t know what to make of his words. Was he telling the truth, or was this all another act? She stared into his handsome face and had to curl her fingers into her palm to keep from reaching out to touch the slender scar on his left cheek.
“All right,” she said at last. “Thank you.”
“You may also return to work,” he announced. “I will expect you in my office at eight in the morning.”
If he’d asked if she would like to return to work, she would have probably said yes. If he’d even hinted that she had a choice, or that it was her decision, everything would have been fine. But for him to have the nerve to give her permission to help him…She sucked in a breath and felt her temper beginning to rise.
“I don’t think so,” she said coolly, as she rose to her feet. She crossed to the open French doors and stepped out onto the balcony. The sun had long since disappeared behind the horizon, leaving the ocean a dark and mysterious glimmering slate of blackness. She stared out into the night sky and pretended to be fascinated by the stars.
“I am giving you my permission,” Khalil said as he followed her onto the marble balcony.
“Yes, I know. I’m telling you that I’m not interested.” She smiled sweetly.
“I want you working for me.”
She shrugged. “I want you to apologize for what you said to me in New York, for lying and for tricking me into marriage. I want you to admit that you were wrong, and then I want you to tell me that you care about me. I suspect that neither of us is going to get what we want.”
She heard him take a step toward her. “You will not toy with me, wife.”
Finally she turned to face him. “And here I thought that was what you wanted.”
His expression tightened. “I am Khalil Khan, prince—”
She cut him off with a wave. “Prince of El Bahar. Yes, I know. I’ve heard this speech a hundred times before. What exactly is your point?”
He froze in place, obviously stunned by her impertinence. Dora was a little surprised herself, but in a good way. Maybe she’d needed time alone to give her the courage to stand up to Khalil. Right or wrong, it was the only way she knew to change things. As much as she might tell herself she wanted a divorce and to go back home, the truth was a little less clear. In her heart of hearts she was willing to admit that she would prefer to stay here—but only as Khalil’s true wife. He didn’t have to love her but he had to care about her and treat her with respect.
“Being the prince doesn’t give you the right to use people,” she went on, praying her courage lasted five seconds longer than his visit. “You were cruel to me. You lied, and you treated me as if my feelings had no consequence. You took advantage of my innocence.”
“I married you.”
“Right. As if being married to you is any kind of picnic.”
He took one more step closer. Now he was within touching distance…as was she. He took her hand in his and rubbed his thumb across her palm. Instantly shivers rippled through her as heat flamed and her body came to life. She disentangled herself and retreated to the railing.
“Come to work for me,” he said.
Ignoring her still tingling palm, she smiled. “I’m the princess of El Bahar. I don’t work. Besides—” She held up her hands “My henna hasn’t worn off. Tradition states—”
This time he was the one to cut her off. “I’m well aware of the tradition. I was born here.” He glared. “If this is what you wish, so be it. You may stay in your rooms but do not attempt to leave them. You will exist within these four walls. For all I care, you can rot here.” He spun on his heel and headed for the door.
Dora swallowed. She heard Fatima’s words again—the ones about winning the battle but losing the war. Was she doing that again? To live by another quote, pride goes before the fall. Did she really want to spend all her time alone in this suite?
“Khalil?” she called before she could stop herself. “I’ll come work with you, but not as your secretary.”
He paused in midstride. “I suppose you want to run the country.”
She ignored his sarcasm. “No,” she said as she crossed to stand next to him. “I want to work with the Western companies who have come here to do business. I’ve been doing a lot of reading in the past couple of days.” She motioned to the stack of magazines and books by the sofa. “There isn’t a single department to coordinate the efforts of Western companies interested in setting up facilities here in El Bahar. I want to be a facilitator between the government and the private companies in the West. I have plenty of experience working with corporate America, and I’m learning more each day about El Bahar.”
He stared at her but didn’t speak.
“It makes sense,” she went on quickly, trying to hang on to her rapidly fading courage. “As a member of the royal family, I would be considered more of a figurehead than a policymaker. That will appease men in government. The companies interested in coming here will be impressed that El Bahar would put a woman in such a visible position.”
He opened his mouth, then closed it. “You are my wife.”
“I’m aware of that.”
He turned away. Dora held her breath, then let it out slowly. The idea had come to her in the night, but she hadn’t known who to talk to. She doubted she was much in favor with any member of the family right now. So she’d decided she would just wait for the right opportunity. Was it too soon? Should she have gone to work as Khalil’s secretary for a few weeks first, gaining his trust, before she approached him with her idea?
Too late now, she thought, and didn’t have a clue as to what she would do if he said no.
“You would have to work under the jurisdiction of my office,” he said, not looking at her. He seemed to be studying a portrait of an old man on the far wall.
Her heart began to thunder in her chest. Was he really saying yes? “That isn’t a problem.”
“You would not be allowed to meet alone with any man, and you must dress conservatively. Otherwise my reputation will be called into question.”
“I understand. I have no desire to meet alone with any man, and conservative dress is fine with me.”
He looked at her. She tried to read his expression, but couldn’t. What was he thinking? Why had he agreed?
“For the sake of appearances, we will need to be the happy couple,” he told her. “You will take lunch with me each day.”
Her tension eased, and a spark of hope burst to life. She remembered their working lunches in New York. Some of the time had been spent dealing with business, but much of their conversation had been more personal. They’d argued politics, discussed books and music. She remembered the heated debates, the laughter, the teasing. She’d missed those times so much—had Khalil missed them as well?
“I would like that very much,” she said.
“Good. Then we are agreed.”
He smiled at her, a slow satisfied smile of a male who had gotten his way. Some of Dora’s happiness faded. Please, God, don’t let him spoil the moment by trying to make it more. But God was busy, or Khalil had a mind of his own, for her husband cupped her face in his hands and stared down at her.
“I want you,” he told her.
His words were like a slap. She was a fool to think that anything had changed between them. She stiffened and willed herself to move away, but it was already too late. Just the feel of hands against her jaw and cheeks was enough to melt both her bones and her resolve. She was trapped in a web of her own making—desiring a man she both wanted and hated.
“Don’t,” she said, at last jerking free of his gentle touch. “I don’t feel well.”
Khalil grabbed her by her upper arms and hauled her against him. When she was pressed flush against him, he rotated his hips, grinding his erection into her belly.
“Call me names,” he growled. “Fight me, hit me, hate me, refuse me, but do not lie to me.”
She felt her eyes burning with tears and loathed herself for the weakness. “Of course. Lying is your job.”
Instead of getting angry, he smiled. “I thought I was marrying someone sensible, but a bit boring. Instead I find myself with a feisty, sexual wildcat. Do you bite, little kitten of mine? I know you try to scratch, although your claws aren’t sharp enough.”
“I hate you,” she shouted, struggling to get free. “You are nothing but a manhandling piece of pond scum, and I never want to see you again.” His fingers held on tight and he didn’t let her go. Finally she stopped the fruitless attempt to break free and glared at him. “I will never surrender willingly.”
“So many absolutes,” he murmured, lowering his head and brushing her lips with his. “So many promises. How much energy you waste. And here I was hoping you’d be more aggressive in bed.”
She tried to raise her hand to slap him, but he held her arms firmly at her side and laughed. “I assume your temper means that you feel fine?” he asked.
“I’m not sick, I just don’t want to have sex with you.”
He released one arm and slowly pulled up her dress. She knew what he was going to do and told herself to run, for pride’s sake, if nothing else. But she couldn’t move, couldn’t turn away. She could only stare into his eyes as he slipped his hand into her panties, then moved lower until he touched her waiting dampness. She shuddered as he rubbed against her swollen core.
“Who’s the liar now?” he asked, then kissed her.
Dora didn’t answer. Not because she was too busy kissing him back, but because she didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t deny her body’s obvious reaction to his nearness. And later, when they were both naked and his tongue caressed every part of her, she couldn’t quiet her moans of pleasure.
Once again, her husband had been victorious.


Chapter Twelve

Dora paused outside the entrance to the office wing of the palace and smoothed her sweaty hands on her skirt. She’d thrown down the gauntlet, and Khalil had responded. She now had an office of her own, a title and even an assistant. The question was—did she know how to do the job?
She resisted the urge to run back to her lonely quarters and send Khalil a message telling him she’d just been kidding. Because it was a joke. Did she really think she had the training and experience required to act as liaison between the El Baharian government and Fortune 500 companies wanting to set up offices or manufacturing facilities? El Bahar was a peaceful country with a reputation of being the Switzerland of the Middle East so corporations interested in expansion in this part of the world frequently began in El Bahar. She was meddling in a multibillion-dollar arena, and she had absolutely no idea what she’d been thinking.
Except that she’d spent most of her time alone reading business magazines and books, and the common theme she’d come across was the difficulty companies had when expanding internationally. She’d had some experience with that while working for Gerald. He’d been a jerk and more than willing to let her shoulder his responsibilities whenever possible. Was that enough training? She drew in a deep breath and opened the door leading to the suites of offices. She supposed she was about to find out.
The frosted-glass double doors led into a large, plush waiting area decorated with leather sofas and fabulous Impressionist paintings. It took her a second to realize that they were all originals. She found herself wanting to pause in front of the huge canvases, then remembered she was here to work, not admire, and approached the trim middle-aged man sitting behind an oversize desk. He looked up and smiled.
“Good morning, Your Highness. I’m Martin Wingbird. Prince Khalil told me you would be arriving this morning. May I have the honor of showing you to your office?”
The man was perfectly dressed in a tailored suit, and his accent was British. From what Dora had been able to figure out, much of the staff was international. While she was still living in the harem, Fatima had entertained her with stories about wild arguments between the two head chefs, one of whom was French, the other American and a woman. Apparently while they avoided blows, they weren’t above throwing the crockery at each other.
“Thank you, Mr. Wingbird.”
Behind the main reception desk, two corridors jutted out, one going left, the other right. Martin took the left corridor, walking briskly down a long, carpeted hallway. Dora hurried after him as best she could. She’d dressed in a long, straight skirt that came nearly to her ankles. While it was conservative enough to meet any exacting standards, it also prevented her from taking long strides.
They passed several large offices, complete with computers, faxes and copy machines. The desert might be only a half dozen or so miles away, but here in the palace, the staff had long moved into the modern age.
As they approached the end of the corridor, Dora saw two massive doors standing open. Three assistants, two men and a woman, worked in front of two more doors.
“Prince Khalil’s staff is here,” Martin Wingbird said. “And that door on the left leads to your office.”
He introduced the assistants, and she found that the lone female, a beautiful Asian woman named Eva, worked for her.
Dora had to smile. “I’m curious about the staffing arrangements,” she told Martin. “Do I have a woman working for me because no man would dare work for a woman in this country, or is it a matter of propriety? And if it’s the latter, what is to prevent the staff from crossing the line?”
Martin’s serious expression didn’t change, but she saw a flicker of humor in his blue eyes. “I’m sure I don’t know, ma’am.”
“How clever of you. In your position, I wouldn’t know, either.” She nodded. “Thank you for you help, Martin.”
“My pleasure, Your Highness.” He bowed once and left.
Eva had already opened the door to Dora’s office, and now the assistant led the way inside. Dora followed her into a plush space filled with French country-style furniture, paintings of flowers and a large spray of roses in a vase on the coffee table in front of a small sitting area. Windows gave her a view of a formal English garden.
She looked around at the bright colors in the Oriental rug and the little touches of lace on the throw pillows tossed casually on the sofa. “The room is so perfect, I want to believe it has been decorated just for me,” Dora said more to herself than to Eva. But that wasn’t possible. She and Khalil had spoken about her working for him less than forty-eight hours ago. The office couldn’t have been put together that quickly, could it?
“Prince Khalil arranged everything himself,” Eva said. “He spent all of yesterday overseeing everything.” She smiled. “Your husband was most particular about the furniture he chose and had many items sent back into storage before he approved this.”
Khalil? Her husband? The man who demanded his way in everything, most especially her submission to him? She couldn’t imagine him caring about decor, let alone picking out furniture and throw pillows.
Eva walked over to the desk and touched a few keys on the computer. “I’ve begun to work on your calendar,” she said. “You have two meetings scheduled for this afternoon. They’re to introduce you to the local presidents of two of our largest foreign banks.”
The woman kept speaking, but Dora could no longer hear the words. She’d gone into panic mode, wondering what on earth she’d thought when she’d told Khalil she’d wanted this particular job. She was going to fall on her butt and it was going to be very public and very—
“Your Highness?” Eva asked. “Is everything all right?”
The young woman was exceptionally pretty, with beautiful, thick hair cut in a fashionable wedge and a long jacket and skirt outlining a slender body.
“I’m fine,” Dora assured her. “Would you please upload files on those two presidents and their banks. I’m interested in their last yearly report, figures we have for the most recent two quarters, as well as copies of articles from local papers. I want to see what kind of press they’ve been getting in El Bahar. Oh, and general information on banking in general. The number of local versus foreign banks, the percent of citizens using local banks rather than foreign banks, any estimations on offshore accounts here.”
Eva scribbled notes as Dora talked. “Anything else, Your Highness?”
Dora sighed. “I know it’s important to address me respectfully, Eva, but we’re going to have to come up with something shorter than ‘Your Highness.”’
Eva smiled. “I’ll get right on all of this, ma’am.”
“You do that. Let me know when you start uploading files to my computer.”
Eva nodded and started to leave, but before she could pull the door shut behind her, Khalil appeared and pushed his way inside.
Her office was a big room, but Khalil stood well over six feet, and with him filling the space, the walls seemed to shrink together. Dora looked at her husband, half enjoying, half hating the swell of gladness that rushed through her. Despite the fact that he made her crazy, he was a very handsome man and easy to look at.
Today he wore a tailored suit that emphasized the powerful lines of his body…a body that she’d touched and tasted the previous evening until they were both breathless with desire. She’d kept true to her word and resisted him whenever he tried to make love with her. He’d also told the truth when he’d promised to seduce her night after night. They were playing a silly game, and she wasn’t sure when it was going to end, or how they were going to determine a winner. She only knew that she was ridiculously happy to see him and that she was going to do her best to keep him from knowing.
“Do you like it?” he asked, prowling around the room. “My office is right next door. I know you would have preferred something on your own, but there are proprieties. The king wasn’t sure about the wife of a prince going to work, even as a liaison.”
Dora hadn’t thought of that. “I’m sorry, Khalil. Did I make trouble between you and your father?”
He shrugged. “He came around.”
He paused in front of her desk and ran his fingers across the smooth surface. The deeply colored wood had been polished until it gleamed and reflected the brass lamp sitting by the desk blotter.
He walked to the armoire by the door and pulled it open. “The printer is in here, along with your own fax machine. It will be quieter in the cabinet. There’s a small button on your desk that will tell you when you have a fax coming in.”
He moved back to the desk and touched the phone. “My number is preprogrammed. Just push star-one and you’ll be connected right to my office. Malik is star-two and Jamal is star-three.”
“Why would I need to call your brothers?”
Khalil straightened and looked at her. “You’ll be taking over projects from all of us. While I’m responsible for all resource development, except for oil, as well as assisting emerging industries, Jamal handles the country’s finances while Malik looks after our oil interests and, as the crown prince and heir, represents El Bahar abroad. All of us have dealings with foreign businesses. Your responsibilities will put you in contact with all three of us on a regular basis.”
Dora swallowed and tried not to let her nervousness show. Once again she realized she’d been arrogant and presumptuous in her request for this job. She hadn’t thought through the scope of what she would be doing.
“I’ve asked Eva to schedule introductory meetings over the next few days,” he said. “They should get you up to speed. As you’re my wife, you’ll be reporting directly to me.”
“Yes, of course,” she said, still stunned by her blunder. Could she really do this?
“You’re not afraid, are you?”
She looked up and squared her shoulders. “Of course not. I’m more than capable.”
Khalil’s gaze was steady, as if he knew she was terrified. But he was obviously willing to let her bluff her way through. She decided that however much work it took, she would master this job and make both of them proud of her.
She crossed to her desk and took a seat. “So, do I get paid?”
She’d meant the comment as a joke, but Khalil didn’t smile. “Why would you need the money?”
To be honest, she hadn’t much thought about it. “I suppose I don’t.”
He braced his hands on the desk and leaned forward, crowding her and making her want to roll her chair away. “Make no mistake about your place in all of this. You are my wife, and you will stay my wife.”
His direct gaze burned down to her very confused heart. Until that moment, Dora had assumed that Khalil was going to find a way to divorce her. She still didn’t understand all the circumstances of their marriage. She knew what she’d believed and what Amber had said, but the truth remained a mystery. Did he really plan to keep her in his life?
“I will not let you go,” he told her. “El Bahar does not permit a royal wife to divorce her husband without his consent, and I will never agree.”
Oddly enough, his words comforted her. Despite their differences, or maybe because of them, she didn’t want to go. A part of her was still hoping for the dream of a fantasy prince to love her forever. Which only proved she hadn’t learned a damn thing, despite having her heart broken by two men in less than two months.
“You were amazing last night,” he said, abruptly changing the subject. He continued to stare at her, and she saw the fire glowing in his eyes. Fire that instantly sparked an answering flame deep in her woman’s place.
“Thank you,” she murmured. Last night she’d been bold. Once he’d broken through her initial reserve, she’d attacked him, touching him, taking him in her hands and then in her mouth. She still remembered his shocked cries of pleasure.
The memory made her squirm against her seat. Her panties grew damp as her breasts swelled. “Khalil…”
He smiled, the slow, satisfied smile of a male who had won. “I knew you would come around. You want me. Admit it.”
Her passion fled as quickly as it had arrived. She straightened and stared at him with cold disinterest. “Just because I’m your wife doesn’t mean you have the right to sexually harass me, Khalil. While we’re in the office, I want to discuss business and nothing else.”
He straightened and glared at her. “How do you do that? How can you want me one minute and then freeze me out the next? Why won’t you give in on this? You know I will win in the end.”
“Will you?” She shrugged. “I happen to think I’m going to win. I can be very stubborn.”
“I know. It’s not your most attractive feature.”
“Would you like a list of your own faults?”
His look of surprise nearly made her smile. “I have no faults.”
She leaned back in her chair. “Honey, you have a list so long, I’d get a cramp in my hand if I tried to write it.”
“Not true,” he said. “I remind you that I am your husband, and I will be treated with respect.”
Well, it was an improvement to the “I’m Prince Khalil Khan, etc.” which he’d been throwing in her face since they first met. “Nine to five we work together. No chit-chat about sex. I mean it, Khalil.”
“What? Do you think you can take that tone with me and get your way?”
She thought for a moment, then smiled. “Absolutely.”
He glared. “You are an impossible woman.”
“Yes, but I’m your impossible woman. Now get back to work, and leave me alone.”
“We’re dining together at twelve-thirty,” he said as he headed for the door. “And I’m leaving because I have things to do, not because you told me to.”
“Of course. Just as long as you’re leaving.”
He paused to look at her. “Do not think you have more power than you do, my desert wildcat. I will still be the one you submit to this night.”
“I will never submit.”
He shrugged. “You may play your game of resisting at the beginning, but we both know that you will soon be in my arms, begging me to touch you and take you to paradise.”
Then he was gone. And Dora was left with the uncomfortable realization that he spoke the absolute truth.
 
Fatima accepted the cup of tea Khalil’s assistant offered, then waited until the young man had left them alone in his office. Khalil stretched out his legs in front of him and waited. His grandmother had requested this meeting, and she would get to her point in her own time.
She didn’t keep him in suspense long. “Your father has begun to speak of Dora in terms of grudging respect, which I assume means that she’s doing extremely well in her work.”
Khalil couldn’t help giving his grandmother a satisfied grin. “Right now she’s meeting with a computer manufacturing company and instead of walking in dictating terms, as they’d expected, they’re conceding on every point she’s brought up.”
“So you are pleased with her as well.”
Pleased didn’t begin to describe his feelings. At first Dora had been cautious and hadn’t expressed many opinions. He’d made the mistake of assuming she was going to be timid and not much use…as had the men she’d met with. But by the end of the first week, she’d been asking for more than they wanted to give and standing up to them when they refused. A major European bank had received a thumbs-down from her. Khalil had backed up her decision, even though he’d thought she’d gone too far. Three days later that bank’s competitor had come in with a package that would fund El Bahar’s budding computer chip manufacturing industry. Two hotels were bidding for property east of the city and there was talk of a cooperative venture between two American universities and the leading El Baharian hospital for several research projects. All this in less than a month.
“She is an asset to us all,” he said at last. “Despite her lack of formal training, she is a shrewd negotiator. I’ve watched her use American casualness to lull her opponents into trusting her, then turn into a royal princess to intimidate at exactly the right moment.”
“And the marriage progresses equally well?” Fatima asked, then took a sip of tea.
Her well-groomed hair was swept away from her face. Several rings decorated her long, elegant fingers. She looked like a well-dressed matron making a social call, but Khalil knew better. Unlike Dora’s opponents, he’d learned not to underestimate the power of a female in the royal family.
“Dora and I are very happy,” he said.
Fatima didn’t respond. First she nibbled on a shortbread cookie, then patted her mouth with a small, linen napkin.
Khalil wanted to stand up and start pacing, but he refused to let his grandmother intimidate him in his own office. He stayed silent. As did Fatima. The clock in the corner ticked off the seconds. Tension grew. He swore he wasn’t going to give in first.
Finally he couldn’t stand it anymore. He bounced to his feet and stalked to the window. “She’s stubborn and irritating,” he growled, his back to the room. He stared out at a view of the gardens, but didn’t see any of the lush plants. Instead he saw Dora turning away from him, as she had the previous night. Telling him silently that she didn’t want him, forcing him to reduce her to mindless pleading, until her body spoke a truth her lips refused to utter.
“At least she’s intelligent,” Fatima said calmly. “That’s something.”
“Not when the intelligence is used against me.” He turned to face his grandmother. “Her two weeks in the harem taught her nothing of being a good wife.”
“Oh, is that what we were supposed to be doing? How foolish of me. I arranged for her to learn El Baharian customs and history. Perhaps you should send her back to me. Then I can teach her all she needs to know about cleaning and cooking and mending. Would the young prince be more happy then?”
He glared at Queen Fatima and was reminded that his grandfather had always respected his wife…and with good reason. “I have no need for another servant. I want a wife.”
“Perhaps if you weren’t living in separate quarters,” she suggested.
Khalil stiffened. He hated that Dora refused to move into his suite. He was a married man, and it was damned humiliating to have to traipse halfway across the palace just to spend the night in his wife’s bed.
“She refuses to move in with me.”
“Really?” Fatima set down her cup and looked at him. “What did you do wrong?”
His hot temper flared. “Why do you assume that it’s my fault? She’s the one who won’t do as she’s told.”
“I see.”
Those two, short words spoke volumes. He hated the way Fatima could make him feel young and small again and had to resist the urge to remind her that he was Prince Khalil Khan of El Bahar. She’d never been much impressed by that.
“I thought you’d learned, Khalil,” Fatima said. She touched her left cheek, making him instantly aware of the faint scar on his own face. “I thought you would remember the lesson that some words come with a high price.”
“These situations have nothing in common,” he insisted.
“So you have said nothing to Dora that you might regret?”
He didn’t answer. Instead he turned back to the window, refusing to remember the words he’d spoken that first night they’d made love in New York. How he’d convinced Dora that he’d desperately wanted her when in fact he’d found her mostly convenient. But his grandmother’s arrow had found its mark, and he had the sharp cut to prove it.
Dora had told him she wanted him to apologize for what he’d said and to admit that he cared about her. That was her price for her affection. Until then she promised to turn away from his advances, resisting his lovemaking until he forced her to surrender. Every night she kept her word, as did he, breaking her will until she was weak with longing. In the test of stubbornness, they were at a draw.
“You have nothing to be concerned about,” Fatima said calmly. “Your wife is intelligent, healthy and well-mannered. She will not dishonor you or El Bahar. In fact, she is proving to be a great asset. In time she will bear you healthy sons.”
Something in her tone made him wonder where she was going with this. He looked at her. “I agree. All is well.”
Fatima took another sip of her tea. “In time, of course, she will grow to hate you, but this is the way of these kinds of marriages.”
“No!” Khalil said before he could stop himself. “I don’t want her to hate me.”
Fatima raised her eyebrows. “Khalil, you couldn’t possibly care about this girl, could you?”
“Of course not.”
But the words lacked conviction. He didn’t want to admit it, but he did care. He hated that night after night he had to seduce her into wanting him. More times than not, when they had finished making love, Dora turned away from him and cried. She made no sound, but he felt the sobs silently shaking her body. If he touched her face, his fingers grew wet with her tears.
“What do I do?” he asked the woman who had been a second mother to him.
“Oh, Khalil, why do you men make everything so difficult?” She gave him a kind smile. “You woo her. Be the kind of man she can admire. Be tender and attentive, and most of all apologize for whatever it is you have done to hurt her. Make amends. Bend a little. For once in your life, remember you are first a man, and second a prince.”
“Never. What you suggest is unacceptable.”
“Then get used to roaming the halls of the palace every night.”
He didn’t want that, either. “I will force her to move into my rooms.”
Fatima looked at him as if he were a very simple child. “Yes, I can tell how well that will work with Dora. Why did you ask me what to do if you’re not going to listen?”
“I have listened. You’re not giving me good advice. I am Prince Khalil Khan of El Bahar, and I do not woo women.”
“You are a stubborn fool who is going to live his life alone. Is that what you want?”
He didn’t answer the question and in time, his grandmother left. He paced his office searching for solutions that continued to elude him. He was not going to woo his wife. How degrading. How impossible. She would laugh. He refused to humiliate himself in such a manner.
And yet…the alternative was the standoff that existed between them now. Is that what he wanted? That and the very real possibility that Dora would grow to hate him?


Chapter Thirteen

Dora poured more iced tea into her glass and stared at the handsome man sitting across from her. Khalil was telling her about a meeting he’d had that morning with the American scientists who were working on desert reclamation.
“I should have let you deal with them,” he said as he set his fork next to his plate. “They were most difficult.”
“Oh, so now you’re going to give me your dirty work, is that it?” she asked with a smile.
His gaze settled on her face. She wasn’t sure what he was thinking, but his expression was affectionate enough to get her heart fluttering a little faster. It was early April. She’d been in El Bahar nearly three months. Khalil visited her room and her bed nearly every night, and he still had the power to make her weak with longing with just a glance or a light touch of his hand.
“Not my dirty work,” he told her. “You’re better with the scientists than I am. I think it has something to do with your being a woman. You lull them with humor or flash your ankles at them.”
She glanced down at the long skirt that fell nearly to the floor. As per El Baharian custom, and her husband’s request, she wore conservative clothes that covered her arms to the wrist and her legs almost to the ankle. In the privacy of her quarters she sometimes got wild and slipped on an old pair of blue jeans.
“That’s me, the ankle flasher,” she said with a smile.
She was only teasing, but Khalil frowned. “I do not want you exposing yourself to other men.”
She stared at the man she’d married and lived near and worked with for the past three months. At times she knew everything he was thinking, but every now and then, when he once again became the prince of El Bahar, she realized she didn’t know him at all.
“It was a joke, Khalil,” she told him.
“It is not humorous to me.”
“I don’t understand how you can be so possessive in some ways and so insensitive in others.” She paused. Their lunches together were one of her favorite times of the day. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I don’t want to fight.”
He leaned across the small table set up in a corner of his office. “This isn’t fighting,” he told her. “We don’t fight, we talk.”
“What’s the difference?”
“You never throw anything.” His mouth twisted down at the corners. “You’re a Western woman, with coldness and propriety flowing through your veins.”
“You want me to start throwing dishes?” He couldn’t be serious.
“It would be preferable to the silences. Don’t you feel any passion?” He made a dismissive gesture with his hand. “I’m not talking about in bed, but in life. Do you fight for things?”
“Of course. When they’re important.”
She glanced around the well-appointed office. The hand-carved desk dated back to the seventeenth century. They were in the middle of a palace in the capitol of El Bahar. Life was different here, as were the people. Sometimes she forgot that.
“We have different styles,” she told him. “But that doesn’t mean that my way is wrong.”
“Perhaps. But what have you fought for in your life? Not this marriage.”
She straightened and raised her chin. “What do you mean by that?”
“It’s been many weeks but still you live on the other side of the palace. You haven’t once come to my room or touched me first. Every night I am forced to make the journey to your room, to hold you and kiss you until you finally surrender to me.”
“That was your decision,” she told him stiffly. “I swore I wouldn’t give in to you until you apologized for what you did and admitted that you cared about me. You said that you didn’t mind having to seduce me every time. That it was a challenge.”
He stared at her. Despite the tailored suit and tie, he was not like the other men she’d worked with. He was part successful businessman, part prince. For the first few weeks, she’d enjoyed the businessman and had tolerated the prince, but that was slowly changing. The more she learned about Khalil, the more she could care about all of him. But he was a difficult man and refused to ever admit that he was wrong. As much as she longed to give in to him, she knew it would be a mistake. She had to make him see that she was a person with feelings—someone worthy of his affection and consideration.
“You are most stubborn,” he complained.
She shrugged. “As are you. That’s probably why the trait is so irritating in me.” She drew in a deep breath. “Is it so very hard to apologize?” she asked. “All I want is for you to admit that you shouldn’t have lied to me that first night. If you’d come to me and explained the situation, I might have cooperated.”
“You would have thought I was crazy,” he said, dismissing her. “Or you would have put conditions on the marriage. No, my way was better.”
“What about my feelings? What about the fact that you lied to me and made me believe in you? What about being honest? I still don’t know why you wanted to marry me rather than Amber. All you’ve said is that she wouldn’t have been a good wife and mother. What does that mean? Why do you have to keep so many secrets?”
He glared at her. “I am most concerned about your feelings. Didn’t I give you this job? Don’t I allow you to work?”
“Allow? Allow? You’re kidding, right?” She rose to her feet and stared down at him. “I swear, Khalil, if you’re looking for me to start throwing things, you’re getting awfully close.” She placed her hands on her hips. “You might think you allow me to have this job, but you and your country are getting a hell of a lot of benefit, and you know it. If you gave me the chance, then I’ve more than earned my right to stay here. I’ve made a difference. I’ve gotten dozens of improvements on our contracts with foreign companies. Don’t for a moment think that you can dismiss my contribution.”
“I’m not saying you haven’t helped,” he hedged. “But I don’t understand why you have to be so difficult. You’re ruining things between us.”
She couldn’t believe the audacity of the man. “Me? No, Khalil, you don’t get to pass this one off on me. You want to ignore the ugly reality that is the foundation of our marriage. Until that is fixed, until the past is atoned for, nothing lasting can be built here. We can try, but whatever we build is destined to crumble.”
She dropped her hands to her sides. “I’m willing to meet you more than halfway, but I can’t do it all. You have to be willing to take responsibility for your mistakes. Is it so horrible to admit that you were wrong?”
He rose to his feet and glanced at his watch. “I have a meeting.”
Defeated, Dora nodded. Obviously there was no getting through to him. She walked out of the room and headed for her own office.
Once there she stood at the window and stared out at the garden. What was she doing wrong? Was she wishing for the moon? A part of her simply wanted to surrender. After all, Khalil wasn’t like other men. He was strong, stubborn, opinionated, difficult, a prince. Did the ordinary rules apply to him?
Dora rested her forehead against the cool glass. Outside the temperature had climbed into the nineties. Summer approached with a relentlessness that made her hope the air-conditioning never failed.
Was she wrong? Should she forget what had happened between them and start over? A part of her wanted to say yes. That soft woman’s place deep inside longed to have a real marriage with Khalil. She wanted to move into his suite and sleep with him every night. She wanted to live with him, laugh with him, see him first thing in the morning, feel his body close to hers, not just when they were making love, but at other times. She wanted to be free to touch him and tell him that she wanted him. She wanted a real marriage.
But if she gave in…Dora didn’t have a simple answer for that concern. If she gave in, how could she ever respect herself? She knew that it wasn’t enough that he was nice to her now; he had to understand that she was a person with feelings he had to respect. His casual disregard for her had hurt terribly. Even now the wounds remained raw.
If she gave in he would never treat her any differently. She would only reinforce the idea that if he was stubborn enough, he would get his way. She wanted a shared partnership, or as much of one as was possible with a living, breathing prince for a husband. For that to happen, she would have to be strong.
And if it didn’t, a voice in her head whispered. Another question that didn’t have an answer. If it didn’t, she would have to speak to the king about leaving El Bahar. If Khalil didn’t come around, she would have to get a divorce.
 
The night was cool after the heat of the day, and Khalil appreciated the sea breeze as he paced on the balcony facing the ocean. He walked back and forth, his hands shoved into his pockets, his mind swirling and racing as he grappled with the reality that was his life.
Damn her to hell, he thought grimly. Then he stopped and smiled. Yes, he wanted to curse his wife and somehow force her to obey him, but he also respected her in ways he never thought he could respect a woman. She was a hard worker—intelligent, resourceful, dedicated. As she’d pointed out at lunch that morning, she’d done great things for El Bahar. She made him proud. So why wouldn’t she surrender to him? Did she really think she could bend him to her will? She couldn’t and yet…
What he hated most was that her siege had started to get to him. Here he was, Prince of El Bahar, actually thinking about listening to his grandmother’s advice. He’d spoken to Fatima several weeks ago, but her words had not faded from his mind. Woo her. Woo Dora. Be all those things a woman wanted a man to be. Adore her, respect her, admire her.
Khalil glared into the darkness. Why should he have to woo his wife? He felt all those things for her already. He had great respect and admiration for her. He did adore her, and if she couldn’t see that, she wasn’t worth the trouble.
The words sounded perfect…in theory. But the truth was, he’d grown tired of their game. He wanted her to want him. He wanted her in his life and his bed, and not because he’d forced her. He wanted her willing and loving.
He froze in midstride. Loving? Did he want Dora to love him?
He physically took a step back. No, not love. He didn’t need a mere woman to love him. He was Prince Khalil Khan of—
“Khalil?”
He turned at the sound of his name and saw his brother, Malik, and his father standing on the balcony. He walked over to them.
Givon grasped his upper arm and squeezed. “My son, I was wrong to be so harsh with you.”
Khalil stared from one to the other. “What are you talking about?”
Malik leaned against the railing. “I went to our father and told him what happened with Amber. I don’t remember very much about the night. It was a long time ago, and I was quite drunk. At first I thought it was a dream. The betrothed of my brother wouldn’t have come to my bed and been with me. I told myself to forget it, but her scent lingered on the pillow.” He shrugged. “I didn’t know what to do, so I waited.”
Khalil knew that Amber’s behavior wasn’t his responsibility, but he still felt a sense of shame.
“I wanted to tell you before,” Malik admitted, “but I didn’t know what to say. I had no real proof, and it might have been someone else.” He looked up into the night. “How was I supposed to apologize to you for what had happened?”
Givon patted Khalil’s back. “He came to me earlier today and told me the truth.”
Khalil looked at his brother. “Why now?”
“Because I’m finally sure. Amber visited me while I was in Paris. I offered to take her to dinner. Before we’d left the hotel for the restaurant, she offered to ‘renew our acquaintance.’ I knew then that I hadn’t been wrong about that night.”
The king nodded. “So much makes sense to me. Khalil, you were trying to protect both the country and Aleser. You believed, and rightly so, that if he knew the truth about his daughter he would have to resign.” The older man shook his head. “I should have realized there was something amiss when you married impulsively.”
“Now what?” Malik asked. “I don’t think Aleser needs to know Amber’s real nature. He adores her—it would break his heart.”
“It breaks mine,” the king admitted. “She was like a daughter to me, as well. That’s why I was so pleased with the betrothal.” He sighed. “But you are right. We will keep this to ourselves. Fatima will speak with Amber and let her know that she is not welcome in El Bahar except for family visits. She has always traveled so it is unlikely Aleser will comment on any extended absence.”
Malik glanced at his father, then nodded. Khalil had the sense that there was more to discuss, but if so, Malik wasn’t a party to the conversation.
“I’m sorry, Khalil,” Malik said and offered his hand. They shook.
“I appreciate the thought,” Khalil told him, “but you were as much the injured party as myself. Perhaps in time Amber will change, but for now we are best to be rid of her before she can do more damage.”
Malik disappeared back into the palace.
Khalil stood in the darkness and waited for his father to speak. At times like this, the king could not be rushed.
“You were quite ingenious,” Givon said a few minutes later. “You found a way to avoid marriage with Amber and yet not disgrace Aleser and his family. The only price was my displeasure.”
“I knew you’d come around,” Khalil said, leaning against the railing and staring out into the darkness. Although the apology was late in coming, he was pleased to hear the words.
His father joined him. “Dora has surprised us all. She is very good at her job. I’ll admit I was skeptical at first. A woman as liaison with Western companies? A royal princess employed?”
“You should have heard us arguing over her salary,” Khalil said proudly. “Not that she keeps it—the entire amount is donated to the children’s hospital, but she wasn’t going to let me off easily just because we’re married.”
“I will understand if you wish to have the marriage annulled,” the king said quietly. “Dora could have the choice of staying in El Bahar in her present job or returning to the United States. She would want for nothing. Then you would be free to find someone else to marry. I promise this time not to arrange a match.”
Khalil stared at him. An annulment? Dora leaving El Bahar? He remembered her words from earlier that day. She’d told him that until the foundation of their marriage was repaired, they could not build anything lasting.
“No,” he said sharply. “Dora and I are married, and we will stay married. She is my wife, regardless of what anyone thinks, including her!”
 
Early the next morning Khalil stormed into Dora’s room. He turned on a light and tossed a bundle of clothing onto her bed.
“What on earth?” she asked, then glanced at the clock. “It’s five in the morning. Is everything all right?”
He pointed at the clothes. “They’re for riding. You will get up and put them on.”
It was only then that she noticed what he was wearing. Khalil had dressed in light-colored slacks and a loose shirt. Riding boots gleamed to his knees. He looked like the sheik prince prepared to ride out and survey his kingdom. Despite her best efforts to keep herself under control, she couldn’t stop the thrill of pleasure that raced through her.
“Why?” she asked.
He stared down at her. “We are going riding,” he told her. “I am wooing you. You will find the ride very romantic and notice that I am an amusing companion. Then, when we return, you’ll be overcome, and we’ll make love.”
He looked completely serious as he spoke. Wooing her? Whose idea was this? Khalil was not the type to voluntarily woo a mere woman.
“You can’t simply announce all of this and expect me to fall in with your plans,” she said.
“Of course I can. I’m Prince—”
She waved him off with her hand. “Yes, yes, I know that part by heart. You might be Prince Khalil Khan but pigs will fly before I give in to you. Besides, I don’t know how to ride.”
“Not a problem. I’ll teach you.” His gaze sharpened. “And you will give in because I have warned you about challenging me. You are my wife. You will be most impressed, and you will find yourself falling hopelessly in love with me.”
He turned on his heel and headed for the door. “Meet me by the horse stables in thirty minutes.”
“Get out,” she yelled, tossing a pillow at him.
He laughed as he shut the door behind him.
Dora pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around her legs. Had her husband really said that he was wooing her? Was it possible that he was actually starting to care about their marriage? She desperately wanted to believe it was true, but she wasn’t sure. She’d been disappointed many times before.
The riding clothes lay next to her on the bed. She looked at them, then at the clock. How would a man like him make a woman fall hopelessly in love with him? She had a feeling that his idea of wooing and hers would be quite different.
Dora rose to her feet and picked up the clothes. She would very much like to go riding with her husband. In fact she would be happy to do anything with him. For the past couple of months she’d been afraid he would force her hand by refusing to change at all. Given the choice, she would much rather stay and fight for her marriage than run away and get a divorce.
She pulled off her nightgown and started toward the bathroom. As for his plans to make her fall desperately in love with him…thank goodness he didn’t know how close she already was.


Chapter Fourteen

The warm desert air blew softly across Dora’s face. Her mount, a gentle gelding with the patience of Job, cantered along next to Khalil’s powerful stallion. It was early, barely fifteen minutes after sunrise, but they’d already left the palace far in the distance.
Dora found herself laughing aloud with sheer joy as she savored the wonder of the morning. In the past few weeks she’d grown passionate about her rides with Khalil. Thanks to his surprising patience, she’d quickly learned to ride. He’d spent several mornings with her in a training ring before bringing her out into the desert. But after her first ride into the vastness of the quiet dawn, she’d been determined to make the rides a part of her daily schedule.
Up ahead she spotted the small oasis where they frequently stopped. The staff would have put a thermos of rich El Baharian coffee and some fresh pastries into their saddlebags. More often than not, she and Khalil shared breakfast as well as each other’s company on the rides.
When he’d first told her that he was setting out to woo her, she hadn’t much thought what that would be like. She’d expected a few curt compliments, perhaps flowers sent to her office, and of course the occasional ride in the desert. But he had proved more clever than that. He’d tried to scale the walls of her stubbornness with long conversations about the state of the nation and how they could together create change. He’d taken her on a tour of the poor parts of the city and had seriously listened to her suggestions. When parliament met at the beginning of the new term, he invited her along to observe and learn. And he’d found her a lovely white Persian kitten with big blue eyes and a bit of a temper. Then he’d told her that the spitting bit of fluff had reminded him of her.
Now, as they cantered across the dunes toward the small oasis, she glanced at her husband and reminded herself that it was important to resist him. Although the reasons were becoming less and less clear. Despite her resolve, Dora found herself falling more and more in love with him each day. She still hadn’t figured out how to get him to listen to her out of the office. He wouldn’t discuss the problems in their marriage, and he hadn’t once apologized for his early behavior or even admitted he’d been in the wrong. They were at an impasse, and she didn’t know how to change things.
They rode into the oasis. Date palms lined the fresh spring fed by an underground river. New grass carpeted the bank, all the way down to the water. Dora reined in her horse, then waited for Khalil to dismount. He always helped her to the ground, and she let him. They both knew she was capable of dismounting on her own, but she liked the feel of him next to her, holding her close. It was one of the few times they touched outside of the bedroom.
The day was as clear and bright as always. The rainy season had already passed, and they were heading into the heat of summer. She wondered how bad it would be and how long it would take her to adjust. Despite the problems with Khalil, Dora couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. Whatever happened between them, she’d decided that El Bahar was her home, and she didn’t plan to leave.
“You’re looking serious about something,” Khalil said lightly as he removed the thermos from his saddlebag.
“Not really. I was thinking about how much I love my new country. It’s very beautiful, a balanced combination of history and future. You’re even somewhat progressive about women.”
“You think so?” he asked. “I’ve heard that the palace has a woman working in government. She’s responsible for acting as liaison between El Bahar and foreign corporations. Can you imagine such a thing?”
She spread a blanket on the ground. “How incredibly shocking. I’ve heard the same rumor. I’ve also heard that she’s quite brilliant.”
“Really? Everyone I talk to thinks that her husband is the brilliant one.”
Dora gave him a mocking glare. “I’m sure that’s your favorite rumor of all.”
“It is.”
She took two mugs from her bags and sat on the blanket. Khalil settled next to her. The sunlight illuminated the left side of his face, and she found herself looking at the faint scar on his cheek.
She’d seen it before, of course. It was one of the first things she’d noticed about him. That and the fact that he was impossibly good-looking. A handsome prince, although in this case, both descriptions were accurate.
“Tell me about your scar,” she said impulsively as she reached out and touched the faint, thin line. “Unless you’d rather not talk about it.”
Khalil poured coffee and handed her a mug. “There’s not much to talk about. I was young and foolish.” He shrugged. “I was fifteen and fencing with a friend. We both thought that we were the best ever, perhaps invincible, and it was a competition to determine victor of the world.”
“I didn’t think people got hurt fencing.”
“They’re not supposed to. A protective tip covers the point. But as I said, we were young and stupid and didn’t bother with precautions. The duel was intense, and he managed to cut me on the face.”
He stared out at the horizon. “How strange. I haven’t thought of the incident in years, and now it’s come up twice in just a few weeks. My grandmother reminded me of it shortly after you arrived.”
“Why?”
“Because of you,” he said, although his answer made no sense.
“There was a lot of blood,” he continued before she could ask more questions. “I started yelling. The king and the fencing master came running. I told them both what my friend had done, and in a burst of uncontrolled anger, I swore I never wanted to see him again. I was rushed to the hospital. I was frightened and in a lot of pain, although I wouldn’t admit either to anyone.”
Dora touched his arm. “You don’t have to talk about this if you don’t want to.”
“I’m fine,” he told her. “In a few hours I’d had stitches and was resting comfortably. I had time to regret my harsh words to my friend, and I told my father that I wanted to see him.”
His mouth twisted into a grim line. “But a prince had spoken, and a prince was to be obeyed. My friend had been sent over the mountains to stay with family until I recovered and sent for him again. But there was a car accident, and he was killed on the way. I never saw him again.”
Dora stared at him, not sure what she was supposed to say. “Sometimes I feel as if we’ve never even lived on the same planet. How am I supposed to relate to your life?”
“You can’t. But you can deal with the man who has lived it.” He turned to face her. “Is that so difficult for you to imagine?”
“No.”
They were suddenly sitting too close. Or had they always been next to each other and had she just now noticed? The air seemed to grow hotter by the second. Khalil shifted until he had his arm around her, and his mouth was inches from hers.
“Kiss me,” he demanded.
She stared at him. “I can’t.” Maybe she’d picked a dumb hill on which to die, but this was the last barrier she had in place against the handsome prince who wanted to steal her soul.
“You won’t. There’s a difference. Stubborn fool. When you have my children playing around your feet will you still deny me?”
She turned away so he wouldn’t see the panic in her eyes. Children. Dear Lord, she had done her best not to think about getting pregnant. At the rate they were making love, it was just a matter of time. Khalil was a vigorous lover who visited her more nights than not. She wasn’t on any kind of birth control and as a princess in El Bahar, she couldn’t exactly walk into the local drugstore and buy condoms.
She’d thought about going to Fatima, but although she and Khalil’s grandmother had made peace, Dora doubted that Fatima would approve of preventing a pregnancy.
Even though they were sitting in the middle of a desert, Dora suddenly felt as if invisible walls had started to close in around her. She was cold and hot at the same time. She didn’t know how to handle this situation.
“We should head back,” she said quickly, trying to pull away from him.
Khalil didn’t release his hold on her. “Not yet. Stay a little while.”
She pressed her lips together. In this mood, when he was caring and conciliatory, it was impossible to resist him.
“Sweet Dora, you are my wife. Why is it so difficult to do as I request?” He sighed. “You are stubborn and infuriating, yet I can’t imagine going an entire day without seeing you. I have told the king I will no longer travel without you.”
Dora stared at him. Unable to help herself, she reached up and touched the thin scar on his left cheek. His eyes were large and dark and filled with an emotion she’d never seen before. Affection perhaps? Vulnerability? Was it possible that Khalil was changing?
She knew what she wanted. In her heart of hearts, she wanted it all—the fantasy and the fairy tale. She wanted her husband to fall in love with her, most likely because she was in love with him. She wanted a real marriage, not this battle of wills they’d somehow created. Yet as much as she wanted to give in, she believed with every beat of her heart that if she didn’t stand firm on this issue that he would grow complacent. He had to understand that he couldn’t play with her emotions. He had to learn that what he’d done was wrong.
“Kiss me.”
His words were a request, not a demand, and she found herself unable to deny him. She wanted to kiss him. She wanted to be close to him, to feel his body next to hers. This was her husband, and it hurt her to deny him. But deny him she must.
Then she again touched the scar on his face. The thin ridge reminded her that Khalil had admitted to making a mistake. Was that his own arrogant, twisted way of telling her there were other words he regretted?
She studied his face, the handsome lines, the set of his mouth. Who was this man she’d married? What did she know of the depths of his soul?
And then she pressed her mouth to his. Not because he’d asked, but because he’d shared a bit of his life with her. Because he’d compromised just a little. And mostly because she needed to feel his hot passion fueling her own.
She slipped her hand into his hair and felt the cool strands slipping against her skin. She leaned into him, wanting to be closer, yet not actually pressing against him. She kept her mouth closed, her kiss chaste, yet she felt the difference in both of them as she gave herself willingly to him.
She rested her free hand on his shoulder, then slowly parted her lips. When he didn’t respond, she brushed her tongue against his lower lip and when he opened for her, she entered his mouth. At the first touch of her tongue against his, he shuddered. As if contact was more than he could stand—as if this surrender of hers was more than he could stand.
She braced herself for his assault, but Khalil did not attack, or even try to make love with her. Instead he broke the kiss. When he pulled back he cupped her face and stared at her.
“Thank you,” he murmured, his voice low and controlled.
She waited, but there were no smart comments, no claims of victory. Instead he pulled her to her feet and helped her onto her horse. They rode back to the palace in silence. Once there, he swept inside without saying a word.
 
“I’m not discounting all that your majesty has already done,” Dora said patiently. “However, the job isn’t complete. We have more work to do.”
Fire flashed in her eyes, and color stained her cheeks. She looked passionate and committed, and it was all Khalil could do to stay in his seat and listen quietly. What he wanted was to jump to his feet and publicly claim this woman as his. He wanted to drag her off to his rooms and make love with her for the rest of the afternoon.
But he didn’t. For one thing, Dora, his brothers and he were having a working lunch with the king, and Khalil didn’t think that any of them would appreciate his impulsiveness. Well, Dora might, but she would never admit it. Another reason to resist was that his most stubborn wife continued to sleep in her own quarters, across the palace from his. Despite that lone kiss the previous week, she had not willingly come to him and initiated their lovemaking. She frustrated him until he was sorry they’d been at peace with their neighbors for so many generations. He was in the mood to go to war.
Instead he sat quietly while his wife argued with his father. It was the king’s fault. Givon had been the one to set up the brief tour of the country for Dora. She’d spent three days this week visiting nearby towns and villages, and each night she’d returned home filled with ideas.
“The colleges are open to all,” the king said and took a spoonful of sorbet. “Even the women.”
“Yes, and how much they appreciate your forward thinking.”
Her voice was calm, but Khalil caught the faint note of sarcasm in her tone. She was beautiful when she was inspired, he thought suddenly. How had he not noticed that before? When they’d first met, he’d barely seen her. Then they’d married so quickly, and he’d been angry and confused about all that happened. There was also the matter of her resistance. Yet despite it all, or perhaps because of it, he’d grown to see the real woman who was Dora Khan, princess of El Bahar, and he knew that she was a jewel. That he’d stumbled upon her under what were at the very least unusual circumstances only made him treasure her more.
“King Givon,” she said, pushing her dessert aside and leaning forward. “Opening the colleges to women isn’t enough. Despite the advances made during your glorious rule, many families still believe it is a waste to educate a woman. They don’t bother to send them to more than a half dozen years of school, and most only receive that much because your government has made it the law. There are hundreds of bright and articulate females out there, and their potential is going to waste.”
The king raised his bushy, graying eyebrows. “They marry, they produce children. That is not a waste.”
“Oh, I agree completely. If you’re saying that your people are El Bahar’s greatest resource.”
Khalil watched as his father considered Dora’s words. Khalil saw the trap at once, but he had the advantage of knowing his wife’s agile mind. The king was not so fortunate.
“Of course. They are our future.”
“If that is your belief, then I don’t understand your willingness to ignore and waste nearly fifty percent of the resources available to you. Educated women can still marry and have many children, but uneducated ones can do little to improve technology or teach in the schools, or become doctors and lawyers and entrepreneurs.”
She stared at the king. “These women deserve a chance to be their best. Not only for themselves, but for their country. All I’m asking is that you consider preparatory schools for teenage girls. Give them the opportunity to learn what they need so they can attend college.”
King Givon glared at her. “Schools mean buildings and teachers. That requires a large financial commitment.”
“You’d need scholarships, too,” Khalil reminded him. “Very few families could afford to send both sons and daughters to college.”
The king frowned. “You want too much.”
“It’s not possible to have too many dreams, Your Majesty. Especially when those dreams reflect what is best for El Bahar.”
“Oh, so now you want to tell me how to run my country?”
Khalil forced back a grin. If the king thought he was going to intimidate Dora, he was in for a shock. Khalil had long since learned that his wife had a mind of her own. He glanced at his two brothers who had wisely stayed out of the discussion. Their gazes moved from Dora to Givon and back. He noted the faint flicker of respect in their eyes when they looked at his wife, and he was proud. He might have chosen her because she was convenient and met many of his criteria, but he wanted to keep her because he could not have found anyone more suited to himself and his world.
Dora smiled at the king. “Your Majesty is a wise and compassionate ruler. I would never presume to tell you how to oversee your country. I’m merely pointing out that there is no point in trying to move forward with the heavy weight of a silly tradition holding El Bahar back.”
The king glared at Jamal and Malik. “Have you nothing to say?”
The two brothers exchanged a glance. Malik shrugged. “We don’t want to get involved.”
“They’re afraid,” Dora said.
Malik looked at her as if he was going to protest, then he grinned. “Let’s just say that Jamal and I have no desire to take you on, Princess Dora. You would be a most formidable enemy.”
“And a most advantageous ally,” Jamal added.
The king made a low growling sound, then turned to his youngest son. “Have you nothing to say, or are you content to let your wife speak for you?”
“As a man married to one of the bright, articulate women Dora mentioned earlier, in this matter I’m quite comfortable letting my wife speak for us both.”
The king did not look pleased with his response. He returned his attention to Dora. “I will consider what you have discussed with me and take it up with members of the inner council. That is not a promise or a commitment, Dora, it is my word that I will not dismiss your ideas. Your heart is in the right place.” The king softened his words with a faint smile. “Even if you remain a Western woman filled with foolishness about equality for your gender.”
“Who’s the fool?” she asked. “She who speaks the words, or the man who listens?”
Givon laughed. “Leave me, all of you. I have work to complete this afternoon.”
They rose and left the king’s private dining room. Malik and Jamal headed toward their offices, but Khalil put his hand on Dora’s arm to stop her.
“Let’s go for a walk on the balcony,” he said. “I think you probably need to calm down.”
“I’m not upset,” she told him, but she allowed herself to be led outside onto the balcony.
The summer heat was nearly upon them. Already, midday temperatures climbed to a hundred degrees. They stayed in the shade, but even so they walked slowly so as not to get overly warm.
“I appreciate what you said,” Dora told him, slipping her hand into his. “When you told the king that I was bright and articulate and that you didn’t mind me speaking for you. That meant a lot to me.”
“I told the truth,” he said lightly, although he found himself pleased by her praise. “You are bright and articulate, and in this matter, I’m quite pleased to have you speak for me.”
“Oh, I see. In this matter, but not others.”
He stopped and turned so he faced her. “In some matters,” he said. “Just as you would be content to let me speak for you in some things, but not others. That is all I meant, and I believe you know that. Why do you want to fight with me?”
She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, then opened them and exhaled. Some of the stiffness left her body. “You’re right, Khalil. I’m being difficult. I guess I’m still frustrated by my conversation with the king. There’s so much to be done, and I feel like it’s all going to happen so slowly.”
“Perhaps, but it will happen. You are committed to my people and that means more than you can know, to both myself and the king. He will listen. My father is a wise man.”
“I know. I’m being a child, wanting what I want, when I want it, which means right now.”
He understood her feelings, for that is exactly how he felt about her. He wanted her on his terms, and he wanted her now.
They started walking again, moving toward their offices. “There’s so much opportunity here,” she said, again taking his hand. “I want to roll up my sleeves and get to work.”
“You are.”
While he wanted to continue the conversation, a part of him was distracted by the feel of her fingers laced with his. Ever since the kiss the previous week, there had been more touching between them. She had initiated much of it, and while it gave him hope, it also made him want to have the trouble between them already fixed. But along with being bright and articulate, she was also quite stubborn.
They walked into the main corridor of the office complex and found themselves in the center of bustling activity. Martin walked quickly toward them, saw Dora, stopped and smiled.
“Good afternoon, princess,” he said, grinning as if he had a delicious secret. “Did you enjoy your lunch?”
“Very much,” Dora said, sounding puzzled. “Thank you for asking.”
“Have you been back to your office yet?” Martin asked.
Dora frowned. “No. Why?”
“There’s a surprise waiting there.”
Khalil stiffened. A surprise? If one existed, it didn’t have anything to do with him. Had Gerald shown up unexpectedly? A flash of jealousy cut through him like a knife. He and Dora might have some things to work out but he was not about to let his wife return to that eater of camel dung. Besides, he’d made some discreet inquiries shortly after he and Dora had arrived in El Bahar. Gerald had been fired from his job and had been forced to move back home with his parents. The other man didn’t know where Dora was, nor had he tried to contact her after that single phone call.
Even though he told himself it was nothing that should bother him, Khalil still urged Dora to hurry. Who else would have prepared a surprise for her?
But when they reached the office, her large room was empty of furniture. Eva met them at the door. Her smile was as broad as Martin’s.
“This way, Your Highness,” she said, leading them back into the corridor and on to the other side of the office complex. There, near the office for the prime minister and the deputy minister of finance, stood a man securing a name plate on a wide double door.
Khalil read the words. Fierce pride filled him as he watched his wife study the letters. Emotions flashed across her face—first shock, followed by surprise, confusion, comprehension and joy.
Princess Dora Khan, Deputy Minister of Women’s Affairs.
“I don’t understand,” Dora said, turning to Khalil. “The king couldn’t have done all this since we left lunch. There wasn’t enough time.”
Eva laughed. “No, Your Highness. He’s had it planned for several days. That’s why the working lunch lasted so long. He wanted to get your things moved. Oh, and the king said to tell you that he still wants you to act as liaison with Western companies, but that you’ll also be busy with the project of your heart, so he’s going to ask parliament to grant you a staff of a half dozen or so.”
Dora still looked stunned as she turned her attention to Khalil. “Did you know about this?”
“No. And I didn’t talk to my father about it, either. You’ve done this one on your own, Dora.”
She flung herself at him and wrapped her arms around him. He held her close. “Thank you for everything,” she whispered fiercely.
From the corner of his eyes, Khalil saw Eva disappear into Dora’s office, leaving the two of them alone. He hugged his wife and inhaled the sweet scent of her body.
“I told you, I didn’t have anything to do with this,” he said. “You don’t have to thank me.”
She straightened and stared at him. There were tears in her eyes. She impatiently brushed them away. “Of course I have to. You might not be directly responsible, but you’ve made all of this possible.” She raised herself up on tiptoes and kissed him. “I have to get to work now.”
He watched her disappear behind those wide double doors. Dora had accomplished so much in such a short time—both with his country and with him personally. He couldn’t imagine life without her anymore. But as much as he wanted to make this wonderful woman his, he did not know how to make that happen. He knew what she wanted from him, but he wasn’t sure he could give it to her. She asked much of him, as both a man and a prince. Could he learn to bend? Did he have a choice? If he didn’t, he would lose her.
Khalil found himself trapped by circumstances of his own making. And there wasn’t anything he could do but wait and see how it would all play out.


Chapter Fifteen

“You will yield to me, wife, or I will know the reason why,” Khalil bellowed as he stood in the center of Dora’s bedroom.
His shirttail hung free of his slacks, and his feet were bare. Dora wore little more than her bra, panties and blouse. They’d been in the middle of kissing, when he’d asked her to finish taking off his clothes. But instead of being swept away by passion, she’d found herself slightly distracted and had refused without thinking.
“You know the reason why,” Dora told him calmly.
Better to fight about this, she thought, than for him to know the reason that she hadn’t been completely involved in their lovemaking. She’d fought against the truth for a long time, and Lord willing, she was going to continue to fight against it. Life was complicated enough without her worrying about any significant changes in the status of her family. She and Khalil had to learn to be a married couple before they could be parents. At least that’s what she told herself with more conviction than she felt.
“I do not know anything of the sort,” he insisted. “It has been nearly four months. Why won’t you admit that you love me?”
His question nearly made her gasp aloud, but she managed to control her reaction. “You want me to love you so that I will do as you wish, but there is more to a marriage than subservience from the woman. I want a partnership. I want us to share and be honest. Those are things you can’t seem to understand.”
“Of course I understand. I don’t want you to be subservient. I want you to admit your feelings.”
That she loved him? She couldn’t continue to live with Khalil, work with him, ride with him and share the most intimate act possible between a man and a woman without loving him, but she would be damned if she would admit it before he did.
She wished it were just a matter of pride. That would be easy for her to overcome. But it wasn’t that simple. The truth was, despite loving Khalil, she didn’t fully trust him. She needed to know that he cared for her as much as she cared for him. She needed to know that any unborn children would be welcomed and raised by adoring parents as part of a strong family unit. She desperately needed to know that he would never grow tired of her and move on. She wanted to hold the key to his heart as much as he held the key to hers.
“Why don’t you admit your feelings?” she asked. “You’re being stubborn as well. Tell me you love me and that you’re sorry and all will be well.”
He dismissed her with a wave of his hand. “How much longer do you plan to play this game?”
“Forever, if necessary.” She looked at him, then planted her hands on her hips. “You know my terms, Khalil. You resist them, you deny them and you want them changed, but nothing is different today than it was when I first arrived. You lied to me. You took advantage of the misfortune in my life and told me that you cared for me. You implied that you loved me, then you railroaded me into marriage and brought me here without giving me time to consider other options.”
His dark eyes blazed with fire. “I married you. You seem to forget that fact, but it remains the central issue of this discussion. I have honored you by taking you as my bride.”
She glared at him. “Oh, and you weren’t the least honored by my agreeing to marry you?”
“Of course not,” he said. “Look at the life that you had before we met. So small and pitiful. You were nothing, and I gave you the world. I am Prince Khalil Khan—”
She took a single step toward him. “Don’t start that. I’m warning you, I’ll throw you out of my room right now and never let you back.”
She had to grit her teeth to keep from crying out. The wound from his thoughtless words went deep, all the way down to her heart. Nothing? Is that what she’d been to him? Had he really thought so little of her when they were first married? She closed her eyes and forced herself to breathe slowly. She knew the answer to the question. It was as obvious as his quick and easy response. Yes, he had thought nothing of her or of their marriage. He’d been in a difficult situation, for reasons that had never made sense to her. She’d been slightly appropriate and very available. End of story.
Something warm stroked her cheek. She opened her eyes and saw that her husband had moved closer. He cupped her jaw. “I spoke hastily,” he told her, smiling faintly and with what she wanted to believe was affection. “At the time I didn’t know you enough to be honored by the thought of you as my wife, but I have learned. You are a great woman, and I am fortunate to have you in my life.”
She wanted to give in to him. She wanted to take off the rest of her clothes and have him do the same, then stretch out with him on the big bed and make love until morning. She wanted to hear words of love and have him hold her close, then find the courage to tell him what she thought might have happened…that their lovemaking could have produced a child who was, at this very moment, growing inside of her.
But she did none of those things. Because Khalil was a stubborn man. Nearly as stubborn as herself, she thought, trying to find a crumb of humor in the situation.
“Tell me you were wrong,” she murmured, wrapping her arms around him. “Tell me you’re sorry. Tell me that you care.”
He pushed her away. “You cry after the moon. You still want your dreams. I am Khalil Khan, prince of El Bahar, and I will not be dictated to by a woman. Accept what we have between us, and be grateful.”
She straightened her spine. She was sick of hearing him announce his name and title as if those words had the power to change the tides.
“That may be true, Prince Khalil, but you are forgetting one very important fact.”
He raised his eyebrows expectantly. “What is that?”
“I am Dora Khan, princess of El Bahar, and I do not sleep with liars.”
With that, she walked to the front door of her suite and held it open. Khalil moved slowly toward her.
“Is this what we’ve come to?” he asked. “A battle of wills.”
“It’s always been a battle of wills. The only difference is this is the first time you haven’t won.”
He glared at her. “You will not win this one. Don’t push me too far, wife, or you will be sorry.”
She thought of all her hopes and dreams. How she’d come so far in some areas and not made any progress in others. “I already am, Khalil. You think I turn away from you out of stubbornness or a desire to punish, but the truth is the pain in my heart drives me.”
Then, because she couldn’t think of anything else to say, she gently closed the door, shutting out her husband and leaving herself very much alone.
 
Khalil stood in the hallway. He wanted to rage against circumstances or fate or whatever it was that had brought him to this place. He did not deserve to be shut out from the bed of his wife. Didn’t she understand that?
He glared at the shut door and thought about ordering her to let him back in. The problem was Dora might choose to ignore him. She could be stubborn that way. Actually she could be stubborn in many ways. She was infuriating. She was also bright and good at her new job. She saw the possibilities in El Bahar that no one had seen before.
If only she would give in on this one simple matter. How dare she expect him to apologize for what he’d done? It wasn’t as if she’d had such a great life and he’d taken her from it. She’d been alone, jobless, abandoned by her fiancé. She’d been…
The thought ended, and a new one began. It was most disquieting, so he started walking to distract himself. He hurried down the familiar corridors until he came to his own rooms. But instead of entering, he stood there thinking.
Dora had been a person, he thought at last. Someone with rights and feelings, and there was the smallest possibility he’d been wrong to take advantage of her. Even if she was just a woman.
But to admit that he loved her? Preposterous. He opened the door to his suite and stepped inside. The darkness seemed to surround him. He still ached for her. They’d begun to build the fire but had not had time to quench the hunger with flames. His body was ready to take her to that place of perfect paradise. His arms needed to hold her close, his lips longed to utter her name.
She wanted words of love and foolish apologies. He offered a kingdom—money and power. They battled to be the victor. His grandmother had told him to woo her; his pride said that Dora must surrender first. One of them would have to bend, he thought sadly. If they didn’t, they were destined to fail.
 
The party was going strong when Dora arrived. She stood in a side entrance to the ballroom and admired the beautiful decorations and the glittering crowd. King Givon hosted a “small, intimate” birthday celebration for his good friend and prime minister, Aleser. However, small and intimate in the royal world was different from small and intimate in Dora’s experience. There were more than a hundred people in the room.
Dora drew in a deep breath and tried to relax. She felt fine, and she looked good. At least that’s what she’d told herself as she’d dressed an hour before.
Since arriving in El Bahar, she’d started letting her hair grow. Now she wore it swept up in an elegant French twist. A few weeks before she and Khalil had gone to Paris for business meetings. Fatima had given Dora the name of an exclusive salon, which had pampered her with a manicure and facial. Afterward, a gifted artist had taught her the best way to apply makeup. All the horseback riding and the long distances between rooms in the palace had helped Dora drop ten pounds since arriving. While she would never be model perfect, she was an attractive, vital woman. Unfortunately she cowered in the shadowed doorway like a frightened schoolchild. If only she’d been able to walk in with Khalil.
Dora sighed. While her husband had been greeting guests, she’d been throwing up in her bathroom. So much for morning sickness occurring in the morning. Her attacks were infrequent, but they generally came in waves, striking every few hours, then disappearing for a day or two. Still not sure how to tell Khalil the truth about her pregnancy, she’d sent him away, telling him that she’d found a stain on her dress and had to change. The price of her lie was that she would be forced to enter the party on her own.
She took a step into the well-dressed crowd and moved toward the bar. There she ordered sparkling water poured into a wineglass, then plastered a smile on her face and prepared to plunge into the insanity.
“Your Highness,” a familiar voice said from behind her.
Dora turned and saw Martin Wingbird hurrying toward her. A tall, stately man walked briskly behind him. She paused.
“Good evening, Martin.”
“Your Highness.” Martin bowed, then glanced at his companion. “Princess Dora Khan, may I please present Lord Andrew Hall. He’s heard about your plans to increase opportunities for young women to attend college and would like to speak to you about that.”
Lord Hall took her offered hand and bowed low over her fingers. “Your Highness, I hesitated to disrupt a party to discuss business, but I’m only in El Bahar for a short visit.” He straightened. “My late wife was a great advocate of female education, as she called it.” He smiled, but his deep blue eyes remained sad. “In honor of her, I have dedicated my life to that cause. After hearing about your campaign and your success in convincing the king of the need to educate women, I would like to talk about offering scholarships to worthy female students so that they could attend British universities.”
Dora studied the thin man. His white hair was thick and wavy, his skin permanently tanned. “How on earth did you hear about my program?”
“News travels quickly, Your Highness. You are a highly visible and respected member of the royal family. People watch and talk.”
Dora laughed. “I suppose I have to believe you, but I’m still having trouble adjusting to all this.” She waved to take in both the party and the palace. “Lord Hall, I would be most delighted to discuss the scholarships with you. Will you still be in El Bahar tomorrow?”
“Business keeps me here for three days.”
“Good.” She looked at Martin. “Make an appointment for Lord Hall.” She returned her attention to the older man. “I look forward to our discussion.”
“As do I.” He nodded and moved away.
Dora sipped at her sparkling water. Life was certainly different these days. Just six months ago, she couldn’t have imagined a world such as this.
She circled the room, greeting people she knew, introducing herself to others. Small talk wasn’t her favorite, but practice made her better. She kept looking for Khalil, wondering where he was and what he was doing. Finally she caught a glimpse of something familiar, and she stopped in her tracks.
Dora stood near a small alcove, one of many that lined the ballroom. Behind her music played and people laughed and talked, but in front of her was relative silence. She waited, then caught the movement again. It was no more than a swirl of fabric from a woman’s dress and the gesture of one slender arm. Yet she sensed something familiar…something dangerous.
Quietly Dora moved forward until she could see the two people standing in shadow. She recognized the man immediately—despite looking somewhat like his brothers, she would never mistake Khalil for anyone else. It took her a minute to place the woman. Not because she didn’t remember her, but because of the way the light and shadows played on her face.
Amber. The stunningly beautiful woman who had been engaged to Khalil. The woman who was a temptress in clinging red silk that outlined a perfect body. Thick, black hair piled high on her head, leaving her neck looking slender and delicate.
Dora stood just outside of their sight and fought against the waves of pain and hurt that crashed through her. Despite the pretty dress, the jewelry, the makeup, she was a pathetic parody of that beautiful young woman. Amber wore red silk, Dora blue. But the styles were similar enough to cause comment—ribbed column styles that accentuated bosom, exposed shoulders. Amber’s dress clung all the way to her knees, emphasizing her amazing curves, while Dora’s gown had been softened with folds of fabric so that her still-heavy hips would not be highlighted.
Amber was all things more, Dora thought miserably, wanting to back up but frozen in place. Her own hair had been put up, but she didn’t have the thick length to add height and volume. Her own earrings were lovely diamonds, but they paled in comparison to the jewels glittering on Amber’s ears and around her neck. She felt like an ugly parody of the younger woman’s beauty.
All her confidence, all her happiness, evaporated like a bowl of water left out in the desert sun. Khalil had been right, she was nothing.
Defeat weighed heavily on her. She forced herself to turn so that she could leave and escape to her room to lick her wounds. At that moment, the music ended and relative quiet settled over the ballroom. While others were too far away to hear what was said in the private alcove, Dora was not.
“I want you, Khalil,” Amber purred in her sultry tones. “I am your destiny, not that cow of a wife. What were you thinking, taking her when you could have had me? I know you don’t love her. I’m willing to admit I was wrong. I want to be with you. I want to have your sons.”
It was too much, Dora thought as tears blinded her. She hurried away before she made a sound and betrayed her presence to the lovers.
Up ahead she spotted a side door and made for it. Pain ripped through her. Pain and disappointment—for all that should have been but never would be. She’d lost before she’d begun. How on earth was she supposed to compete with a woman like Amber? No wonder her husband wouldn’t admit to caring about her—he didn’t. He loved another and she, Dora, was only in the way. She’d been fooling herself to think Khalil would ever love her.
A sob ripped through her. She opened the door and stepped into the night. But instead of soothing her, the faintly sweet scented air turned her stomach. She rushed to the edge of the balcony and threw up into a potted plant. She’d thought she’d hit rock bottom before when Gerald had rejected her, but this was far worse.
“It can’t be all that bad,” a soft voice murmured as a delicate handkerchief was pressed into her hand.
Dora took it gratefully, then wiped her mouth. She looked up and saw Fatima standing next to her.
“If you would stop hiding from the truth, child, so much would be better.”
Dora tried to force a smile, but she couldn’t. “It’s not what you think.”
Fatima, beautiful as always in her favorite Chanel, leaned close and patted Dora’s hand. “I know more than you suspect. I see many things that others do not, and what I don’t see, my spies tell me.”
Dora opened her mouth, then closed it. Fatima had spies? Then she did smile. Why not? The world was completely mad, and she was trapped in El Bahar.
“I can’t leave him,” she said, not completely aware she was speaking aloud. “Not just because I love him. If it was only that, I could probably tear myself away.”
“I doubt you could, but we can pretend, for the sake of discussion,” Fatima said kindly. She leaned against the railing and stared up at the sky. “Look at the lovely stars. So many and so bright.” She sighed. “Of course now that you’re pregnant, you’re trapped. You know that El Baharian law forbids a woman to leave her husband while she’s pregnant.”
Dora knew all too well. “Unless the husband had been abusing her or their other children. Yes, I’ve become most familiar with El Baharian law in the past few months.”
Dora touched her stomach. Life grew within. Soon that life would be visible to all. Then what?
“How many people know I’m pregnant?” she asked.
Fatima laughed. “We’re dealing with men, my dear. They’ll know when you tell them, not before.”
That was something. She had time. But for what? “Nothing is going to change.”
The night air surrounded them in soft darkness. The sounds of the party were faint beyond the glass doors. Out here, on a small balcony off to the side, they were alone. Dora wished they could stay here forever, that she might never have to go back and face her husband.
“What do you want to be different?” Fatima asked.
“Everything,” Dora sighed. “Loving Khalil is difficult enough, but having his child will tie me to him forever.” El Baharian law would allow her to leave once the child was born, but to what end? The royal family would not allow her to take her baby with her, and she doubted if Khalil would agree to joint custody. Besides, she didn’t want to leave. What she wanted was her husband to love her.
“Not everything,” Fatima corrected. “It is a matter of priorities. If you don’t mind my saying so, you’ve gone about things all wrong.”
Dora glanced at her. “In what way?”
“You must earn what you most desire.” Fatima turned to face her. “You are pregnant with Khalil’s firstborn. That gives you power no other woman possesses, but you must be wise when you use that power. Far better for you to win your husband on your own.”
Tears filled her eyes. “So it’s obvious to everyone that Khalil doesn’t love me.”
Fatima touched her bare arm. “What is obvious is that you two began your marriage for reasons other than love. Such is the way of many royal matches. Only the very lucky, or the determined, find love later. Is that what you want? Khalil’s love?”
Dora nodded, then swiped at the tears on her face. “I desperately need that. I can’t live half a life anymore. I’ve done it that way for too long.” She sniffed. “But it’s too late. He’s in love with Amber, and there’s no way I can compete with her. She’s younger, she’s more beautiful.”
Fatima dismissed the information with a wave of her hand. “She’s nothing. You’re the princess…you’re already his wife. Amber is not all you believe her to be. She is like a magician’s smoke. Very impressive during the performance, but nothing remains afterward.”
The older woman stared intently. Dark eyes seemed to see into Dora’s soul. “Khalil went to a lot of trouble to marry you. He turned his back on his betrothed and the traditions of his family. He risked his father’s anger. Have you ever wondered why?”
Dora tried to remember what Khalil had said about that. “He didn’t think Amber would be a good mother.” She rubbed her temples, which had begun to ache. “Except she’s so lovely.”
“What is beauty? True loveliness comes from a good heart, not long legs or a pretty face.” She straightened her shoulders. “When I married my husband, the harem wasn’t as it is today. All those years ago, it was filled with beautiful women from all over the world. I was his wife, but he wasn’t interested in me. Who wants plain bread when there are trays of sweets to explore?”
Dora didn’t know what to say. Women in the harem? At least she didn’t have to compete with that. “What did you do?”
“I decided that possession of his name was not enough. I had to earn his heart. You must do the same.”
Oh, sure, something simple, she thought glumly. “How am I supposed to do that?”
Fatima smiled. “Give him what he most desires and in a way no other woman can. Then you will have all that you most long for in your life.”


Chapter Sixteen

“Give him what he most desires…you will have all that you most long for in your life,” Dora muttered when Fatima had left her alone on the balcony. “Oh, sure. Words to live by. But what do they mean?”
Although she spoke the question aloud, no answer appeared to her. The silence itself seemed to mock her, and she had to fight against the pressure of more tears. She didn’t want to cry anymore, she thought. She didn’t want to be unhappy. She had to find a way to make her marriage work, or she had to leave. She was tired of her games with Khalil.
But where did she begin? How did she change herself, or get her most stubborn husband to see the truth? Was Fatima correct and could she, Dora, give Khalil his heart’s desire? Did she know his heart well enough to understand what he might want?
Too many questions and no answers. What she needed was to be in her husband’s company. Only his smile, his light touch on her arm, would restore her good humor.
But before she could leave the balcony, a woman appeared out of the shadows. “Ah, Princess Dora, how lovely to see you again.”
Dora froze. The ever-stunning Amber stood in front of her. The young woman had destroyed all of Dora’s illusions, not to mention her wedding day. She didn’t want to hear any more of her hurtful words. What she really wanted was to bolt for cover, but she would be damned if she would let this El Baharian heartbreaker see that she had her running scared.
“Amber. Very nice to see you again.” She gave a regal bow. “Are you enjoying the party?”
“Of course. My father is happy to have his family around him to celebrate this day.” Amber pouted slightly. “He’s been difficult about me being gone so much, but it’s impossible for me to stay long in El Bahar. So painful.”
Dora supposed she should be more sympathetic, but she wasn’t in the mood. Nor did she trust Amber. “I would guess that being around your former fiancé and his new wife would be difficult. How nice that you can afford to travel. It distracts as well as broadens the mind.”
Amber’s delicate eyebrows drew together. “Don’t sound so confident, Your Highness. Things are not as they appear.”
“Aren’t they?” Dora made a great show of glancing at her wedding ring. “And here I thought I was the one he’d married.”
“You might have his name and his ring, but you don’t have his heart. That belongs to me.”
Dora didn’t have a quick response for that one. While she wasn’t sure that Amber knew anything about anyone’s heart, Dora knew that she didn’t have possession of Khalil’s heart, either.
Amber took a step closer. “We’re still lovers. He still visits me when he can.”
Dora wanted to deny the words. Her husband came to her bed more often than not. He was vigorous and passionate, and she didn’t believe for a single moment that he was with another woman. Khalil had many flaws, but deception wasn’t one of them.
Or was it, a little voice in her head whispered. What about the lies he told at the beginning of their relationship? What about his stubborn refusal to admit that he was wrong and that he’d hurt her?
“I don’t know when he’d have the time,” Dora said coolly, refusing to let the other woman know that she was trembling from both fear and pain.
“Of course you wouldn’t know,” Amber scoffed. “You sleep alone in your chamber on the far side of the palace. You have no way of knowing how often I’ve crept into his bed or he into mine.” She took another step closer and clutched Dora’s arm. “He’s already had me this night. You can plan on spending your evening alone.”
Dora jerked free. She refused to believe these stories, she told herself, even as the hurt ripped through her. “You’re lying. I will tell Khalil of your lies, and you will be banished from the palace.”
Amber laughed. “My father is prime minister of El Bahar and the king’s closest friend. My family has been close to the royal family for generations. Don’t think that a few words and a ring are going to come between me and the man I love. Go to him, tell him what I said, if you dare. Find out how little you matter. You are nothing.”
“I am his wife.”
“For now.”
Dora squared her shoulders. “You are a spoiled child, Amber. In time you will learn that being a man’s wife gives a woman more power than it would appear. You may be younger and beautiful, but I will win this battle.”
Amber shrugged. “We’ll see. And if he doesn’t join you in your bed this night, we’ll both know that I’m telling the truth.”
Dora thought about calling the other woman a bitch, but decided it was too childish. Instead she returned to the glittering ballroom with the intent of finding her husband.
But once inside, the agony of her encounter with the younger woman stole her breath and made her legs tremble. She was going to be sick, she thought as she frantically tried to retrace her steps. Only this time it wouldn’t be because of the baby. Oh, dear God, what if Amber was telling the truth?
Dora could feel herself losing control. Tears threatened and with them, agonized sobs. She didn’t want to lose Khalil—not when they’d come so far. She loved him. Perhaps she’d loved him from the very beginning, she wasn’t sure. She only knew that without him, her world would be smaller and meaner than it had ever been in the past.
A shadow fell over her. She looked up and saw her husband standing in front of her. “You look ill,” Khalil said. “Do you not feel well?”
She opened her mouth to explain, then closed it. What was there to say? Did she dare repeat Amber’s lies? Except there was a small chance that they weren’t lies. And if that woman spoke the truth then she, Dora, would be lost forever.
“I think I’m just tired,” Dora said weakly. “I need to go to my room.”
Khalil wrapped a sheltering arm around her and led her away. When they’d entered her chamber, he turned on the lights, then gently helped her undress. Finally he eased her into bed.
“I’ll make your excuses to the king,” he said, his voice kind, his expression concerned. “Sleep and feel better in the morning. I won’t disturb you this evening.”
She told herself he was just being considerate; she told herself it had everything to do with his perception of her being sick and nothing to do with Amber…but she wasn’t sure.
“I don’t feel that ill,” she murmured. “Perhaps after the party…”
He shook his head. “You often accuse me of being insensitive, so I won’t give you ammunition. If you’re not well, I refuse to insist.” He gave her a sad smile. “It is not in you to be won over this night, sweet Dora.”
He pressed a kiss to her forehead, then left her alone.
She stared after him, willing him to return to her. This wasn’t happening, she told herself, listening to the silence and wondering if that emptiness was going to fill her world for the rest of her life. Amber couldn’t be correct, could she?
Dora sat up and pulled her knees to her chest. Had she come so far only to lose it all in the end, or had the prize never been hers?
She’d been a fool. Khalil had once accused her of being a nobody, and he was correct. She was just a glorified secretary who had happened to snag the attention of a wealthy prince. Not because she was beautiful, or witty, or smart, but because she was available. A virgin with childbearing hips. Talk about a claim to fame.
The first tears fell slowly, then faster and faster. Great sobs robbed her of breath. She clutched her knees, pulling them close to her chest as if she could hold in the last drops of happiness that had been hers. But there was no more happiness…just pain and suffering. If only things had been different.
She cried for what felt like hours, then she brushed her face and told herself to figure out a way to let it all go. The relationship was over, she thought as her heart broke. All her dreams, her plans for the future. Khalil didn’t love her, didn’t even want her. She didn’t know if he’d really been making love with Amber or not, but Dora knew that the young woman in question was determined to win Khalil. Dora had no way to stop her. And if not this stunning creature, then surely another would claim Khalil. He was a prize, the kind of man any woman would desire.
Give him what he most desires.
Fatima’s words returned to her, echoing inside her head. She listened, then turned them over, but they didn’t make any more sense now than they had before. What could she possibly give Khalil? He was a handsome, rich prince, and she was a nobody.
Frustrated, Dora threw back the covers and pushed to her feet. She stormed across the room, heading for the balcony. The great emptiness inside of her grew until it threatened to swallow her. She was trapped in a sham of a marriage. She had no way out, no hope, no—
A slip of movement caught her attention, and she spun toward the shadow. There was little light in the bedroom, but Khalil had left on a floor lamp in the parlor. As she stared into the darkness, Dora realized that what had caught her eye was merely her own reflection in the mirror at her dresser. Her pale gown had shimmered slightly.
She paused to stare at herself, then reached up to brush her cheek. How different she looked, she thought with some surprise. Her time in El Bahar had changed her appearance, or maybe it was just her new life that affected her. Gone were the shyly lowered eyes, the deferential tilt of her head. Instead she stood tall, with an air of confidence about her. She’d slimmed down, and while she would never be fashionably thin, her top and bottom were now the same size. Her longer hair flattered her face, softening her features and making her look more approachable.
Sometime in the past few months, the small mouse had been transformed into a more self-sufficient creature. She didn’t see herself as the desert wildcat Khalil liked to call her, but she’d made definite improvements.
She walked over to her desk, to the stacks of folders there. Sometimes she worked in the evenings. There was so much to do, and it all took time. Meetings filled her schedule, and when she wasn’t busy with that, there were speeches to write, phone calls to make, not to mention her time with Khalil. She’d come a long way from the lonely virgin who ached to belong to someone.
Dora glanced around the spacious room, then clicked on the desk lamp so she could see more clearly. The luxurious furnishings no longer intimidated her. In fact, very little intimidated her. Even Amber’s harsh assessments of her life and her relationship with Khalil had wounded, but not destroyed. She was no longer Dora Nelson, doormat, she was Dora Khan, princess of El Bahar.
In a blinding flash of insight she could neither explain nor describe, she understood what Fatima had been talking about. She understood the one thing she could give to Khalil that he most desired. Her love.
She smiled as she shook her head. How simple. Why didn’t she see it before? Khalil wasn’t interested in an affair with Amber, and he didn’t want a showpiece for a wife. He needed and wanted an equal partner—someone who would match him in intelligence and drive, not to mention vision for El Bahar. She was all those things, not Amber. And even if the other woman was younger and prettier, Dora refused to believe their lovemaking could be any more satisfying than what she and Khalil shared. When he took her in his arms, she felt the magic as their intimacy bound them together in a biological and spiritual union that could not be destroyed.
Except…except he’d never once admitted he was wrong. He’d never apologized for what he did back when he seduced her and married her, and he’d never acknowledged his feelings. He’d never told her he loved her.
She sank onto the chair in front of the desk and rested her hand on the pile of papers there. It was a question of stubbornness and wills, she thought. Who would give in first? And if no one gave in, who would win?
“If I give in on this, I…”
Dora pressed her lips together. If she gave in, then what? Would Khalil suddenly walk all over her? Would she cease to be a deputy minister? Or would she achieve her heart’s desire?
“But I want him to be the one to bend,” she said aloud. “I want him…” She pressed her lips together. “I want him to love me back.”
She thought of how he’d persevered, coming to her room night after night and seducing her until she consented to make love with him. She thought of how she frustrated him by refusing to live in his quarters, yet he never displayed his irritation when they worked together. She thought of his pride when she’d been made deputy minister and how he was content to watch her take on the king when her ideas differed from Givon’s. On more than one occasion, he’d allowed her to speak for them both.
She thought of his attempts to woo her and how they spent evenings alone, just the two of them, reading or talking. She thought of the places he wanted to show her. She thought of how he teased her that he would only allow her to give him sons, yet how he liked to talk about having at least one daughter, or even two.
These were not the actions of a man who didn’t care, or even those of a man who had settled. Perhaps she had not been his chosen bride, but she was now his only wife. He had yielded in many ways. Was she going to risk it all to have him answer her demands?
She curled her fingers into her palm and as she did so, she felt something thick and hard under the papers. At first she wasn’t sure what it was, but as she cleared away the sheets, she smiled as she saw the ceremonial dagger that a visiting dignitary had given her the previous week. Not knowing what else to do with it, she’d been using it to open letters.
Now she stared at the gleaming blade and the gold handle. She touched the cool metal. How on earth was she going to talk to Khalil about their relationship? They needed to change the status quo, but she hated to give in nearly as much as he did.
As she traced the blunt side of the blade, an idea formed. It was outrageous and ridiculous, and it just might work. A quick glance at the clock told her that the party should be over by now. Dora grinned as she rose to her feet. There was no time like the present. And if she was wrong about Khalil and he was currently with Amber, then she was better off knowing before she made a complete fool out of herself.
Less than a half hour later, she moved quietly through the halls of the palace. She’d dressed in one of her most elegant gowns, a low-cut designer original that exposed more cleavage than she usually liked—but tonight she needed to be armed in more ways than one. She held the dagger in her right hand, pressing it flat against her body. She doubted anyone would notice the weapon.
Fortunately she made her way to Khalil’s chamber without being seen. Once there, she let herself inside and quietly locked the door behind her. Then she walked toward him.
Her husband was alone. She took in that information with a brief glance around the room. He sat at his desk, which faced the ocean. So far he hadn’t noticed her presence.
She studied him. The French doors were closed, but he hadn’t drawn the shutters, so the lamps in the room made the windows reflect like mirrors. She could clearly see the dark lock of hair that fell across his forehead. He’d discarded his tuxedo jacket and tie and tossed them across the sofa. His shirt was unbuttoned, and his sleeves were rolled to his elbows.
He was the picture of masculine casualness, and his male beauty took her breath away. How she wanted him, she thought as the longing swept through her. Not just in her bed, but in her life. She wanted to grow old with this man. As far as she could tell, there was only one way to find a compromise between what she wanted and what he was able to give. Dear Lord, please let her be right.
She took a step toward him, then another. Her heart pounded so hard, she thought she might faint. When she was six feet behind him, Khalil finally looked up and caught her reflection in the mirror.
“Dora, what are you doing here? Are you all right?”
She watched his face, noting the transformation from delight at her unexpected appearance, to concern. Then she moved up behind him and held the dagger to his throat.
He didn’t even have the courtesy to look surprised, she thought in disgust as Khalil simply set down his pen and met her gaze in the window.
“If you sought to gain my attention,” he said calmly, “you have done so.”
She pressed the blade against his skin. “If I ever find you’ve been unfaithful to me, I will cut you, Khalil, but it won’t be across the throat.”
“I see. Thank you for telling me in advance. However, I’m not concerned. I have no desire to be with any woman save my wildcat of a wife.”
She watched as a slight smile pulled at the corners of his mouth. “Don’t for a moment think I’m bluffing,” she informed him. “I will do it. You are my husband and the possessor of my heart. As such you owe me respect and honor.”
His smile disappeared as if it had never been. In one quick movement he grasped her wrist and pulled it away, then spun in his seat until he faced her. When he rose to his feet, he pulled the dagger free and tossed it to the ground where it skittered against the tile and slid into the corner.
“What did you say?” he asked, his gaze intense.
She stared at his face noting the tightening of the muscles around his mouth and the light of some new fire in his eyes.
“Tell me,” he insisted. “Tell me again that I am the possessor of your heart.”
This wasn’t exactly the turn she’d expected for their conversation, and his scrutiny made her a little nervous. “You heard me the first time.” She wiggled to free herself, but his hold on her wrists only tightened. “Let me go.”
“Never,” he said fiercely and swept her up in his arms. He carried her across the room and lowered her onto the bed, then settled next to her. “I will never let you go, wife of mine.” He stroked her face, then brushed his thumb across her lips. “For you are mine, aren’t you?”
“Yes,” she whispered, unable to deny the truth. “I love you with all my heart.” She glared at him. “But don’t think that’s going to change things between us, because you love me, too. I want a real marriage. I want us to live together like man and wife, and I want you to swear you’re never going to sleep with anyone else, especially Amber.”
At the mention of the younger woman, some of the light faded from Khalil’s eyes. He drew her close and wrapped his arms around her, urging her to rest her head on his shoulder.
“I should have known she would make trouble,” he murmured. “I should have told you the truth about her, but I was ashamed.”
Dora looked at him. “I don’t understand. You were engaged to her.”
“Yes, but it was an arranged match, and one I was frantic to avoid. I never wanted to have anything to do with her. She disgusts me. For several years Amber has been something of a hedonist. She finds sport in hopping from bed to bed. I didn’t want to tell the truth about her because of her father.”
Dora had learned enough of El Baharian law and custom to understand that. “Aleser is a good leader for the country,” she said. “If you told him about his daughter, he would be forced to resign.”
Khalil nodded. “When we were in New York, Amber came to see me. She reminded me that we were engaged and insisted we would be married. I felt trapped.”
So many things fell into place, Dora thought. Khalil’s need to find a solution to a difficult problem. Why the other woman had been so cruel.
“And there I was,” she said. “A tolerable answer.”
He wrapped his arms around her and rolled until she rested on top of him. “Far more than tolerable,” he said, brushing her mouth with his. “You are the light of my life.”
“You love me,” she said.
He sighed. “Yes, Dora. I love you.”
She smiled. “Oh, Khalil, we’ve both been so very stubborn. It makes me sad.”
“It should. The situation was your fault entirely. If only you’d been a cooperative, sensible woman we could have—”
She pushed away from him and tried to scramble off the bed. He held her fast.
“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked, hauling her up against him.
She pushed again, but couldn’t make any progress. The man was too strong. “The dagger is still in the room,” she said, glaring at him. “I think I’ll use it on you.”
He laughed. “Never. You love me too much.”
“I know. I hate that.”
“No, you don’t.”
She relaxed against him. “No, I don’t,” she agreed.
He stroked her hair, then kissed the top of her head. “Have you loved me long?” he asked.
His voice sounded casual, but Dora heard an undercurrent she couldn’t explain. She looked at him. Darkness filled his eyes, something that, had it been anyone but Khalil, she would have labeled as uncertainty.
“Yes,” she told him. “Almost from the beginning.”
“Then how could you have turned away from me all those times I came to your room. Why didn’t you want to make love?”
He asked the question not as a prince, but as a man. A man who has been brought to his knees before a woman. Her heart ached for him. “Every time I struggled against my desire for you. I wanted you desperately. I always want you.”
He kissed her deeply. “As I always want you. The reason I didn’t come to you tonight was because you seemed to feel ill.”
“I know.” She knew so much more now. Amber would never come between them again.
Khalil sat up and pulled off his shirt. He quickly slipped off his shoes, socks, slacks and briefs, then stretched out naked on the bed.
“You have much to answer for,” he said imperiously. “You have denied your husband his proper place in your bed, as well as your heart. The punishment for your actions will be severe.” He motioned to his arousal. “You may begin atoning for your sins by servicing me this evening.”
“Oh, may I?” Dora asked, not sure she could believe he’d actually said that. Tell a man you love him and he assumes he owns the world.
“I would not deny you your opportunity to please me.”
“How gracious,” she murmured and rose to her feet.
So Khalil thought he would get the best of her, did he? She hid a smile. Two could play at this game.
Dora slowly slipped off her dress, then her stockings. She unfastened her bra and let the straps slide down her arms before releasing the garment. When she’d pulled off her panties, she knelt over her husband and lowered herself until her erect nipples nearly brushed his mouth.
“Tell me what you want, Prince Khalil, and I will do your bidding.”
His eyes glazed over slightly as he reached up and pulled her closer. Then he licked her nipple and made them both moan. She shuddered. Already she was wet. She could feel the heat and the pressure between her legs, and he hadn’t even entered her. She was aroused and ready just by being close to him.
“I want you,” he said, gazing at her. “I love you. Promise you’ll come live with me here.”
“There’s nowhere else I’d rather be. Anything else?”
He thought for a moment. “Promise that you’ll always love me.”
Her feelings welled up inside of her, filling her with a sense of rightness she’d never known. “Forever, husband.”
“Which is nearly as long as I will love you.”
“Is that everything?” she asked. “Do you have more desires?”
“Several.” He grinned. “You may begin satisfying them by making love with me. Lower yourself onto me.”
“Yes, Your Highness.”
She did as he requested, sliding her waiting heat over him, taking him inside, deeper and deeper. He groaned.
“Dora,” he gasped as his eyes sank closed. “I’ve missed you.”
She didn’t bother pointing out that it had only been two nights since they’d last made love. Instead she tightened her muscles around him until he was tense and ready. He arched into her, holding her over him, moving her hips until she rode him up and down in a rhythm designed to take them both over the edge.
She found it difficult to concentrate, but she forced herself back from the edge long enough to speak his name.
“What, love?” he asked.
She held her hips still, then lowered them again, at the same time she brushed his lips with hers. “I’m pregnant.”
His eyes widened, and he opened his mouth to speak, but it was too late. His shock had allowed passion to take him unaware, thrusting him into paradise. He gave a strangled groan, a half laugh, then drew her close.
She knew then that she had won. Not just their teasing game, but the love of this wonderful man. What had started out as a marriage of convenience and duty had instead turned into the miracle that occurs between the most fortunate of men and women. She and Khalil were among those lucky enough to find a match that would last longer than a mere lifetime…one that was destined to be written in the clear beauty of the El Baharian sky.
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Chapter One

She was back, and she was never going to leave!
After four years of college and two years of finishing school—in Switzerland of all places—Heidi McKinley had finally been allowed to return to the one place on earth where she felt at home. El Bahar. Land of mystery and beauty, where past and present blended in perfect harmony. She wanted to dance down the main street of the souk and buy pomegranates and dates and clothes and all the wonders available at the marketplace. She wanted to put her feet in the sea and feel the heat of the sand. She wanted to breathe in the scents of the beautiful gardens within the palace grounds.
With a burst of laughter, Heidi raced to the window and pushed open the French doors. Her three-room suite in the guest wing of the palace opened onto a wide balcony. Instantly, the heat of the afternoon sucked the air from her lungs. It was June, the hottest time of the year. It would take her a few weeks to acclimate to the temperature, but even the sensation of freeze-drying like a mummy couldn’t dull her bright spirits. She was back. She was really and truly back.
“I had hoped you would become sensible as you grew up, but I can see my wish was a futile one.”
Heidi turned at the sound of the familiar voice, then smiled broadly as Givon Khan, King of El Bahar, stepped onto the balcony.
The old king, as much a grandfather as her father’s father had been, held open his arms. “Come. Let me welcome you.”
Heidi flung herself in his arms. She pressed against the suit jacket he wore and inhaled the familiar scents of her childhood. Sandalwood, oranges and something indefinable…something that belonged only to El Bahar.
“I’m back,” she murmured happily. “I have my degree, and I even completed two years at that silly finishing school, just as I promised. Now may I work here?”
King Givon drew her into her suite, then closed the French doors. “I refuse to discuss anything of importance out in that heat. We have air-conditioning for a reason.”
“I know, but I love the heat.”
Givon was nearly six feet tall, with the weathered features of a man who has spent much of his life in the sun. His wise brown eyes seemed to see all the way down to her soul, much as her grandfather’s gaze had done. She’d spent her whole life trying to please both men. Now, with her grandfather gone, there was only Givon, and she would have moved the world for him.
He was still a ruler known for both his wisdom and his patience. She’d heard stories that also reminded her that he could be cruel when it was necessary, but she’d never seen that side of the king.
“Why do you speak of work?” he asked, cupping her face in his right hand. “You’ve only just arrived.”
“Oh, but I want to work. That’s been my dream since I was little. You promised,” she reminded him.
“So I did.” He drew his eyebrows together. “Whatever was I thinking?”
Heidi sighed but didn’t try to cajole the king. She knew better. Besides, female tricks of the trade weren’t her specialty. She could translate ancient El Baharian text with a degree of accuracy that impressed scholars, but flirting…not her, not ever. She didn’t get either the process or the point. Except for the king and her grandfather, males of the species were little more than an annoyance.
“You are a lovely young woman,” the king told her. “Too lovely to be locked up in dark rooms all your life. Are you sure about this?”
She closed her eyes briefly. “Please don’t start the ‘wouldn’t you rather be married’ speech, Your Highness. I don’t want to be married. You told me that if I worked hard in school and learned all I needed, including attending that hideous finishing school, then I could have a job inside the palace, translating the old texts. You can’t go back on your word now.”
King Givon seemed to grow even taller. He stared down at her with a ferocity that made her instantly regret her words, even if she didn’t actually retract them. Bushy eyebrows drew together. She thought he might start yelling at her, and while the prospect wasn’t thrilling, she wasn’t going to cower from him, either. Her grandfather had raised her to be a McKinley and that meant being proud.
“Minx,” the king said at last with a sigh. Then he touched her cheek. “All right. You may work on your precious texts.”
“You won’t be sorry,” she said quickly. “There are so many to translate. We have to capture the information quickly before the papers are all destroyed. Time and the elements have weakened many of the fibers. I want to get everything photographed, then stored in a computer data bank. If we—”
He held up a hand to stop her. “Spare me the technical details. It is an ambitious project. One I’m sure you’ll do well. In the meantime, I have something else I wish to discuss with you.”
He moved to a sofa opposite the French doors and sat down. When he patted a cushion next to him, she did as he suggested and settled next to him.
He took her hand in his. “How old are you now?” he asked, staring into her face.
What an odd question. Still, it didn’t occur to her not to answer. He was the king after all. “Twenty-five.”
“That old.” He nodded. “You’ve never married.”
Heidi laughed, then shook her head. “Not me, Your Highness. I’m not the type. I’m far too independent to be happy as someone’s wife. I have no interest in cooking or cleaning. Worse, I refuse to let decisions be made for me by someone simply because he’s male. It’s ridiculous.”
She paused, carefully withdrew her hand from his, then cleared her throat. Oops. The king was a man and he would not approve of her thoughts on his gender. King Givon might have successfully steered his country into the new millennium, but he was in many ways the essence of El Bahar, which meant some of his world was still anchored in the past.
“I mean no disrespect,” she added hastily. “Your Highness isn’t like other men, and he would—”
The king held up a hand to stop her again. “I understand. You were raised in the West, which means you have different ideas about many things. Your grandfather allowed you to make your own decisions much of the time. Your thoughts about marriage are not unexpected.” He glanced at her, then looked out the French doors.
Heidi followed his gaze and found herself caught up in the magical view. She could see clear to the horizon. The deep blue of the Arabian Sea stretched out before her. It was the most beautiful vista imaginable, she thought dreamily. So perfect, so heavenly, so—
“What about children?” the king asked.
Heidi blinked. “Children?”
“How will you have them without a husband?”
There were probably dozens of ways to do that, Heidi thought, but she knew that wasn’t what the king meant. Would she be comfortable being a single mother? Heidi rubbed her bottom lip as she thought. Maybe…probably not. That required a strength of character she wasn’t sure she possessed. And she did really want children. They were the only upside to marriage that she could see.
“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I haven’t thought that much about it. Why do you ask?”
“I have a problem,” Givon told her. “One only you can help me with.”
He paused just long enough to let her know this was a most delicate issue. Which was also long enough for her to remember how much she owed the king. He had always been a wonderful friend to her and her grandfather. As a child, she’d spent part of every summer in El Bahar. When her grandfather had died six years ago, King Givon had been the one to make all the arrangements, to hold her while she cried, then to help her get ready for college. He’d had a kingdom to run, yet he’d taken her to New York so she could shop for clothes. Then he’d personally seen her settled into her dormitory. He was the one—the only one—who now remembered her birthday and made sure she knew she was always welcome in El Bahar.
“I will do anything,” she told him and meant it.
King Givon smiled. “Very good. I was hoping you would say that. You see, I would like you to marry my son, Jamal.”
 
“What’s wrong with you?” Jamal Khan asked as he leaned back in his leather office chair.
His older brother, Malik, stretched out on the sofa at the far end of the room. He propped his feet on the armrest and stared gloomily at the ceiling. “You don’t want to know.”
Jamal glanced at the clock. The U.S. stock exchange was about to come on-line, and he wanted to check his stock portfolio. The market had been a little volatile in the past couple of days.
The middle of the king’s three sons, Jamal was in charge of the personal fortune of the Khan family. In the past five years, he’d tripled their net worth. Some of their increase in wealth was due to a growing world economy, but it was also due to his own philosophy of investing.
“I have work to do,” Jamal reminded his brother.
Malik glared. He was the oldest and crown prince of El Bahar. If anyone had more to do than Jamal, it was Malik. Still, he couldn’t resist tweaking the tiger’s tail from time to time.
“She’s back,” Malik said, returning his attention to the ceiling.
“Who is back?”
“Heidi the Horrible. Grandmother told me the bad news. This means she’ll be with us for dinner. Dear God, what if I have to sit next to her again? She has that way of looking at a man. As if he’s slightly less appealing than a worm with sores.”
Jamal laughed. “A worm with sores? She said that?”
“She doesn’t have to. She gets this kind of pinched expression in her eyes, and her nose gets all scrunchy. And then she’s oh so polite.” He shuddered.
Jamal stared in disbelief. Malik was acting out of character. “You’re afraid of a woman?”
Malik sat up and glared again. “I’m not afraid. I don’t like her. There’s a difference.”
“She makes you feel inadequate?”
“Don’t go there, little brother,” Malik warned him. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Jamal could not believe a mere woman had his imperious brother running scared. He didn’t remember much about Heidi McKinley. She’d been around on and off most of his life. Something about her grandfather and the king being friends. “She’s a child. Father only pays attention to her because he never had any daughters.”
“Easy for you to say. You’ve been gone during her most recent visits. She’s not a child anymore. She’s in her twenties. Grandmother always sits her next to me. As if I’m going to suddenly fall in love with her and want to marry her.” Malik stilled. “Do you think that’s it? Are they trying to arrange a match?”
“I hope not for your sake,” Jamal said honestly. “Especially not if she’s as horrible as you say.”
“She’s worse. A prim and proper virgin who knows too much about everything. She’s studied El Baharian history and likes to talk about it endlessly. Her goal in life is to translate texts, if you can believe it.”
He could not. “Is she unattractive?”
Malik hesitated. “I don’t know.”
“You have to know. You’ve seen her.”
“Yes, but it’s not that simple. She wears these clothes.”
Jamal didn’t remember ever seeing his brother this disconcerted—and by a woman, no less. “Most females wear clothes. It’s tragic but true.”
“I don’t mean that,” Malik told him. “Her clothes are different. I’d say she dresses like a nun, but I don’t want to insult the fashion sense of the holy sisters. She’s fussy and wears high collars and glasses. She has her hair in a bun.” He threw up his hands. “Heidi McKinley is a dried-up, old spinster whom I will never sit next to again.”
Jamal leaned back in his chair and chuckled. “I must see this frightening female who has the crown prince running scared.”
Malik rose to his feet and reached into his trouser pocket. “You, my brother, are the most successful with the ladies, but even you won’t be able to seduce this one. Fifty dollars says you can’t make the Prune Princess crack a smile at dinner.”
Jamal rose to his feet as well. He leaned forward and pressed his hands against the desk. “I have a better bet. Your new Ferrari for a week.”
“In your dreams,” Malik scoffed.
“Your new Ferrari for a week,” he repeated, ignoring Malik. “If I kiss her tonight.”
Malik’s eyebrows drew together. “If you don’t, I get your new stallion to cover six of my mares.” He grinned. “One for each day of the week with Sunday to rest, of course.”
Jamal considered. The mysterious Heidi McKinley must be formidable indeed if his brother was willing to consider putting his new car on the line. But Jamal wasn’t concerned. He hadn’t met a woman yet who was able to resist his considerable charm. Both he and his stallion would be safe.
“Done,” he agreed and held out his hand.
“On the mouth,” Malik added, pressing his hand into his brother’s.
Jamal tightened his grip and grinned. “Leave it to a professional.”
 
“M-marry?” Heidi repeated, convinced she’d heard the king incorrectly. “You want me to marry…?” Her voice trailed off.
This wasn’t happening, she told herself as she shakily got to her feet. The room that had been so wonderful just a few short minutes before seemed to spin and bend. Marriage! She’d never thought of marrying. She wasn’t the type. She didn’t find men all that interesting, and to be completely honest, they didn’t seem to find her appealing either.
“Are you so very surprised?” Givon asked. “You’re well into your twenties, and you’re certainly sensible.”
Old and sensible. Two fine reasons to marry, she thought, trying to find humor in the situation. Trying to find something—anything—to keep herself from losing her mind.
“I am surprised,” she managed to say at last. “I never thought…”
“Then you should think about it now. You and Jamal have much in common. Granted, he’s a few years older, but that’s a good thing in a husband. You both love El Bahar. Jamal is a great one for history. You both like to ride.”
“I haven’t been on a horse since I was twelve,” she murmured, as if that would make all the difference in the world. Of course we would have married, she would say years from now. But I didn’t ride.
“So you’ll learn again,” he said. “It’s not so difficult.”
Heidi paced to the far wall, the one with the mural of the Garden of Eden. The tiny pieces of tile formed a perfect picture of Eve being tempted by the serpent. The red tiles of the fruit seemed to gleam with an inner brightness. Was she being tested as well? Was Givon the serpent, or was he the answer to her prayers?
“Jamal needs you,” the older man continued, his tone low and persuasive. “His life is empty. It’s been nearly six years since his wife died, and in all that time he’s been alone.”
Heidi didn’t know which comment to address first. Jamal might need something, but she doubted it was her. As for him being alone, talk about a joke.
“Your Highness, Jamal has dated every attractive woman between here and the North Pole. He’s a womanizer.”
Jamal preferred his women busty, beautiful and blond. Actually the hair color wasn’t specific. He liked them all. The more glamorous, the more famous, sexy and available, the better. Gossip columns batted his name around like balls at a tennis match. He was rumored to be a spectacular lover. Not that she cared about that sort of thing. And she didn’t really look at the gossip magazines either. But when she was getting her hair trimmed, there wasn’t much else to read.
“As I said,” Givon told her, ignoring her previous comment. “His life is empty. He gets involved with these bubbleheads. Yes, he finds them appealing, but does he marry them? Does he bring them to El Bahar?”
He answered his own question with a shake of his head. “No. They are nothing to him. He uses them and tosses them aside.”
“There’s a character reference for a future husband,” she muttered.
“He needs a wife,” the king continued, as if she hadn’t spoken. “Someone he can care about. Someone he can love and who can love him in return.”
“That’s all very interesting, but it has nothing to do with me.” Heidi turned to face him. “I don’t want to marry Jamal or anyone. I have my work. I’m back here in El Bahar. That’s all I need.”
“You need more. You need to be married so you can have babies.”
She refused to think about children. She would not be seduced by the promise of a family.
“You can’t tell me you don’t like him,” Givon said. “I think he’s your favorite.”
She told herself she was not going to blush. The heat on her face was just…well…from being outside. That was it. She didn’t believe in blushing, mostly because she never got embarrassed. Her life didn’t lend itself to embarrassing moments. She was sensible.
“Your sons are all very nice,” she said with as much sincerity, not to mention diplomacy, as she could muster. “I don’t have a favorite.”
One of the princes? Was he kidding? They were all imperious and outgoing and far too bold for her. Khalil, the youngest, seemed to have settled down with a very nice wife. But Malik and Jamal were still wild, and they made her nervous. She didn’t especially want to marry, but when she did—for the sake of those imaginary children—it would be to a gentle man. Someone intellectual and kind. Someone who didn’t get into a lather about passion and touching. Someone with whom she could share a spiritual and mental relationship that was far more important than the physical.
“But you think Jamal’s handsome.”
Heidi drew in a deep breath. “He’s not unattractive. None of your sons are.”
How could they be? All taller than six feet. All with dark hair and burning eyes. Sort of a combination of James Bond and Rudolph Valentino. And she might have had one or two fantasies about Jamal when she was younger…much younger, but she’d outgrown that sort of thing.
Givon stood up and walked over to stand next to her. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and squeezed her close. “Good. Then you’ll sit next to him at dinner and consider what I’ve said. He needs to marry. You need to marry. It’s perfect.”
“It’s not perfect.”
But Givon wasn’t listening. “Fatima wants this, too,” he said. “You know my mother. When she gets her mind set on something, it’s impossible to talk her out of it.”
Heidi groaned. “Not Fatima, too. I can’t resist you both.”
The king grinned. “You’re right, so don’t even bother trying.” He kissed her cheek and was gone.
Heidi sank onto the floor, her back pressed against the mural. Fatima had been a second mother to her. With her Chanel clothes and her gracious manners, she was royalty personified. Elegant, intelligent, warm-hearted. Heidi had always thought that Fatima was the most perfect queen to ever grace El Bahar.
But behind the gracious manners and just-right makeup lurked a spine of steel and a resolve that could withstand an army.
Married? Heidi?
“I don’t even date,” she muttered aloud.
She’d tried it twice and had experienced exactly two disasters. She’d attended an all-girls high school, so her first date hadn’t occurred until college. She’d been invited to a frat party on a neighboring campus. No one had warned her that the fluffy coconut concoction had contained more rum than was healthy. After consuming three icy drinks in less than an hour, she’d found herself on her hands and knees, throwing up in the closest bathroom.
It had been her first experience with alcohol. Amazingly enough, her date had assumed her sickness meant she would be that much easier to force into bed. Before she’d realized what he was doing, she’d found herself on her back with her skirt up to her waist. Fortunately for her, if not for him, she’d thrown up yet again…all over him, herself and the bed. It had squashed his mood, and she’d made her escape. Her second attempt at dating had been worse.
No, she wasn’t interested in dating, let alone marriage, and she would make both very clear the second she laid eyes on Jamal Khan, Prince of El Bahar.


Chapter Two

“Just so we’re all clear,” Heidi said as she walked into the dining room that evening, “I’m not interested in getting married.”
The man sitting at the large table didn’t even have the grace to look shocked by her statement. Instead he smiled politely, rose to his feet and nodded.
“Thank you for clearing that up so quickly,” he said, his voice low and smooth.
Heidi felt a faint heat on her cheeks. She told herself it was from the exertion of her walk. After all, her room was some distance from the dining room. Also, she’d been walking quickly because she wanted to catch Jamal alone. Which he had been…and they now were.
There was the sensation of more heat, which she ignored. She cleared her throat. “Yes, well, I can explain.”
Jamal Khan moved toward her, stopping only when he was within touching distance. She hated that she had to look up to see him. She hated even more that he was so appealing. The princes were walking, breathing, life-sized clichés. All tall, dark, handsome and rich. Jamal was the worst of the three in her opinion.
He stood at least two inches over six feet. He wore his jet-black hair brushed straight back in a conservative style that suited his strong bone structure perfectly. His suit was tailored, his tie probably cost as much as a month’s dining pass at her college. Don’t even get her started on his shoes. Handmade. Leather.
Heidi felt a slight shiver at the base of her spine. It was a dumb place for a shiver to begin so she ignored that, too.
“It’s been a long time, Heidi,” he said, holding out his hand. “What a pleasure to see you again.”
She briefly shook hands with him then laced her fingers together behind her back where they were out of danger. She hadn’t really felt any tingling when they’d touched. No jolt of any kind. Really. If she had, well, she would ignore that along with the odd sort of weakness in her knees.
“Yes, it’s been a while.” She glanced over her shoulder and stared down the empty hallway. “They’ll be here any moment. We have to talk.”
“They?” He drew out the word just long enough to make her realize he thought she was crazy.
“Your father and grandmother. King Givon came to see me this afternoon. He made these noises about us getting married. You and me. I don’t know why. We barely know each other. We’re not suited at all. We have to stop him.”
“The king made noises? Like grunts? Or was it a coughing sound.”
Heidi glared at him. “You’re not taking me seriously.”
Jamal had the audacity to smile. “No, I’m not. If you’re not interested in an arranged marriage then simply tell him so.”
“I did. He didn’t listen.”
“Then say no to me.”
This was by far the strangest conversation she’d had in her life…bar none. “Aren’t you upset? Doesn’t this bug you? He’s arranging your life. And mine. I don’t want this.”
Jamal touched her cheek. It was a casual gesture, nearly paternal. Even so, she felt her heart make a little thunk in her chest.
“I’m Prince Jamal Khan of El Bahar,” he said.
She resisted the urge to say “Duh.”
“It is my duty to marry and produce heirs,” he continued. “I haven’t met anyone I wish to be with so when the time comes, I’ll accept an arranged match. It has been this way for hundreds of years.”
“I know the custom,” Heidi said through gritted teeth. “I’ve studied the culture. That’s not my point. My point is I don’t want to be a part of history. Don’t you get it? Your father thinks we would be a good match. You have to stop him before he goes too far.”
Dark brown eyes regarded her thoughtfully. “Why don’t you stop him? Simply tell him you’ll refuse me.”
“It would be better if you didn’t ask me in the first place,” she muttered. “I sort of owe the king. He’s been really good to me since my grandfather died. Even before that. I would feel horrible turning him down.” She looked up at him. “But I really, really don’t want to marry you.”
“How flattering,” Jamal murmured.
Jamal had been prepared to meet Heidi the Horrible. Instead he found himself being almost charmed by a young woman who was much more schoolgirl than termagant.
“I didn’t mean it that way,” she told him. “Don’t go getting all male and insulted.”
“Male and insulted? What does that mean?”
She glared at him, then pushed up her glasses. “You know. Guys hate it when women are honest. You all need your egos catered to. It’s really time-consuming.”
“Ah. You have personal experience with this ego-catering?”
“Not exactly, but I’ve seen a lot of it.”
“Secondhand knowledge?”
Her nose wrinkled in what he assumed was the scrunchy expression that had intimidated Malik. “I don’t have to cut off my arm to know I wouldn’t like the experience.”
He mulled over that thought. “You’re saying that you don’t have to be involved with a man to know he’s interested in having his ego catered to?”
“Exactly.” Her tone of voice was pleased, as if a particularly dull student had given a clever response.
Jamal stared at his dinner guest. As Malik had promised, Heidi did dress like a spinster. Tonight she wore a gray dress that buttoned tightly to a high collar. Despite the heat of the June evening, her arms were covered with long sleeves and her skirt fell nearly to her ankles. Not a drop of makeup covered her pale skin. If her hazel eyes appeared wide, it was because of their shape, not because she’d used cosmetics. Light brown hair had been pulled back into an unattractively tight bun. The small glasses perched on her nose only added to the cliché of the spinster schoolteacher.
He narrowed his gaze. While she wasn’t really a Prune Princess, she had the look of a woman who didn’t like men very much. Which was unfortunate. With the right clothes and a better hairstyle, she could be pretty. From what he could tell through the thick material of her dress, her shape appeared to be pleasant enough.
“So it would never work,” she assured him. “The marriage thing. We don’t know each other. I doubt we would like each other. I don’t even ride.”
He blinked. “Ride what? I don’t understand.” What did riding have to do with an arranged marriage?
“I don’t know how to make the sentence more clear.” Her expression clearly indicated her lack of faith in his intelligence. He wasn’t the bright student anymore.
“I understand the sentence, just not your point.”
She drew in a deep breath. “I haven’t ridden a horse in years. Princesses ride. Isn’t that the law or something?”
Jamal felt his mouth twitch slightly. Odd, he thought, but also appealing in a twisted sort of way. As for her other concerns…
“I will do my best not to propose,” he promised.
“Thank you. I’m sure you’d be a wonderful husband, but I couldn’t be less interested.” She paused. “I don’t mean that against you personally. I don’t want to marry anyone. I’m very independent.”
There was a surprise, he thought humorously.
He pulled out a chair for her, waited until she was seated, then eased it back into place. He then drew out the chair next to her for himself. If nothing else, he would spend his evening entertained.
“Why are you sitting there?” she asked in alarm. “Don’t get close. You’ll give them ideas.”
“According to you, they already have ideas.”
“They don’t need encouragement. You should sit across from me. As far away as possible. Then ignore me at dinner. Be rude, even. I won’t mind.”
Her hazel eyes widened with heartfelt sincerity. Jamal couldn’t remember the last woman who had so clearly expressed her lack of interest in him. In a strange way, he found her candor oddly appealing. After all, life had taught him to be cynical where women were concerned. He’d had his share of females interested in his money, his title, his fame, or all of the above. A virgin who wanted him to keep his distance was a refreshing change.
“Sit there,” she said, pointing across the table.
The teak dining-room table could seat as many as twenty people, but tonight it had been set for only six. Heidi indicated the place setting across from hers and over one. Unfortunately for her, it was still close enough that they could talk.
Who was Heidi McKinley, and where had she come from? He remembered a skinny, young girl getting underfoot. But those memories were from his teen years very long ago. Malik implied she’d visited several times and recently. Had he been so busy with his own life that he hadn’t paid attention? What set of circumstances had turned her into a unique combination of innocence and nerve?
“You’re looking at me,” she said. “Don’t do that. Ignore me. Really. It’s fine.”
He obligingly turned his attention away from her, only to have it drawn back to her pale face. Why was she so afraid of marriage? More important, why wasn’t he in a panic of his own? His wife had been dead nearly six years. Jamal knew that the king had been giving him time to recover from his loss.
He grimaced. There wasn’t enough time in eternity for him to get over Yasmin, but he wasn’t about to tell his father that. Nor would he share that his feelings for the woman weren’t what everyone thought.
Was King Givon considering arranging another match for his middle son? Jamal knew it was just a matter of time until he was expected to marry again. This time he would have to produce heirs. Unlike Khalil, he hadn’t met anyone and fallen in love. For him the woman he chose as his wife would simply be the lesser of two evils. Someone he could tolerate and perhaps even be friends with.
His gaze settled on his guest. So far, Heidi wasn’t an unappealing choice.
She caught him looking at her and gave him a tight, worried smile. Malik was wrong, he thought. She wasn’t a prune. She was actually somewhat cute.
There were footsteps in the hallway. Heidi pushed up her glasses then leaned toward him. “Remember,” she said. “Be rude. Ignore me. It’s what I really want.”
He nodded his agreement, all the while wondering what it was he really wanted.
 
Jamal was not taking her concerns seriously, Heidi thought later as one of the servants cleared the dinner plates. Worse, the evening was not going as she’d hoped. For one thing, Jamal was now sitting across from her.
Fatima, Jamal’s grandmother, and the king had been the first to arrive. They’d taken seats at opposite ends of the table. Then when Khalil and his wife, Dora, had walked into the dining room, Fatima had insisted that Jamal move so that husband and wife could sit across from each other. Which meant Jamal had shifted to the seat opposite hers. Where she’d been forced to stare at him for the entire meal. It was horrible.
She took a sip of her wine and tried not to let her frustration—not to mention her apprehension—show.
Fatima leaned close and patted the back of Heidi’s hand. “Now that you’re going to be living here, we can plan a trip to London and attend the theater together,” she said.
Heidi pressed her lips together. That sounded like a normal enough statement—one she could respond to without fear of Jamal being dragged into the conversation again. “I’d like that,” she said cautiously. Fatima was safe, she reminded herself. The king’s mother had always been a friend.
Heidi risked a smile at the older woman. Tonight Fatima wore an elegant evening suit in dark gold. The tailored jacket emphasized her slender but regal figure, while her upswept hairstyle gave her added inches of height. Her makeup was perfect and discreet; the pearls at her ears matched the triple strand around her neck. Fatima was all Heidi aspired to be—beautiful, confident and in control.
“Jamal is very fond of the arts,” Givon said, his voice carrying the length of the table and then some. “Theater, dance, music. He enjoys it all.”
The king’s comment was only one of a dozen extremely unsubtle attempts to show how much Jamal and Heidi had in common.
Khalil, Jamal’s younger brother, looked up and grinned. “It’s true. Jamal lives for the arts. He’s so fond of them, sometimes we even call him Art. As a nickname.”
Dora, sitting across from her husband, touched her napkin to her mouth. “Ignore them both,” she said. “Khalil has a wicked sense of humor, which is currently operating at your expense. I will discuss it with him later and make sure the torment of this evening is not repeated.”
Khalil, sitting on Heidi’s left, didn’t look the least bit concerned. “Are you threatening me, wife?”
Dora, a pretty brunette with warm, friendly eyes, smiled. “Absolutely. Heidi is a guest here. Be kind to her.”
“You’re not lecturing the king,” her husband said.
“I’m not married to the king.” Dora turned her attention to Heidi. “I suggest you don’t pay any attention to them. The men in this family mean well, but they can be a trial.”
Heidi smiled weakly at the gesture of friendship. She hadn’t met Dora before, but she thought she might like Khalil’s wife. At least Dora seemed to be the sensible type.
“I’m not a trial,” the king insisted.
“Yes, you are,” Fatima and Dora said at once.
There was a moment of silence, then everyone laughed. Heidi tried to join in, but her heart had nestled firmly in her throat. It made it difficult to breathe, let alone laugh. She found it easier to simply be quiet and hope the conversation returned to a more normal topic.
To distract herself, she studied the room in which they were dining. The family dining room was an open area tucked into an alcove by the main garden. One wall was glass, opening out onto a fountain and the blooming flowers beyond. Extra chairs lined the back wall. Flowers decorated the white tablecloth. Silver gleamed, and crystal reflected the light of the brilliant chandelier overhead.
She wanted to say this was one of her favorite places in the palace, but the truth was, she enjoyed the entire structure. There was so much beauty here…so much history. Parts of the palace predated the Crusades. There were entire rooms filled with antique weapons, and the library contained dozens of books written and illustrated by hand.
“What are you thinking?” Jamal asked.
She looked up and found the prince’s dark eyes focused on her face. His attention made her nervous. She pushed her glasses into place and cleared her throat.
“Just that the palace is a very beautiful place. I’m pleased to be back. Did I mention that I was interested in restoring the ancient texts?”
“Jamal is interested in history,” the king said, interrupting. “He reads about it all the time.”
Jamal’s well-shaped mouth tightened in annoyance. “I live for history,” he said. “They call me History. It’s a nickname.” He tossed his napkin onto the table. “Come on, Heidi. I think you and I should leave these good people to finish their dinner.”
She rose gratefully to her feet. While she wasn’t all that excited about being alone with Jamal, she didn’t want to stay here and be tortured, either.
“Where are you going?” the king asked. “Into town? You could take her to a club. Or dancing. Dancing is nice.” He smiled at Heidi. “Don’t you like to dance?”
“Or a walk in the garden,” Fatima added quickly. “It’s very beautiful out tonight.”
“Hey, we could clear the table, and you two could get to it right—” Khalil stopped abruptly.
“You kicked me,” he accused, glaring at Dora. “What did I say?”
Dora ignored him. “Go,” she told Heidi. “I’ll hold them back while you two make your escape.”
Jamal held out his hand. Heidi took it and allowed him to lead her from the room. They raced to the end of the hallway, then made a series of quick turns, finally ending up in an alcove that led to one of the small gardens on the side of the palace.
Jamal leaned against the wall and dropped his chin to his chest. “That was horrible.”
“I tried to warn you,” Heidi told him. “But you wouldn’t listen.” She shuddered. “Dancing is nice. I can’t believe the king said that.”
Jamal looked at her. “You missed your line on that one.”
She thought for a minute, then laughed. “You’re right.” She pressed her free hand to her chest. “I live to dance. They call me Dan.”
Jamal chuckled, then jerked his head toward the glass doors. “If I promise not to discuss anything of significance, do you want to take a walk for a couple of minutes? Just until it’s safe to go our separate ways.”
“Sure.”
He pulled open one of the glass doors, and they stepped out into the night.
Heidi inhaled the scent of oranges and plants and turned earth and even the sweetness left by the lingering heat. She closed her eyes and sighed. “This is El Bahar,” she breathed. “I always try to remember how it smells in the gardens, but no matter how I promise myself I’ll remember, I always seem to forget. After a couple of months I can’t recall the exact sweetness, or the way the earth adds a darker tone to the fragrance. I lose the sounds of the night here. The chirpings and stirrings. The gentle splash of the fountains.”
“You love it here, don’t you?”
Heidi opened her eyes and found Jamal staring at her. She started to take a step back from him, only to discover that they still held hands. She looked at their entwined fingers in amazement. How had that happened?
“I, um…” She gave him a quick smile, then freed herself. “I’ve waited my whole life to live here. This is the only place I’ve felt at home.” She motioned to the garden. “I love the combination of old and new. We’re in the middle of the desert, and it’s June. The daytime temperature is among the hottest in the world. Yet this is lovely.”
Jamal shrugged out of his suit jacket and placed it on a bench next to them. “That’s because there are discreet air-conditioning vents and fans around here. It keeps the temperature down.”
“I don’t care. It’s magic, and that’s all that matters to me.”
He stared at her for a long time, then shoved his hands into his slacks pockets and asked, “Is that why you came back?”
They stood on a stone-paved path. There was a fountain to her left and a lattice covered in vines to her right. She traced one of the leaves.
“I didn’t come for the magic, if that’s what you’re asking. I told you, I want to work. Time and the elements are destroying hundreds of ancient texts each year. I want to preserve history so it isn’t lost.”
“What about your boyfriend? Wasn’t there someone special you left behind?”
He was kidding, right? Boyfriend? Her? She’d been groped a couple of times, but that hardly counted as a meaningful relationship. “Not exactly.”
“Then what…exactly?”
Was it her imagination, or had Jamal moved closer to her? She looked at him. “Let me be completely clear on the subject. I don’t want to get married.”
He was looming, she thought in some distress. Somehow he’d gotten taller, and he now loomed. A dark warrior prince in the night.
“To respond with like clearness,” he said seriously, although she would have sworn she saw a smile lurking at the corners of his mouth, “I don’t recall proposing.”
What was it with the heat on her face? “Yes, well, you might. And I don’t want you to.”
“Because you can’t say no?”
She pressed her fingers to her cheeks. “Exactly. I promise you that King Givon and Fatima are experts at pushing my buttons. They’ve done it before. When I graduated from college, all I wanted was to come here and work.”
“Isn’t that what happened?”
“No. Somehow they talked me into attending finishing school.” She sighed in disgust. “Do you know what year it is? Young women should not be attending finishing school in this day and age. It’s horrible.”
“But you went.”
“Exactly.” She looked at him. “Don’t ask me how it happened. One minute I was telling them I wasn’t interested in the idea and the next I was boarding a plane.” She paused, remembering those conversations two years ago. “I think of myself as a strong person, but maybe I don’t have any backbone. Maybe…”
She pressed her lips together as a sudden and unpleasant thought occurred to her. Fatima and the king had been very insistent about her going to finishing school. Before that, they’d both encouraged her to study Middle Eastern politics and history with an emphasis on El Bahar. Her education didn’t exactly prepare her to make her way in the world…unless they’d had a very specific job in mind.
She sucked in a breath. “Oh, no! They’ve been planning this for years.”
“Who’s been planning what?”
She clasped her hands together in front of her chest. “Jamal, you have to believe me. The king and your grandmother want us to marry. I just realized they’ve been preparing me for the role of your wife.” She thought about the exclusive all-girls boarding school she’d attended before her women’s college. Had they influenced her grandfather to arrange that? “Maybe for longer than I thought.”
She was so damn earnest, Jamal thought with amusement. Heidi looked up at him with her big eyes and her trembling mouth, acting as if her revelation was going to change the course of history.
“You’re saying they sent you to the closest equivalent of Princess School?”
Her nose got scrunchy. “You’re mocking me, but this is serious. I do not want to marry you.”
“You’ve got to stop flattering me, Heidi. It goes to my head.”
“Oh, don’t be such a man. I’m not being insulting. I can’t imagine you want to marry me, either. In fact this isn’t about you.”
“If we’re discussing marriage between the two of us, then it is about me.”
She dropped her hands to her sides and turned away. “You’re being deliberately obtuse.”
She was so frustrated by the situation. Her feelings about avoiding any kind of permanent entanglement were genuine enough to charm him. After spending his entire adult life avoiding women who wanted something from him, how was he supposed to resist a woman who couldn’t care less about his title, his money or his heritage?
He had a feeling that Heidi was right—that Fatima and his father had been preparing her to be his bride for some time. He’d made it clear he was in no hurry to marry again, so they wouldn’t have been concerned he would run off and fall in love. Been there, done that, he thought grimly. With disastrous results. He wasn’t anxious to repeat the experience.
But he would have to marry. For the sake of the kingdom and because he wanted children. So far Heidi was the front-runner. He held back a grin. He could only imagine how thrilled she would be to hear the news.
“What if I said I wouldn’t mind marrying you,” he said as much to tease her as to test the waters.
She spun back to face him. “Are you insane?” she demanded. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. We have nothing in common.”
“On the contrary. We have several things in common. We care about El Bahar, both past and present. I’m very interested in preserving our heritage. You know the customs, you enjoy living in the palace. You’re intelligent enough to be able to handle the complexities of living a royal life. I suspect you think I’m handsome, and I find you quite attractive.”
The last bit was a stretch, but he’d told worse lies in his time. After all, it was for a good cause. In truth, she wasn’t unattractive, she just needed a little help.
She opened her mouth and closed it several times. No sound emerged. He watched the color climb her cheeks.
“You’re blushing,” he observed.
“No, I’m not. I don’t blush. Never. I don’t live an embarrassing life, so why would I blush?” Even so, she ducked her head and pressed the back of her hand against her cheek.
“Would it be so very terrible?” he asked.
“Yes!” She glared at him. “Why are you doing this? Why aren’t you running screaming in the opposite direction? I’ve just told you that your father wants you to marry a stranger, and you don’t seem to care.”
“I care. I just don’t think it’s the end of the world. There are worse fates.”
“Like what? Being buried alive? Being eaten by bloodsucking bats?”
He winced. “You’re right, Heidi. You don’t cater to the male ego. As my wife, you’d have to work on that.”
She stomped her foot. “Read my lips, Prince Jamal Khan of El Bahar. I am never, ever going to marry you. Not in this life, not in the next life, not even for a day. No. Not me. And that’s final.”
“Want to bet?”
Jamal grinned, then stepped close to her. He slipped one arm around her waist and slid the other around her shoulders. Instantly her body went stiff, and her mouth dropped open with shock.
“What do you think you’re doing?” she asked as she pressed her hands flat against his chest.
“Finding out if that mouth of yours is good for anything but tossing around insults.”
Her hazel eyes flashed with fire. He was afraid the heat just might melt the frames of her glasses.
“Don’t even think about it,” she told him. “I’m not interested in you in that way. I don’t enjoy physical contact. I will only ask this once, sir. Unhand me.”
“If you’re only going to ask once, then I’ll only have to answer once. No.”


Chapter Three

This was not happening, Heidi thought in amazement. She and Jamal were in the middle of a serious conversation about why they could not possibly marry. He wasn’t actually going to stop talking to kiss her, was he?
She swallowed as she realized he very well was. The man was looming again. Apparently he lived to loom. Then there was the matter of her being in his arms. No mistaking that one. She was pressed right up against his rather impressive body.
She wanted to complain. She wanted to say that it was unpleasant or icky or that she really wanted him to stop. The problem was, it wasn’t unpleasant. For one thing, heat seemed to flow from him to her, settling in rather unusual places. Her stomach was not as calm as it could be, and where her breasts accidentally brushed against his chest…well, they were extremely hot and sensitive in the most peculiar way. She wasn’t even going to think about how her legs suddenly felt weak.
She stood with her hands at her sides, but she had the strongest urge to raise her arms until she could touch his shoulders or maybe even his hair. But she didn’t. For one thing, she wasn’t interested in kissing or anything remotely physical. For another, she didn’t know what to do. Kissing had not been a big part of her life.
“Relax,” Jamal told her, his voice filled with laughter. “I’m not going to eat you.”
“I’m relaxed.”
“Heidi, if you were any stiffer, we could iron clothes on your back.” He shook her gently. “Deep breaths.”
“I do not need instructions from you, thank you very much. I know exactly what I’m doing.”
“Liar. You need instructions from someone, and I’m the only one here.”
Was her inexperience that obvious? More heat flared on her cheeks. Fine, so maybe she was blushing. But it wasn’t her fault. The situation was entirely intolerable. “If you would just release me, we could continue our conversation.”
“I don’t want to talk. I want to kiss you. Now say my name.”
She blinked. He’d said it. He’d actually said the “K” word. Kiss! She hadn’t misread the situation. And just a minute before, Jamal had said he found her attractive. No man ever had before. She knew she wasn’t really the attractive type. She didn’t know how to be. It was her clothes, her hair, or maybe her glasses. She looked at the magazines and wanted to make a change, but she didn’t know how to translate what they were doing on the page to something she would be comfortable in. It had always been easier not to try.
The same with men. She’d held herself back because she’d felt so awkward. Now she was sorry she didn’t have more experience.
“What are you thinking?” Jamal asked.
Heidi looked at him. “Nothing.”
“You’re lying again. I wonder if the king knows about this character flaw.”
“Jamal! You’re not helping the situation.”
“Actually, I am.” He drew her even closer, which she hadn’t thought possible. “Now say my name again.”
“Why?”
“Because I like how it sounds.”
She glared at him, trying to ignore the way his dark eyes seemed to reflect lights of the stars overhead. Or maybe it was the lamps lining the path.
“Why does everything have to be about you?”
He grinned, his white teeth flashing in contrast to the shadows on his face. “Because it’s more fun that way.”
“I don’t want to do this with you.”
“How do you know until you’ve tried it? I happen to be a spectacular kisser.”
“I wouldn’t know about that, but I do know you’re a legend in your own mind.”
“Don’t be critical until you’ve sampled my charms.”
Her heart seemed to be tap dancing inside her chest. She was having trouble breathing. “I’m not interested in your charms.”
Instead of responding, he touched her mouth with his thumb and forefinger. “Relax,” he told her. “Let these muscles go. Now say my name.”
“Jamal.” She clipped the word at the end, making a tight, very unrelaxed sort of sound.
“No. Slowly. Draw it out.”
The man was insane. She was insane. She was also starting to enjoy being this close to him. He was strong and broad, and oddly enough, he actually made her feel safe.
“Jamal,” she repeated, closing her eyes and speaking as he’d requested.
She waited. But instead of hearing how she’d done, there was the lightest, sweetest pressure against her mouth.
He was kissing her. Kissing her!
Heidi’s eyes popped open. She couldn’t believe it. She’d never really had a kiss before. Not from an eligible man. Certainly never by someone with Jamal’s reputation. If the tabloids could be believed, he’d made love to more women than James Bond, and then some.
But there he was, holding her close. She couldn’t see much of his face, but his right eye appeared to be closed. She closed hers again and concentrated on the feel of his lips against hers.
He was warm and soft in a kind of firm way. It wasn’t unpleasant. In fact she felt a distinct increase in the heat between them.
He cupped the back of her head. His fingers were strong, yet gentle. The arm around her waist held her firmly, but she didn’t feel trapped. Mostly, the kiss was very nice. She liked how he moved back and forth, as if he had to learn all about her mouth. Maybe she should put her hands on his shoulders or something.
“Relax,” he murmured.
“I am relaxed.”
“No. Your mouth is puckered.”
She concentrated and realized her lips were pursed together, like a child waiting for a kiss from a parent. This time the heat didn’t just flare on her face. It raced through her body and made her want to bolt for safety.
“Don’t even think about it,” he told her, tightening his grip on her waist. “Just think about saying my name.”
She was about to protest that this couldn’t all be about him, when his lips returned to hers. This time she tried to focus on relaxing. Mentally, she said his name over and over until her mouth formed the word. As she did so, something warm and damp and very exciting brushed across her lower lip.
A shiver rippled through her. It started at the top of her head and worked its way down to her toes. In its wake, it left a very distinct kind of trembly weakness. Her breasts felt funny and there was heat between her thighs. Was this passion? Was this—
He swept her lower lip again, then moved his tongue into her mouth. The combination of heat, pleasure and excitement caught her completely off guard. She didn’t remember raising her hands, but suddenly her fingers were pressing against his shoulders. She wanted to be closer to him. She wanted the hot jolts of fire to never stop zinging through her. She surged forward, circling her tongue around his, all the while wondering why no one had ever told her kissing was like this.
Over and over they touched and moved and danced in a way that left her breathless. His hands stayed still on her back, even though she wished he would rub them up and down her body. She wanted more of what it was they were doing. She wanted—
Jamal broke the kiss and leaned his forehead against hers. “See,” he said, his breathing a little heavier than it had been a couple of minutes before. “Not so horrible.”
She had to clear her throat before she could speak. “I suppose not. It was a very nice kiss.”
“Thank you for your kind words.”
His voice sounded funny. “I meant that most sincerely,” she assured him. “Really.”
He straightened. “I believe you.”
His gaze was dark and intense. Heidi fought against the awkwardness flooding her, but she was as inexperienced with the post-kissing moment as she had been with the actual kissing itself. Given a choice, she preferred the kissing.
“Did you want to do that again?” she blurted out before she could stop herself.
Jamal took a step back. “I think we’ve both had about all we can handle for one night.” He glanced around the garden. “It’s probably safe for you to escape to your suite now.”
At first his words didn’t make any sense. Then she remembered the dinner and how the king and Fatima wanted her to marry Jamal. Somehow the prospect wasn’t quite so daunting.
She gave him a shy smile. “I guess I should go back to my room, then.”
He nodded, which disappointed her greatly. Didn’t he want to kiss her again? Hadn’t he liked it?
Heidi drew in a deep breath. She didn’t know enough to be able to answer her own question, and she wasn’t brave enough to ask him. Which meant she was left in the dark. Oh joy. So she whispered a quick good-night and left the garden.
Nothing about the evening had turned out the way she’d thought, although that wasn’t all bad. Jamal had been…very special, she thought with a sigh. He was funny, charming and a great kisser, although her frame of reference on the latter was limited to a sample of one.
On the walk back to her room, she replayed the details of their kiss at least twice and was well on her third mental reenactment when she walked into her living room, only to find Fatima waiting for her.
“You’ve been with Jamal,” the king’s mother said by way of greeting. “He’s a charming young man.”
Heidi paused in the foyer of her suite and tried to collect her thoughts. She didn’t want to talk to anyone right now. What she wanted was to escape to the privacy of her own room where she could relive the wonderful, confusing, exciting evening and try to figure out what it all meant.
“He’s very nice,” Heidi hedged. “But that doesn’t mean I want to marry him.”
Fatima rose from her seat on the sofa and held out her hands. “Come here, child.”
Heidi reluctantly did as she requested. When she was close enough, the queen reached out and grasped her fingers.
“I have known you since you were a little girl,” Fatima began. “I remember how proud your grandfather was when he first brought you here to meet us.” The older woman smiled at the memory. “You were so bright and pretty, not the least bit afraid of anything. You climbed up on my lap and demanded that I tell you a story. Right then you stole my heart. I had no daughters or granddaughters to love and spoil. I’ve had to make do with the daughters of friends. Now I have Dora, Khalil’s wife. I had so hoped I would also have you.”
Heidi swallowed, but the motion didn’t dislodge the knot of guilt in her throat. “Don’t do this to me,” she moaned as she tugged free of Fatima’s touch and took two steps back. “You and the king have been wonderful to me. My parents died when I was so young that I don’t remember them at all. While I grew up, Grandfather was always there for me, as were you and King Givon. I appreciate that. I would do anything to repay you your many kindnesses. But please don’t ask me to marry Jamal. I don’t want to marry anyone. I just want to work on the texts and live quietly in the palace.”
Fatima sank onto the sofa and patted the cushion next to hers. Her actions were so like the king’s earlier that day. Heidi felt as if she was being drawn steadily into a trap from which there was no escape. Reluctantly, she moved forward and perched on the edge of the couch.
“You are the kind of woman who needs to be married,” Fatima said kindly. “Not because you must have someone to make decisions for you, or because you couldn’t find your own happiness, but because you’ve spent your entire life wanting to belong. I know your grandfather was a wonderful man, and he loved you with all his heart, but Edmond was not prepared to raise a girl. He recognized his limitations. That was why he traveled with you in the summer and sent you away to the boarding school for the rest of the year. So that you would have the best of both worlds.”
Heidi didn’t want to talk about her grandfather. Even though he’d been gone six years, she still missed him desperately. As for wanting to belong—how had Fatima guessed her fondest wish?
“You’ve always wanted a home,” the queen continued. “Roots, a family of your own. I know you dream of having children. Don’t you see? With Jamal you can have all of that and more. You can be close to me, the daughter I’ve always wanted. This is El Bahar, my child. Your home. Come be a part of the history you love so much. Be one of the royal princesses. Have babies so that I might hold your child—my great-grandchild—in my arms before it is my time to go.”
She was drowning. Heidi felt herself sinking slowly under the weight of Fatima’s argument. The combination of guilt and dream-fulfillment was more than she could resist. She’d warned Jamal that she would be unable to turn him down if he asked, so she could only hope he was stronger than she.
“I don’t want to get married,” she said weakly, making a last-ditch attempt to hold her own against one of the most formidable women in the world. “If I did, it wouldn’t be to someone like Jamal. He’s too much of a sensualist for me. I would want a mental and spiritual union rather than a physical one. He would never agree to that.”
“A spiritual union isn’t going to do much to get you pregnant,” Fatima said blandly. “You might have to rethink that expectation. As for Jamal and his reputation with women…” The queen smiled. “You’re going to have to trust me when I say it’s not a bad thing. Having a husband who is experienced in the marriage bed can make for a very happy union.”
Heidi wrinkled her nose. They were talking about sex. People made such a big deal out of that. She’d never understood why. It was a biological function, like sneezing. It did not have any mystical power to transform. When the time came, she would happily endure whatever was necessary so that she could have a baby, but she certainly didn’t expect to enjoy herself. In fact…
A memory teased at the edge of her mind. Then, before she could stop herself, she found herself caught up in a flashback of Jamal’s kiss. Until this night she’d always thought the concept of tongues touching to be, at the very least, disconcerting, at the worst, gross. But now, having experienced that particular pleasure, she knew it was something she wanted to do again.
Was sex like that? Was she, due to her lack of practical knowledge, missing the point?
Fatima patted her hand, then rose to her feet. “Just think about it,” she said. “Nothing has to be done tonight.”
Heidi didn’t think anything had to be done ever, but she kept her opinion to herself and politely bid the older woman good evening.
Then she was finally alone. She curled up on the sofa and closed her eyes. Smiling to herself, she drifted into the memory of her time in the garden and the magic that was Jamal’s kiss.
 
“Did you do it?”
Jamal clicked several more keys on his computer, then glanced up and saw Malik lounging in the doorway to his office.
“Did I do what?” Jamal asked.
Malik raised his eyebrows. “Our bet. Did you get the Prune Princess to crack a smile? Because there’s no way I’m going to believe you actually kissed her. In fact, I’ve already picked out which of my mares I want your stallion to cover.”
Jamal stiffened slightly. Malik wanted to know about last night. He couldn’t believe it, but what had started out as a simple way to annoy his older brother had turned into something more. He’d forgotten he’d been trying to kiss Heidi to win a bet. The real reason he’d taken her in his arms the previous night had been because he’d wanted to. He found her intriguing, charming and very funny. He’d also enjoyed kissing her, despite her lack of experience.
Not that her kissing technique mattered, he told himself. He had kissed her and therefore won the bet. He opened his mouth to tell his brother, then stopped himself. For reasons that made no sense to anyone—least of all him—he didn’t want Malik to know what had happened. As if that silly kiss had meant something.
“She’s not horrible,” he said at last. “She’s bright and has a sense of humor.”
Malik straightened. “You’re talking about Heidi McKinley, right?” He held up his hand at shoulder level. “About this tall. Glasses, hair back in a bun, ugly clothes.”
“They’re not ugly. She’s lacking in fashion sense, but she has potential.”
Malik didn’t look convinced. “You’d have to do some pretty deep digging. I’ll admit no one would ask her to wear a bag over her head, but she’s no beauty.”
“Just because her attractiveness isn’t glaring and obvious doesn’t mean it’s not there.”
Malik swore. “You like her,” he accused. “Dammit, Jamal, the woman is a stick-in-the-mud. Didn’t she give you that scrunchy-nose glare thing she does?”
He smiled. “Yes. It’s charming.”
“She poisoned you or something. Do you feel sick? Did you fall and hit your head? You can’t tell me that you actually don’t mind spending time with her.”
“I don’t.”
Malik glared at him. “You’ve dated some of the most beautiful women in the world. Are you telling me that Heidi McKinley stands up to them?”
Jamal was saved from answering by the appearance of his father and grandmother. They moved past Malik and stepped into his office.
Malik glanced from his relatives back to Jamal. “This looks serious. I’ll be leaving. But don’t think we aren’t going to finish this conversation,” he promised. “I want to know what’s wrong with you.”
He left, closing Jamal’s door behind him. The king and Fatima settled into the two leather chairs on the visitor’s side of his desk.
“What does Malik think is wrong with you?” Fatima asked as she smoothed her silk skirt into place.
“Nothing important.”
As always his grandmother looked lovely. Today she wore a purple dress that emphasized her still-slender shape. The king wore a business suit, as he usually did during the work day. At night or on weekends, he favored the El Baharian traditional garb of cotton pants and a shirt, both covered by a robe.
“We’re here about Heidi,” the king began in his usual forthright way. “It is time you remarried, and she is the bride I have chosen for you.”
His father didn’t believe in subtle, Jamal thought humorously. It made for short, to-the-point conversations.
“There are many advantages to the union,” Fatima said, leaning toward him. “Heidi has a great interest in El Baharian history. She adores the country and understands the customs. Her time in Switzerland has prepared her to handle most of the social functions she’ll be required to attend. She’s healthy, intelligent, and she wants children. On a more personal note, I believe she’s quite fond of you.”
“She doesn’t know me well enough to be fond of me or not,” Jamal said. “And that’s not the point. Heidi is, as you’ve pointed out, an intelligent woman. She’s not interested in marrying anyone at this point in her life. She should be free to choose her future husband. Let her have a normal courtship. Let her meet someone and fall in love.”
“What’s to say she won’t fall in love with you?” Fatima asked. “You’re a prince in more ways than one.”
Jamal smiled at his grandmother, but he didn’t answer the question. In his experience, women didn’t like princes for their great personalities and sparkling wit. Women liked princes because of what they could get, be it money, status, position or power. In all his life, he’d never met a female who was interested in him for himself. He doubted he ever would.
“Do you defy me on this?” King Givon asked.
Jamal knew he was treading on dangerous territory. “Father, I will abide by your wishes. I understand my duty is to marry and produce heirs. I’m only asking you to reconsider your choice. I spent some time with Heidi last evening and found her to be a lovely young woman. I would hate to see her trapped in a marriage she doesn’t want.”
“Even if that marriage is to you?”
Especially if it was to him, but he didn’t tell the king that.
“I believe she is the right choice,” the king said. He leaned forward and placed his fist on the table. “I am not wrong in this matter.”
“You were wrong about Yasmin,” Jamal said flatly. “You were wrong about Malik’s wife.”
Fatima glared at him. “You will not speak of her,” she said quickly, meaning Malik’s wife, not Jamal’s. “As for Yasmin, yes, we were both wrong about her, but she is gone. You and El Bahar are well rid of her.”
Jamal agreed completely on the idea of being free of Yasmin. Unlike Heidi, Yasmin had wanted nothing more than to be married to a prince. She had adored nearly everything about the life. The only part she’d disliked was him. Unfortunately he’d been young and stupid and hadn’t seen that truth until it was too late. He’d made the mistake of falling in love with his shallow wife. He’d been a fool and had vowed never to make that mistake again.
“Don’t do this to Heidi,” he said. “Find me another woman, and I’ll gladly marry.”
“No,” the king said, rising to his feet. “She is the one. The wedding will be at the end of the month.”
His father swept out of the room.
Jamal turned his attention to his grandmother. “Can’t you talk to him?”
“I don’t want to. Heidi is the perfect choice for you.” She smiled. “Ask her, Jamal. I don’t believe she’ll refuse you.”
 
He wanted to beg her to refuse him, Jamal thought three days later as he and Heidi walked in the same garden where they’d shared their first kiss. For the past seventy-two hours, he’d tried to figure a way out of the situation, but he could not. He’d avoided both her and his family, but that hadn’t been enough. Just that morning the king had brought him a glittering diamond ring. The implication was clear.
Jamal could refuse his father’s wishes. He’d defied him enough in the past—especially when he’d been a teenager. But those rebellions had been over small matters, never issues that affected the well-being of his beloved El Bahar. A prince owed his country heirs. A son owed a father obedience. Those truths had been taught to him from the cradle. He might have many flaws, but he knew his duty. So tonight he walked beside a young woman that he had—for a brief time—liked.
The irony of the situation reflected the blackness of his soul. As long as Heidi didn’t want him, she proved that she was not interested in all a prince had to offer. Then he was free to enjoy her company. To talk with her, perhaps even be her friend. But the second she agreed to marry him, she became like the others—greedy, grasping, determined to be a princess in every sense of the word.
He’d spent the past three days avoiding her in an effort to convince himself that she wasn’t like them. That perhaps they had a chance at a happy marriage. But now, walking with her, his doubts returned. He would ask—she would say yes—and all would be lost.
“Did you plan on talking this evening, or is this a silent walk?” she asked. “I’m only curious because I don’t want to violate the ground rules, whatever they may be. If conversation is allowed, then I’d love to tell you about what I found today. It’s actually a series of love letters sent by an El Baharian general back to his bride.”
She stopped walking and stared up at him. Her eyes were bright with excitement behind the frames of her glasses. Her loose-fitting yellow dress did nothing to flatter her face or her body, but she still radiated a kind of quiet attractiveness that made him wish to see her in silk and lace…or maybe nothing at all.
Nothing at all? He wasn’t sure where that thought had come from, and he quickly pushed it away. He wasn’t interested in Heidi that way.
“They were so beautiful, but so sad,” she said. “He spoke of the horrors of battle, of missing her, and how he longed to see her now that he knew she was pregnant.” She pressed her hands together in front of her chest. “The worst part is, I’m not sure I’m going to be able to find out what happened to him. I don’t know if I can stand that. Did he make it home? Did he survive to see her and his child? The point is, I think there should be a registry of some kind tracing military leaders. Sort of a data bank. What do you think?”
The moonlight illuminated her pale skin. She bit her lip as she waited for his answer, which made him think of biting it as well. He’d enjoyed kissing her. He’d enjoyed talking with her. He didn’t want that to change.
“I think you should tell me no,” he said.
Heidi blinked twice, then lowered her hands to her sides. “Oh, Jamal. When everyone left me alone for the past couple of days I sort of hoped I’d been worried for nothing.”
“I’m afraid not.”
She touched his arm. “Then don’t ask me. If you don’t ask, I won’t have to reply. You can tell them it wouldn’t possibly work. You can say that we aren’t suited.”
“I already tried that.” He searched her face. Pity. He had a feeling they could have gotten along quite well. He reached into his trouser pocket and pulled out the diamond solitaire the king had left in his room that morning. The four-carat stone winked in the moonlight.
He took her left hand in his. “Heidi McKinley, I am Jamal Khan, Prince of El Bahar. I am asking you to marry me. To be my wife and princess of this great country. To bear my sons and daughters.” He stopped. The speech he’d practiced earlier was longer, but he forgot the rest of it. Probably because Heidi had started to cry.
She brushed at the tears on her cheek. “Sorry,” she whispered. “I don’t know what to say.”
“Tell me no.”
Her hazel eyes met his. “I can’t. I owe them too much.”
“What about what you owe yourself?”
“I could say the same thing to you,” she said. “I hate being dutiful.”
“Me, too.”
She drew in a deep breath. “Yes, Jamal, I’ll marry you.”
He ignored his disappointment and slid the ring onto her finger. Then he leaned close and kissed her cheek.
She stared at the diamond. “It’s very big.”
“Do you like it?”
“I don’t know. I’ve never been a jewelry person.” She offered an insincere smile. “Thank you.”
Oddly enough, her lack of enthusiasm made him feel a lot better. Maybe it wasn’t going to be so bad. While he didn’t know Heidi that well, on the surface she was nothing like Yasmin. That would help.
“We should talk about the marriage,” he said. “If we approach the situation logically, we should be able to find some common ground. Each getting what we want, that sort of thing.”
“All right.” Heidi glanced around, then pointed to a small bench tucked into a vine-covered alcove. “Although it’s going to be tricky to each get what we want when neither of us wants to be married.”
“We’re both reasonably intelligent adults. We’ll manage.”
She settled onto the bench. “I have to warn you, Jamal. I’m more than reasonably intelligent. Actually I get quite impatient when I have to deal with stupid people.”
“I’ll remember that.”
“Not that I meant to imply you were stupid.”
“I didn’t think so.”
“I’m sure you’re quite bright. For a man.”
He sat next to her. “Do you want to change the subject before you dig yourself a deep pit?”
She sighed. “Probably a good idea.” She wiggled on the stone bench, then turned to face him. “So, what do you want from our marriage?”
He thought for a moment. “I want to be friends.”
“Oh, that’s good. All right. Friends. What else?”
“We’ll have to have children, but I think we should wait. Get to know each other better.”
Heidi’s eyes widened behind her glasses. She cleared her throat several times. “Yes, that would be wise. Waiting, I mean. Children are something of a strain on a relationship. Or so I’ve heard.”
Whatever else might happen, she had the ability to make him laugh, Jamal thought in relief. Although he was careful not to let her see that he was amused. He knew she wouldn’t understand. Heidi was so innocent as to be an anachronism. But he didn’t mind that. When the time was right, he would be patient with her.
The thought of making love with her was intriguing, and he found himself caught up in wondering what she looked like without her dreadful clothes. From the little he saw of her body, she seemed to have all the right parts. Despite his reputation for being a ladies’ man, he didn’t insist on physical perfection in his women. He preferred enthusiasm and humor to a perfect pair of thighs.
“I want to keep working,” she told him. “I love what I do, and I’m only just getting started. You won’t get all Neanderthal on me and insist I keep our suite clean or anything, will you?”
“The palace has servants for that. You may do as you wish with your day. Although there will be some official functions that require your presence.”
She pressed a hand to her stomach. “Don’t talk about that. It will make me more nervous than I already am.”
“You should know what to expect. Don’t worry. Fatima and Dora will help you.”
She nodded. “Yes, well, I’ll think about that another time. There is another matter.”
She paused just long enough to let him know she was embarrassed by whatever it was she was about to say.
“Go on,” he prompted.
“You won’t like it.”
“Say it anyway.”
“All right. It’s about your women. I would prefer you didn’t have any.”
He knew what she was getting at but he pretended ignorance. “Any what?”
“Women. Mistresses. Lovers. Whatever you want to call them. You have a reputation, Jamal. I won’t be made a fool of.”
“I see. You want exclusivity.”
Color flared on her cheeks, but she didn’t look away. “I expect you to respect me and our vows.”
“What about my animal passions? Will you be able to satisfy them?”
“A-animal passions?” Her voice quivered. “I—I guess I can. Perhaps you could provide written instructions beforehand so I’ll know what to expect.”
He coughed to hide a laugh. “No problem. I’ll have my secretary type them up.”
“As we’ve already established, I’m very bright. I’m sure I can study them enough to be able to satisfy your…well…you know. And if the act doesn’t seem overly appealing to me, I’ll simply endure.”
Her words cut through him like a knife. His humor faded, as did his good mood and any hope that this marriage might be better than his last.
Without wanting to, he remembered his beautiful young wife standing naked in front of him, her mouth twisted in disgust as she stared at his arousal. “You’re an animal,” she’d said. “I don’t understand why I have to endure you touching me all the time. I hate it, and I’m not very fond of you.”
He pushed the memory away, but the feelings it evoked remained.
He rose to his feet. “I will not trouble you more than necessary,” he said through gritted teeth.
Heidi frowned. “Jamal, what’s wrong? What did I say?”
“Nothing but the truth. Come. Let us tell my father and grandmother the good news.”
“All right.”
Heidi still sounded troubled, but she trailed after him. He hurried, wanting to get the announcement over quickly. As soon as the congratulations were finished, Fatima would whisk Heidi into the harem where she would stay until their wedding day. They would not be allowed any time alone between now and then. The thought of not seeing her was a relief. If only he never had to see her again—ever.


Chapter Four

“I’m going to hyperventilate,” Heidi announced as she stood in front of the full-length mirror in the harem. She stared at her reflection and knew this wasn’t really happening.
Fatima paused in the act of smoothing out the creamy white robe that covered Heidi as effectively as a shroud. “Hyperventilate. Is that too much oxygen or not enough? I can never remember. One requires breathing into a paper bag, while the other means you should put your head between your legs.”
Dora sat on a chair, arranging the folds of the headpiece. “By the time we get it figured out, Heidi will have either passed out or healed.”
Heidi tried to smile at the joke, but she couldn’t. The sense of being trapped was too strong to escape, even for a minute. She was really and truly going through with this—she was about to marry a stranger.
She certainly looked the part, she thought with amazement, studying the person in the mirror. That woman was as much a stranger as Jamal. The white robe covered her from the top of her collarbone to the tips of her toes. In back, it fanned out like a bridal-gown train. Instead of being neatly contained in its usual tidy bun, her hair was long and loose, falling nearly to her waist. Fatima had lined her eyes with kohl and added color to her lips, which emphasized both features in a way that was oddly attractive, Heidi thought, but also unfamiliar. Then there was the matter of her hands and feet.
She lifted one hand and stared at the henna on her fingers and palms. The intricate patterns were traditional in an El Baharian wedding, as in many parts of the world. They marked her as a bride. For as long as the stain lingered on her skin, the bride was considered on her honeymoon. She would not be asked to participate in any household chores.
For Heidi the fading of the henna wasn’t going to make much difference in her day-to-day life. As a princess, she wouldn’t do any cooking or cleaning. But for regular women—the loss of the henna was a time of sadness. The magic of the honeymoon then faded to just a memory. Heidi actually managed a smile as she thought of the great lengths women would go to keep their henna from disappearing.
“You look lovely, child,” Fatima said, smiling at her. “How do you feel?”
“As if I’m entering history,” Heidi replied honestly.
She turned slightly so that she could catch sight of more of the wedding robe in the mirror. Intricately embroidered gold designs were scattered across the back of the garment, stretching from the hem of the train nearly to the small of her back. With each royal wedding, another picture was added. They represented something unique about each bride joining the Khan family.
“I know enough about the customs to understand the significance of the robe and the ceremony. I feel connected with the past.”
That much was true. Now if only she felt more connected with her husband. Since agreeing to marry him nearly two weeks before, she’d been living in the harem. She and Jamal hadn’t spent a single moment alone together. She’d spent her days working on her precious texts and taking riding lessons. She’d seen Jamal only twice, and both times had been at family dinners.
Dora rose and moved toward her, carrying the headpiece. The gold tiara-like crown anchored several yards of tulle. When Heidi approached her groom, every inch of her would be covered.
“I hate that robe,” Dora said cheerfully. “Not only did I have to rip out my stitches about fifteen dozen times, but I pricked myself even more.” She laughed. “So much for my innate sewing skills. Still, I think the design came out very well.”
Heidi glanced down at the new pattern. This was rested near her hip. It was an intricate rendering of the El Baharian medal of honor—the same medal that had been awarded to Edmond, Heidi’s grandfather, for all his help during the Second World War.
As the most recent bride in the family, Dora’d had the responsibility of sewing the next design on the wedding robe. She and Jamal had discussed several options before settling on the medal. Despite being the bride, Heidi hadn’t been allowed any say in the matter. She doubted Jamal could have picked a design that would please her more.
“It’s lovely,” Heidi said, trying not to think about her grandfather because she would cry and Lord knew what would happen to her makeup then.
Fatima read her mind. “Edmond would have been very proud of you this day,” she said. “He always wanted you to join the House of Khan.”
“I know.”
Dora took a step back and studied her. “You’re so lovely,” she said. “The perfect bride.”
“Thank you,” Heidi said with a sincerity she didn’t feel.
She wasn’t the perfect bride, she thought sadly. She was a fraud. She was marrying a man she didn’t know and didn’t love because she didn’t have the backbone to refuse the two people in the world she did love. It was a mess, and she felt like a fraud.
Heidi watched as her sister-in-law to-be fussed with the headpiece, then helped Fatima lower it in place. Dora was a confident, beautiful, content woman. She had an adoring husband, work that she loved, one healthy, happy baby and another on the way.
Heidi stole a glimpse at the slight rounding of Dora’s stomach. It was the only indication of her four-month pregnancy. So far no official announcement had been made, although Dora had whispered the happy news to her a couple of mornings before. Dora had the perfect life, Heidi thought, trying hard not to envy her. Would she and Jamal ever find that? She had her doubts.
It’s not that she disliked him—it was more that she wasn’t prepared to be married to anyone. Worse, she didn’t know him. If only they’d been able to spend more time together. If the few conversations they’d had were any indication, then she and Jamal had the potential to do as he’d requested and become friends. But so far there’d been no opportunity.
The main door of the harem swung open, and a young woman entered carrying a tray. Heidi smiled at Rihana, a servant she’d known for several years.
“I brought tea,” Rihana said, smiling happily. “To calm the bride and you as well, Queen Fatima.”
Fatima reached gratefully for a cup of the steaming liquid. “You’ve saved my life,” she said, then took a sip. “All these details to be worked out in a such a short period of time. I’m getting too old for this.”
“Never,” Dora said loyally, reaching for her own cup of herbal brew. “You shame us all with your energy.”
Rihana offered Heidi a cup, but she shook her head. The long veil was in place, and she didn’t want to disturb it. Besides, her hands were shaking, and she would probably end up spilling the entire cup down the front of her gown.
The dark-haired servant moved next to her. “You are happy to be marrying Jamal, yes? He is the most handsome of the brothers.”
“I heard that,” Dora said, her light blue dress swaying gently as she settled into one of the gilded chairs by the dressing area.
“Khalil is very handsome, too,” Rihana said quickly. “As is Malik. But Jamal—” She giggled. “He charms the ladies.”
“Jamal does have more than his share of female attention,” Fatima admitted. “Of course, all that will change once he’s married.” She patted Heidi’s arm. “Not to worry. He’ll be a faithful and loving husband.”
Heidi nodded with a conviction she didn’t feel. Faithful, probably. Jamal had given his word, and she didn’t doubt him. But loving? How could either of them love the other when they’d been forced into marriage through emotional blackmail? She and Jamal had been set up with an impossible task, and if she already didn’t have enough to worry about, there was also the matter of their wedding night.
Even though Jamal had mentioned putting off having children, he hadn’t said a word about putting off being intimate. She’d asked him to give up his other women, and in return he’d told her she was required to satisfy his appetites.
A shiver rippled through her. The tightness in her chest returned, as did the panic.
Be calm, she told herself. That kiss hadn’t been so horrible. Actually it had been very nice. Maybe the rest of it would be nice, too. Or at least not too gross.
Fatima put down her teacup. “Rihana, come with me. I want to check the banquet preparations one last time. Dora, you’ll stay with Heidi, won’t you? Talk about something to take her mind off the situation.”
“No problem.” Dora waved the older woman away. “Go. Satisfy yourself that everything is going to be perfect. Heidi and I are fine.”
Fatima nodded, then left the room with Rihana right behind her. When they were alone, Dora shook her head.
“Fatima is a force of nature. I hope I’m exactly like her when I get to be her age. Actually, I wouldn’t mind being like her now.”
“I know what you mean,” Heidi said. “I console myself with the thought that she has a lot more practice at all of this.”
Dora set down her tea, then rose, and walked over to stand by Heidi. She adjusted the sleeves of her robe. “At least you’re going to understand the ceremony. When Khalil and I married, everything was a blur.”
“Knowing the significance of everything being said isn’t necessarily a good thing,” Heidi murmured, hoping her stomach would settle down soon. The churning was getting to her.
Dora touched her arm. “Are you sure about this? You don’t have to marry him if you don’t want to. At the risk of putting myself on the line with my in-laws, I would be happy to get you to the airport.”
The kind offer nearly brought Heidi to tears. Despite the possibility of wrinkling her robe or her veil, she hugged Dora close.
“Thank you,” she breathed. “I so appreciate that.”
“But you’re saying no.”
“I have to.”
Dora stepped back and studied her. “I’ll accept what you’re telling me. Just know that I’m here for you. I think the two of us will get along very well.”
“Me too.”
Dora smiled. “It’s not going to be so bad. There are compensations for a new bride in the Khan family. In fact you’ll find out about one tonight.”
Heidi forced herself to look amused by the comment, when in fact it made her want to run in the opposite direction and never be heard from again. Dora was just being friendly, she reminded herself. She couldn’t know that the thought of having to be intimate with Jamal was enough to tie her up in knots.
Before she had to think of something to say, Fatima bustled back into the room. “Everything is in order,” she announced. “Are you ready?”
 
The wedding passed in a blur, as did the banquet that followed. Safely hidden in her robe and veil, Heidi remained a silent observer to all that happened.
One good thing about El Baharian weddings, she thought as she refused an offer of food. Nothing much was expected of the bride except that she show up and be quiet. As a student of El Baharian history, she’d been insulted by the lack of participation by one of the key players. Now as a very nervous, virgin bride, she was thrilled by her simple role. If only she could get through the rest of the night so easily.
“Are you ready?” Jamal asked, leaning close and whispering in her ear. “I think we’ve been here long enough.”
Heidi was torn. Leaving meant not being here…which was a good thing. She was tired of everyone staring at her. But leaving also meant being alone with Jamal, which wasn’t a good thing.
“Sure,” she whispered back, then held out her hand so that he could help her to her feet.
Instantly the guests began to call out comments. Khalil’s voice rose above the others as he yelled, “You couldn’t even wait an hour? Watch out, Heidi. Jamal’s going to wear you out.”
A female voice, thick with embarrassment and outrage, shushed him. Despite the other people talking and whistling, she heard Khalil’s murmured reply. “I know what I’m talking about, Dora, because I felt exactly the same way on our wedding night.”
Heat flared on Heidi’s cheeks. This time there was no escaping the reality of her embarrassment. Life had certainly taken a turn for the different, she thought as they stepped out of the banquet hall and into the relative quiet of the hallway.
“How are you holding up?” Jamal asked.
Heidi didn’t know how to answer. Actually she wasn’t sure she could answer. Jamal was trying to be kind, and she appreciated that, but she was overwhelmed by the thought that he was now her husband. They were married. Under El Baharian law, he practically owned her.
She tried a weak smile, but she had a feeling that it came out more as a grimace. Jamal confirmed her suspicion.
“That bad, huh?” he said, then put his hand on the small of her back and ushered her down the hall. “Tell you what. We’ll go to my suite. You can get changed there, and then we’ll head out into the desert. Once we’ve left all these people behind, you’ll feel better.”
She swallowed. “The d-desert?”
“Right. We spend the night out there. Don’t you remember?”
Oh, she remembered all right, even though she’d been doing her best to forget. For the past several centuries, members of the royal family had spent their wedding night out in the desert. She knew that somewhere a large tent had been set up. Not just any tent, but a white one, filled with pillows and tapestries and a big bed on a dais. There would be trays of food, bottles of champagne and wine, scented oils, and who knows what other items to delight the senses.
“Here we go,” Jamal said as he stopped in front of two carved double doors.
Heidi stared, then licked her lips. “These would be, ah, your rooms?”
“Our rooms now. When we get back tomorrow, we’ll have your things moved here from the harem.”
They were going to share rooms…and a bed. A strangled cry caught in her throat. She did her best to hold it back, and if her new husband heard the squeak that escaped, he didn’t comment.
“Fatima told me you were taking riding lessons,” he said as he pushed the right-hand door open and led the way inside. “She said you wanted to be able to ride to our marriage tent. Do you feel ready, or would you rather take a Jeep?”
It was a reasonable question, she thought as she took in the large open living room with its magnificent view of the Arabian Sea. She had a brief impression of comfortable furniture and lots of artwork before she forced herself to concentrate on the question.
“I can ride a horse,” she said, hoping her voice wasn’t shaking too much. “I’ve been practicing. I’m not ready to race or take on one of the stallions, but with a well-tempered gelding and a not-too-fast pace, I’ll be fine.”
Jamal reached up and lifted the veil off her face. Then he tugged off her headpiece and tossed it on a nearby chair.
“Tell me again that you’ll be fine,” he said.
He, too, wore ceremonial robes. His were the same thick creamy, white material, although not decorated. His formal headdress made him look dangerous and uncivilized, which didn’t help her frame of mind at all. She was going to have to take her clothes off and let this man touch her and do those other things with her. Since she’d agreed to the marriage, she’d tried to ignore that reality, but that was impossible when it was standing right in front of her, so to speak.
“Everything is wonderful,” she said through gritted teeth.
He smiled. “You’re not a good liar, which is a positive quality in one’s spouse.” He jerked his head to the right. “You’ll find your riding clothes in there. Go on and get changed. I’ll meet you at the stable in fifteen minutes.”
She did as he requested. The room she entered was small—obviously a dressing room. Her riding clothes and boots waited for her on a small table. There was also a brush and ribbon with which to secure her hair. She stared at the items. Jamal had thought of everything. He’d even left her alone to gather her composure, which was very nice of him. Obviously he was trying to put her at her ease. She wished it wasn’t going to be such an uphill battle.
 
Heidi walked into the stable like a martyr approaching the stake. She held her head high, but Jamal could see she was shaking, and there was an air of panic about her, as if she might bolt at any moment.
He wanted to tell her that there wasn’t all that much to fear, but he wasn’t sure she would believe him. There was no delicate way to explain that while he fully intended to begin their journey toward intimacy, he didn’t plan on them becoming lovers that night. Heidi was obviously inexperienced. He found her appealing enough that he wanted to make love with her, but there wasn’t any rush. They were married—they would have the rest of their lives together.
He stayed quiet, giving her a few minutes to gather her composure. He took the time to study her. He’d only ever seen her in shapeless dresses. He was pleasantly surprised by the curvy shape her tailored blouse and riding breeches exposed.
She had the full breasts and hips of a woman born to please a man. Her waist was small, her legs long enough to make her both elegant and appealing. She was also wearing makeup for the first time he could remember. Her eyes looked larger, even with her glasses, and a dark stain emphasized her mouth.
He’d thought of Heidi as pleasant, intelligent and funny, but this was the first time he’d thought of her as sexy. He could imagine her naked, and the image pleased him.
“How are you doing?” he asked.
“I’m ready,” she said, sounding as if she were preparing for an execution.
“Take you now, and get it over with?” he teased, meaning her death sentence.
Heidi paled and took a step back. “Here? In the stable?”
She looked around frantically. He wasn’t sure if she was checking to see if they were alone, or searching for a way out.
“Calm down,” he told her. “That isn’t what I meant.”
He motioned for one of the grooms to bring out their horses. After she’d mounted and adjusted her seat, he did the same, then led the way around the rear of the stable. There a dozen soldiers sat on their horses. The men were armed as if going into combat. Several held torches to illuminate their way in the early-evening darkness. As he and Heidi approached, they parted, making room for them in the middle of their group.
Heidi looked around in amazement. “You really were worried that I’d run away.”
“Not exactly. Tradition dictates that we spend our first night out in the desert. But we’re both members of the royal family. It makes sense to have a little protection.”
She glanced at the men and swallowed. “You don’t do anything by halves, do you?”
She’d given him a great opportunity to tease her about wanting to finish every job he started. But he didn’t. For one thing, she wouldn’t get the joke. For another, she was already so skittish that she might make good on her desire to take off running.
He called out to the men, then released his tight hold on his stallion’s reins. Immediately the large black horse began to trot. The animal shook his head, trying to get Jamal to let him streak across the desert as they did most mornings on their ride, but Jamal was careful to keep him under control. Heidi might have been taking riding lessons so that she was reasonably comfortable in the saddle, but he knew she wasn’t ready for a mad dash at a full gallop.
She kept pace with him, and the soldiers fanned out around them. The early-evening air was still stiflingly hot.
“Can you talk and ride?” he asked. “Or do you need to concentrate?”
“I’m a woman,” she called to him. “I was born to multitask.”
Jamal grinned. “We’re going to have to work on your prejudices. It’s bad form to hate an entire gender.”
“I don’t hate men,” she said, giving him a quick glance before returning her attention to keeping her horse in line. “I think you’re a bit overrated, but that’s not hating. Men have ruled women and the world by virtue of their gender for several hundred years.”
“Cream always rises to the top,” he replied.
“This isn’t about cream. It’s about ruling through physical and mental intimidation. We all have strengths and weaknesses. The difference is, most women are willing to discuss both, while most men only want to talk about their strengths.”
“That’s because we don’t have any weaknesses. We’re perfect.”
She rolled her eyes. “Give me a break. If you’re so perfect, how come your gender hasn’t figured out a way to have children on your own. Then you could free yourself from the weaker sex.”
“You shouldn’t say such negative things about yourself. I don’t think of you as weak…or unintelligent.”
She lunged for him, which made her horse shy. Heidi yelped, then got back her control.
“You didn’t answer the question,” she said.
“Why would men want to do without women? We adore women.”
“Because they serve you,” she grumbled.
“No. Because they complement us. And I mean complement with an e, not an i. Women are our other halves. Men need women.”
Heidi looked at him. “I wouldn’t have thought of you as needing anyone.”
He didn’t. He never had. For a brief time he’d thought he might want to love a woman, but Yasmin had taught him the error of his ways.
They crested the hill leading into the valley where they would make camp. Instead of responding, he pointed to the large white tent in the distance.
“Want to race?” he asked.
“Only if I get a significant head start. You’re a better rider, and I suspect your horse is faster.”
“How much of one do you want?”
She laughed. “Why don’t you stay here until I get to the tent? Then you can start.”
Before he could answer her challenge, she’d urged her horse into a canter, then a gallop. She leaned down, hugging the animal’s neck. Her shirt billowed out around her, and her braid snapped like a flag.
Jamal watched her for a few seconds, then decided he was less concerned about keeping to her rules than having her break her neck. He let his stallion have its head and went streaking after her.
He caught up with her nearly halfway to the tent, and they rode into camp together. Heidi laughed as she reined in her horse and slid to the ground.
“That was great,” she said. “I’ve been practicing, but only in a ring. I haven’t been out in the desert since I was twelve or thirteen. I’d forgotten how much fun it was.”
Torches encircled the camp. Their flickering light illuminated the high color on her face and the pleasure in her eyes. She’d forgotten to be nervous, he thought, pleased that she was relaxed.
“I go riding most mornings,” he said, motioning for her to precede him. “You’re welcome to join me whenever you would like.”
She smiled at him over her shoulder. “That would be very nice. Thank you.”
She pushed through the main entrance into the tent. A smaller structure stood inside the larger. She made her way into the second tent and stopped. Jamal followed her.
The preparations were much as he expected. Tapestries lined the walls, and thick rugs covered the canvas floor. There were stacks of pillows, a large bed on a dais, and trays of food on low tables. Rose petals had been scattered all over the room, and an open bottle of champagne awaited them. It was romantic, private and unique.
Heidi hadn’t moved since she’d walked into the tent. He circled around until he was in front of her, then saw that her good spirits had faded. The color had fled from her face, and she was shaking again.
“Are you all right?” he asked.
She shook her head. “I really think I’m going to be sick.”


Chapter Five

“Words every bridegroom longs to hear,” Jamal said lightly.
Heidi clamped her hand over her mouth and moaned. “I’m sorry. I can’t believe I said that. How horrible.”
“Don’t worry about it,” her new husband told her.
Heidi wanted to believe him…desperately. Her plan had not been to get it all wrong, but here she was—messing up at every opportunity.
Jamal crossed to the low table by the bed and picked up one of the champagne glasses. He held it out to her. When she shook her head in refusal, he downed the bubbly liquid in one large gulp. Oh, great. She’d been married for all of three hours, and she was already driving her husband to drink.
She twisted her fingers together and tried not to notice how very large the bed was or how there wasn’t much other furniture in the tent. They couldn’t have made it more clear with a neon sign proclaiming Ritual Deflowering—One Night Only.”
She drew in a deep breath, then pressed her hands against her writhing stomach. “We have to talk,” she said. “You know, about something innocuous. So I can relax.”
Jamal poured himself another glass of champagne. “You don’t have to do anything if you don’t want to. I’m not going to attack you. In fact, I won’t do anything you don’t want to do.”
“Oh.”
She wanted to believe. Deep down inside, she really wanted to know that he was telling the truth. Except she didn’t. In her limited experience with men—as in both her dates—the guys had only been interested in one thing. She knew too many women who had been forced into sexual relationships they didn’t want. The good news was, Jamal was trying to be gentlemanly about it.
He sat on the edge of the bed. “All right. Innocuous conversation. Aside from riding, what other princess activities did you study while in the harem?”
A vision of the rather racy books Fatima had left on her nightstand filled her mind. She’d never actually read one, although she had glanced at a few of the pictures…and had been horrified. Everyone was so naked and doing things together. To be honest, some of the positions had terrified her. She wasn’t that flexible and if she was, wouldn’t they put a strain on her back?
“I—I didn’t study anything else,” she said, backing away from him. Her leg hit a low table, and she found herself stumbling back as she lost her balance. She landed on a pile of cushions.
She pushed herself into a kneeling position and fought back the tears burning in her eyes. “Look, we have to talk about it,” she said.
“What it are you referring to?”
“That ‘it.”’ She pointed to the bed on which he sat. “I can’t do this. I can’t have sex with a stranger.”
“I told you, that’s not expected.”
“Good, because I really need to get to know you better.” Like for the next five years, she thought.
“Fine.” He drew in a deep breath. “Heidi, I’m not interested in terrifying you. This isn’t going to be horrible.”
“I appreciate your faith in me, but I think it’s a little misplaced.” She steeled herself to speak the absolute truth. He was her husband, and he deserved that much from her. “I don’t plan to enjoy sex. I mean, I’ve never understood the point of it. To me, marriage is more a spiritual and mental union between two people.”
Jamal stared at her without saying a word. His expression tightened a little, but otherwise he seemed fine. Maybe he would understand, she thought hopefully.
She swallowed, then continued. “I’ve always believed that any physical passion is highly overrated. There was a show on cable a few years back. They remade Pride and Prejudice, which is this terrific book. Anyway, the hero, Mr. Darcy, is the most wonderfully kind man and perfect husband. He really respects the heroine. He’s gracious and well mannered and restrained.” She smiled at the memory of how he looked at Elisabeth Bennett—complete infatuation combined with great longing. “He was fabulous and all I’ve ever wanted in man.”
“You’re in love with a character in a book?”
His voice didn’t exactly thunder in the tent, but it was close enough to make Heidi shiver.
“No, of course not. He’s just different from other men.”
“That could be because he’s not real.”
She shook her head. “You’re missing my point.”
“Oh, please. Enlighten me.”
Heidi tried to figure out what Jamal was thinking, but his face was completely blank.
“I absolutely intend to respect your animal passions,” she assured him. “But I’m hoping that we can eventually rise above them to a higher form of marriage.”
Jamal rose slowly to his feet. He carefully set the champagne glass on the table, then turned to the bed. In one quickly powerful movement, he stripped away the top layer of covers.
“Worry not, my good wife,” he growled as he turned to face her. “I promise not to offend you with my animal passions or any other part of myself. I’ll sleep on the floor tonight, and when we return to the palace in the morning, I will be most careful to stay out of your way.”
 
Heidi supervised the last of her belongings as they were transferred into Jamal’s suite. At first she’d thought it might be better to stay in the harem but that would have required explanations she was not prepared to make.
As far as wedding nights went, theirs had been less than perfect. The worst part was, she couldn’t figure out what exactly had gone wrong.
Obviously Jamal had been angered by her talk of Mr. Darcy and her hopes that their marriage would move to a higher plane…one that didn’t involve physical intimacy. But she wasn’t talking about now. Maybe she hadn’t made it clear that she intended to do her wifely duty for as long as it took for him to be satisfied. Surely in a year or two he would be willing to put all that behind him. But Jamal had overreacted to her thoughts on the subject, and now they weren’t even speaking.
She sighed as she remembered the silent ride back to the palace. His simmering hostility had been a painful contrast to the gentle teasing of the evening before. Once in the palace, he grabbed her arm, hustled her into their suite and pointed out the spare bedroom.
“You’ll be happier in here,” he’d told her, and then had left.
Heidi stood in the center of that room now, looking at the lace-covered bed. The mattress was full-sized but still much smaller than the one in the main bedroom of the suite. There wasn’t a balcony, but she did have a lovely view of the gardens, and the private bathroom was more than adequate. To be honest, the room was nicer than any she’d had while at school. She should be very happy here.
Except…
Heidi walked back into the living room. Rihana and the other servants had finished moving her clothes. In truth, that hadn’t taken very long—she didn’t have many things and as Jamal’s new wife, she would be expected to upgrade her wardrobe, as befitted a new princess. Which meant a shopping trip to Paris and London. But the thought of shopping didn’t thrill her. She didn’t have much in the way of fashion sense. For a while she’d thought Jamal might come with her and help. After all, he’d had all those lovely women in his life, and most of them had dressed beautifully. However, she doubted that he would be willing to accompany her anywhere now.
Heidi looked at the long, light green sofa, the comfortable club chairs and the low coffee table. There were colorful paintings on the wall by the small dining alcove and a mural of a forest against the back wall. Opposite the sofa were the French doors leading out to the main balcony and beyond them a view of the sea.
This was her new home. Here was where she would come after working on her precious texts. She would grow old within these walls—ignored and loathed by a husband who already hated being married to her. It’s not that she’d planned on finding true love, but she had hoped she and her new husband could at least be friends.
Heidi sank onto the sofa and buried her face in her hands. Everything had gone wrong. Probably because she’d done everything wrong. What good was it being book smart when she made such a mess of her personal life? She felt so stupid. Her husband of twenty-four hours was already regretting his decision. To be honest, so was she. So far marriage was the pits.
She straightened and decided that she had to get out of these rooms. If she could distract herself, she might feel better. Maybe she would go see Dora and talk to her. Khalil’s wife was a sensible person, and she’d already indicated she would like to be friends. That decided, Heidi hurried out of the suite.
The palace hallways were cool, despite the raging temperature outside. She moved easily through the maze of passages. As a child she’d always adored exploring the beautiful, old structure. She loved how each twist and turn could lead to something wonderful—a small grotto in a wall, a fountain, a mosaic depicting a story. The pillars and arched doorways had always seemed so exotic, yet familiar. She’d longed to belong here. Now she did, but not in the way she’d hoped.
Her new sister-in-law was a deputy minister in the El Baharian government. She had her own office in the business wing of the palace. Heidi nodded to the employees she saw as she followed the signs leading her toward Dora’s suite of rooms.
During the two weeks Heidi had stayed in the harem, Fatima had talked much of Dora’s accomplishments. In the past two years, Khalil’s wife had expanded her staff to include researchers, fund-raisers and several college interns. Apparently Khalil often grumbled that his wife had not-so-secret plans to allow women to take over the kingdom. But Fatima had said that her grandson was very proud of his wife. Heidi wondered what it would be like to have a relationship like that with a man. To share work and dreams, and to have him be proud of her.
Jamal was a prince and therefore very concerned about his country, both past and present. As such, he would be pleased that she was interested in preserving El Baharian history. But valuing her potential services and being proud of her accomplishments were two different things. She wanted the latter. Her grandfather had always been proud of her, and she missed that. The king loved her and looked out for her, but it wasn’t the same thing at all. However, she had a feeling that Jamal being anything but annoyed with her was a long way off.
She was still lost in thought when she stepped into the foyer of Dora’s section of the wing. No one sat at the reception desk. Heidi wasn’t sure if she should wait until someone arrived to announce her or if it was all right to just walk in on Dora. Her sister-in-law’s door stood partially open so Heidi tapped lightly and stepped inside.
She opened her mouth to speak, then froze when she caught sight of two people standing close together in front of the window. Sunlight poured in through the glass, making it difficult to identify them at first. Heidi blinked, and the figures became more clear. Her breath caught in her throat.
At first she was so startled she couldn’t bring herself to move. Then an unexpected pain in her heart made it impossible to step out of the room.
Dora stood in her husband’s embrace, his strong arms around her, their bodies touching. Khalil had one hand up under her skirt, caressing her derriere, while the other held her firmly against him.
“I want you,” Khalil murmured. “I need you.”
“Right now?” Dora’s voice was teasing. “Khalil, I’m four months pregnant.”
“I know. My wanting is what got you into trouble in the first place.” His voice was low and filled with laughter. “We need the practice.”
“But you had me last night.”
“And I may need to have you again tonight and tomorrow and all the days we live. Even when we’re old and our bones are so brittle that the act of love threatens to crack us in two.”
Dora laughed softly and touched her husband’s face. “I love you.”
“As I love you,” he told her.
They kissed.
Heidi finally found the will to move quietly out of the room. She shut the door behind her and leaned against the cool surface. Her face was flushed, her chest tight.
So that was passion and romantic love. She’d never seen it before. Not in real life. And somehow the movies never got it right. She hadn’t understood it could be so compelling, so powerful, so wonderful. She closed her eyes and again saw Dora in Khalil’s embrace. They’d looked exactly right, standing there in each other’s arms. The way he’d touched her. It had been so erotic—as if he knew every inch of her body and that knowledge brought him pleasure.
Is that what Jamal wanted with her? That closeness…that kind of intimacy? She’d thought that a physical relationship between two people was all sweat and awkward embracing. She’d thought the woman would feel used and trapped. She’d thought she would hate it. But she hadn’t hated the kissing. That had been surprisingly nice. And what Dora and Khalil had shared made her want to know more.
If this was animal passion, then it wasn’t quite as frightening as she’d thought. It was nothing like the groping from those two boys in college.
But how exactly was she supposed to share her revelation with Jamal? The thought of discussing this with him was too humiliating to imagine.
Maybe she wouldn’t have to, she thought as she headed toward her small work area at the opposite side of the palace. If she gave him a little time, he just might come around on his own.
 
Okay, she’d been wrong, Heidi thought glumly ten days later. So far Jamal was showing no signs of coming around. If anything, he was as stiff and cold as ever.
She walked quietly next to him as they moved through the palace hallways, heading back to their own suite. Dinner tonight had been a command performance with the king and Fatima. The family generally shared an evening meal once or twice a week. In the past Heidi had always enjoyed those meals. The combination of clever conversation and family love had given her a sense of belonging. But since marrying Jamal, she’d only felt even more on the outside. While everyone else made an effort to include her, her own husband could barely stand to look at her.
When they reached their suite, he held open the door, then followed her inside.
“It’s late,” he said, loosening his tie. He was already halfway across the room and moving toward his bedroom. “Good night.”
She couldn’t stand it anymore. She gathered all her courage and spoke his name. “Jamal, wait.”
Her husband, the tall, handsome man who was as much a stranger to her as anyone she might meet in the souk, turned to look at her. His dark eyes were empty—which was worse than their being cold because the blankness meant no emotion at all. He didn’t even care enough to hate her.
He’d paused while unbuttoning his shirt. Now he continued with the job, freeing the top two buttons, then pulling his tie through the collar and draping it over his shoulder. His simple act had the oddest effect on her stomach. She felt her insides clench a little. And there was an interesting kind of humming heat in her thighs.
He stared at her expectantly. She cleared her throat and wondered what on earth she was going to say. Then she blurted out the first thing that occurred to her.
“Why does Malik act so strangely around me?” she asked.
Jamal’s expression relaxed for the first time in days. Humor curved his mouth and crinkled the corners of his eyes. He gave a lazy shrug, then shifted until he was half perched on the back of the sofa.
“You scare him,” he said. “He assumes you hate all men and are always thinking the worst of him.”
“But that’s not true. I greatly respect him. He’s going to be an excellent king. In fact I find him a little intimidating.”
Jamal’s smile turned into a grin. The transformation caused a definite weakness in her knees. She had barely started getting to know Jamal before he withdrew from her. Until this moment, she hadn’t realized how much she’d come to like him and look forward to talking to him. She’d missed him dreadfully these past ten days.
“He thinks you imagine him to be little more than a worm,” he said. “I suspect you’re shy around him, and he misunderstands that as haughtiness.”
“A worm,” she repeated in disbelief. “The future king of El Bahar thinks I consider him a worm?” She couldn’t believe it. “Besides, I’m never haughty. I don’t know how to be.”
“Don’t worry about it. He’ll come around.”
Heidi was still reeling from the revelation of Malik’s opinion, but she also saw the opening she’d been hoping for. “Will you come around, Jamal?” she asked. “I remember when we were first talking about being married. You said you wanted us to be friends. I want that as well, but we’re not. Is there anything I can do to change that?”
The humor fled his face, leaving behind the stony stranger she’d seen so much of lately. His posture stiffened, and he got to his feet, as if being relaxed wasn’t allowed anymore.
“I’m doing my best to honor your request for a mental and spiritual union,” he said, his voice low and formal. “And to keep my messy animal passions in control. I wouldn’t want to offend your delicate sensibilities.”
“My sensibilities aren’t as delicate as you think,” she murmured, sensing she’d hurt him or offended him or something, but completely clueless as to when or how.
“On the contrary. Your image of the perfect husband was vivid in every aspect. I suspect I’m destined to fall short.”
She took a step toward him, then stopped. He didn’t look the least bit welcoming. “I think I might have overstated my case,” she said. “I didn’t mean for us to have a mental and spiritual union only.”
“You said you hoped for us to rise above the physical.”
Trapped by her own words. She really hated when that happened. “Okay, but I didn’t mean that exactly.” How was she supposed to say that seeing Dora and Khalil together had changed things for her? She might not understand exactly what went on when two people made love, but she was more open to the idea than she had been.
“I want to be clear,” she told him. “I really don’t object to the whole animal-passion business. It’s fine.”
He gave her a sardonic look. “How generous of you, my dear. But you see, I’m not interested in a wife who is only willing to do her duty.”
What? Heidi stared at him. “I don’t understand. I thought this was all about doing my duty. I thought that’s why you were mad at me. What else is there?”
He looked at her for a long time. “My point exactly,” he said, turned on his heel, and left.
She stood there, alone. No more enlightened than she’d been when the conversation began. Apparently she’d messed up worse than she thought. There was only one way to fix the situation. She was going to have get some expert help.
 
“You told him what?” Dora asked, obviously dumbfounded.
It was the following afternoon. Heidi sat with Fatima and Dora, having tea in the harem. Heidi pushed around a cucumber sandwich on her plate, but couldn’t imagine actually ever eating again. She’d given up trying to convince herself that she didn’t blush and accepted the heat flaring on her cheeks as a physical manifestation of her abject humiliation.
Fatima had frozen in the act of bringing her teacup to her mouth. She now set the delicate china back on her saucer and stared at Heidi.
“You actually said you hoped you two would overcome the need for animal passion?” the queen repeated. “Then you offered to do your duty?” She and Dora exchanged a glance.
Heidi felt small, insignificant and very stupid. She hunched down in the corner of the sofa and stared at her plate. “I told you I didn’t want to get married, and this was one of the reasons. I’m not good with men. I don’t understand them, and I always say the wrong thing. I’m really smart about some things, but I’m hideously relationship-impaired. I don’t need him to fall madly in love with me, but I would like him to at least stay in the same room for a couple of hours.”
“Heidi, it’s not so bad,” Dora said. “You’ve punctured his ego, but men have recovered from worse.”
Heidi risked a glance at her sister-in-law. “You think?”
“Sure. All we have to do is figure out a way to bring him around.”
Heidi wanted that to be true, but she had her doubts. “He hates me. Or at the very least, he’s not interested. When we talked last night, I just made it all worse. The thing is, I don’t know what I’m doing wrong.”
“Offering to do your duty was a start, child.” Fatima’s wise brown eyes seemed to bore into Heidi’s soul. “You didn’t read those books I left for you, did you?”
Heidi ducked her head again. “Not exactly. I mean I looked through them, but they had pictures, and I knew they couldn’t possibly be right. Do people really do that sort of thing?”
Silence filled the room. Heidi swallowed. She hadn’t thought it was possible to feel more miserable than she did, but apparently it was. She wanted to bolt, but there was nowhere else to go. Dora and Fatima were her last hope.
The low sofas in the main room of the harem formed a loose circle around a glass-topped coffee table. Dora sat next to her, while Fatima was on the couch next to theirs. Her sister-in-law touched her arm.
“We can fix this,” Dora said. “The thing is, you’re going to have to get more comfortable with the idea of making love with your husband. Do you think you can do that?”
Heidi remembered the scene she’d witnessed over a week ago. Dora and Khalil, locked in a passionate embrace. She recalled her own feelings of longing and her desire that she and Jamal experience the same kind of relationship.
“I’m not a prude,” she said at last. “I’m ignorant and scared. There’s a difference.”
Dora grinned. “Good for you. Get angry. That will give you energy.”
Heidi was doubtful. “I don’t need energy. What I need is to be beautiful, sexy and confident.” She sighed. “I’ve seen the kind of women Jamal gets involved with. They are models, actresses or stunning daughters from wealthy families. They all dress perfectly, know exactly what to say in every situation, and they scream sex appeal.” She glanced down at the light blue dress billowing around her knees. “I, on the other hand, am a troll.”
“You’re not a troll,” Dora said. “You’re a lovely bud about to blossom. What you need is a makeover. Trust me on this. I know what happens with the right clothes and makeup. The transformation can be amazing.”
Heidi didn’t want to disagree with Dora, but the woman didn’t know what she was talking about. Her sister-in-law was as well dressed as Fatima and just as elegant. Heidi doubted she’d ever felt ugly, even one day of her life.
“I need more than a makeover,” Heidi insisted. “I need a personality transplant. I want to be someone else. Someone witty and charming and confident. Someone who knows how to attract her own husband. In other words, someone who isn’t me.”
Dora sighed. “That’s a tall order.”
“Yes, but also very possible,” Fatima said slowly. “If you want to be someone else, I know just the person.”
Had the queen slipped over the edge into madness? Heidi wondered. Be someone else? “Who did you have in mind?” she asked.
Fatima smiled. “Not the wife. She’s never interesting anyway. No, you must change yourself and become Jamal’s mistress.”


Chapter Six

“Mistress?” Heidi repeated. “Did you say mistress?”
As always, Fatima was beautifully dressed in a silk dress by Chanel. Soft pink pearls encircled her neck. Their lovely color made her skin glow. “Don’t act so shocked. Men have had mistresses since the beginning of time.”
“That’s not my point,” Heidi said. “I can’t even be a wife. What makes you think I can be a mistress?”
“It’s all a matter of training,” Fatima assured her. “Training and confidence.”
“We’ve already discussed my lack of that.” Heidi put her plate on the table and sighed. “It’s all so pointless. Jamal is never going to notice me, we’re going to have a terrible marriage and I’ll never have children and—”
“Stop it,” Fatima instructed. “Listen to what I’m saying before you dismiss the idea out of hand.”
“Please,” Dora said with a laugh. “I know it’s crazy, but what do you have to lose?”
Heidi opened her mouth, then closed it. “Good point.” She turned to Fatima. “You were saying?”
The king’s mother smiled. “When I was first married, the harem was not as you see it today. In my time it was filled with lovely, exotic women from all over the world. I was an arranged marriage from the neighboring kingdom. Not exotic and not lovely.”
Heidi stared at her as she spoke. “You’re so beautiful,” she blurted out. “How could you think you weren’t?”
Fatima smiled. “You are a wonderful child, and I appreciate the compliment. But back then I didn’t know how to dress to complement my features. I was innocent and relatively unschooled in the ways of the world. But I adored my husband, and I was determined to win him. To that end, I decided to become the most exotic and charming female in the harem.”
She picked up her cup and took a delicate sip. “I studied the ancient arts of the harem. I couldn’t change who I was inside, but I could create an air of mystery about myself. I had a friend tell my husband about an intriguing woman who might be available for the harem. I, as that woman, met my husband in secret. I disguised myself as best I could, and I seduced him. In time, he became enchanted. After I won his heart, I revealed my true identity. He was so entranced he sent all the women in the harem away.”
Heidi couldn’t believe what she’d heard. “Your life is like an ancient folk story. How wonderful. And you were happy?”
“Yes. Until he breathed his last breath, we loved only each other.” Fatima sighed. “That is what I want for you, Heidi. That is what I hoped you would find with Jamal.”
Heidi wasn’t so sure about the love part, but she would gladly accept a truce and maybe some pleasant conversation. “So you think I should do the same thing? Become a mysterious woman and win him?”
“It’s perfect,” Dora said, clapping her hands together. “If you’re pretending to be someone else, you can pretend to have confidence and be sexy and all the things you feel you lack as yourself. What’s the expression? Fake it until you make it.”
“It’s a great theory,” Heidi hedged. “But I’m not sure about the reality of it all working.” But as Dora had said earlier, what did she have to lose?
“There are details to be worked out,” Fatima admitted. “Things were simpler in my time.” She paused while she thought.
“Uh-oh, I recognize that look,” Dora said. She stood up and moved to a desk in the foyer. There she rummaged through drawers until she found a large pad of paper and a pen. “All right. I’ll be in charge of the lists. Where do we start?”
Fatima pursed her lips, then motioned to Heidi. “Stand up, child, and walk to the French doors.”
Feeling incredibly self-conscious, she did as Fatima requested. The harem was at the rear of the palace and the wide glass doors faced a walled garden. She tried to gather comfort from the familiar view, but it didn’t help. She was already blushing when she turned and walked back to the cluster of sofas.
Fatima shook her head. “Those clothes have to go. The bland colors are unflattering, and the shapeless style does nothing for you.”
Heidi fingered the thick cotton of her dress. “They’re easy.”
“Beauty is not,” Fatima said flatly. “It takes time and commitment.” She tilted her head. “Do you even have a figure under there?”
“Um, sure.” She folded her arms over her chest. “I guess I’m about a size eight or ten. I’m a little bigger on top than on the bottom.”
Dora groaned. “We should all be so lucky.”
“Then why do you dress like a frump?” Fatima asked. “Why don’t you at least flatter your figure?”
“I don’t know.” Heidi shifted uncomfortably. “At school I wore a uniform until college. When I spent summers with Grandfather, I was more interested in comfort and ease of packing than anything else. At college, the crowd I was involved with didn’t care about clothes.” She unfolded her arms, then crossed them again. “I never know what to do. I look in the magazines and see pretty things, but when I get to the store I don’t know what’s going to look good on me.”
“Clothes,” Dora murmured as she wrote on the pad.
“Lots of them,” Fatima added. “We’ll worry about her regular wardrobe later. For now, it’s mistress fashions only.”
Heidi didn’t ask what mistress fashions were. She had a feeling she didn’t want to know. She tried to relax, again dropping her arms to her sides. “Clothes will help,” she said, “but how are we going to keep Jamal from knowing it’s me.” She pushed up her glasses. “I don’t think he’s going to be easily fooled.”
“Contacts for starters,” Dora said. “Have you ever tried them?”
Contacts? “You want me to put little pieces of plastic in my eyes? Are you insane?”
Dora looked at Fatima. “That would be a no.”
“Absolutely. Make a note of it. I know a good optician here in the city. She does wonderful work.” Fatima tilted her head. “Her eyes are hazel now, but green would be very lovely with her complexion.”
“Nixola on the contact lenses,” Heidi insisted. “I can’t wear them.”
“Have you tried?” Dora asked.
“No, but—”
“What about her hair?” Fatima asked, cutting her off. “Unpin it, dear, so we can see what it looks like down. When you were dressing for the wedding, I remember thinking it was quite lovely.”
Heidi stared at them. “You two are taking over my life.”
“Someone has to,” the queen informed her. “After all, you came to us for help.”
Heidi pressed her lips together. So this was her own fault. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.
She reached up and tugged at the pins securing her hair and shook her head. The long strands tumbled down around her shoulders, nearly to her waist.
“Fabulous,” Dora breathed. “But we’re going to have to change it somehow.”
Fatima rose to her feet and walked around Heidi. She picked up a long strand and fingered it. “Yes, very lovely. But what to do?”
Dora stood up and joined Fatima. “What about layering her hair?” she asked. “As Heidi she could still wear it up so Jamal wouldn’t know the difference. As the mystery woman she could curl it and wear it loose.”
Fatima glanced at Heidi. “What do you think?”
“That seems fine. My hair holds curl pretty well.”
“Maybe one of those washout colors,” Dora was saying. “Something to make it look different.”
She looked at Fatima who raised her eyebrows.
“Red,” they said at the same time.
“Definitely red,” Dora added. “It’ll be perfect with the green contacts. Jamal won’t know what hit him.” She returned to the sofa and scribbled some notes. “Don’t forget to use a loofah on your hands and feet. We need the henna gone as quickly as possible.”
Heidi stared at the reddish-brown pattern on her hands. Her honeymoon was long over before it had ever begun. How terribly sad.
“Clothes,” Fatima said, still circling her. “We decided she needs new ones but what kind?”
“Trashy,” Dora said flatly. “Skinny straps and short skirts.”
The queen frowned. “Are you sure? I thought maybe something elegant.”
“Elegant is good,” Heidi said quickly. “I don’t think I could wear a really short skirt.”
Dora shook her head. “Nothing elegant, Fatima. This isn’t a makeover for a princess, but for a mistress. Besides, she needs to be as different from her regular self as possible. Otherwise Jamal will see right through the disguise. I say show plenty of skin, wear makeup and high heels. He’ll be tempted and confused. Not a bad state for a man to be in.”
Heidi swallowed. “About the high heels. I’ve never been very good at walking in them. I don’t wear them much, and when I do, I always feel awkward. I think the elegant approach is better.”
“No, Dora is right,” Fatima said. “There are some boutiques on the waterfront. They cater more to the wealthy tourists. They should have what we need. All right, I’ll call the optician. Dora, you call the salon. Ingrid’s. You have the number.”
Dora grinned. “You’re going to love Ingrid,” she said. “She’ll transform you.”
Heidi was no longer sure she was transformation material. She felt like a cork bobbing along through river rapids. Every now and then she kept going under, and one of these times she wasn’t going to make it back to the surface.
“I need to sit down,” she said, moving to the sofa and plopping onto a cushion.
Dora continued to write. “Okay, I think the next thing is to figure out where the mystery woman is going to live.”
“We’ll set her up in one of the luxury hotels downtown,” Fatima murmured. “Something expensive. I’ll pay for it, of course. I don’t want you having to explain any expenses to Jamal. We can put a special phone line into your dressing room so that when he contacts the hotel the call is routed back to here. Not a problem. But I don’t know about a name. It should be something close to your own so you’ll remember it.”
“I have to change my name?” Heidi asked, then held up her hand to silence them. “Sorry. Dumb question. Of course I do. But what?”
“Something fun,” Dora suggested. “Maybe Bambi or Amber.”
Heidi wrinkled her nose. “No. Those are so not me.” Although the point of the exercise was to be someone other than herself, she thought. “I agree with Fatima. It has to be close. What about…” She thought for a moment, then was rewarded by a flash of divine inspiration.
“Honey Martin,” she said, and dropped her voice to a sultry tone. “Hi there, Jamal. I’m Honey.”
Dora didn’t look completely convinced, but she jotted down the name. “Honey Martin it is. You’ll have to think up a history.”
“I know exactly what it’s going to be,” Heidi said. “My college roommate for all four years was Ellie Calloway. Her family is from Oklahoma. They’re in a lot of different businesses, but they started in oil. Ellie has four brothers, one of whom handles the oil side of things. I could be here visiting with him.”
Fatima pressed her hands together. “It’s perfect. Absolutely perfect. Jamal will never put you together with Honey Martin of Oklahoma.” She leaned over Dora’s shoulder and studied the list. “Except for deciding how the two of you are going to meet, I believe we’ve covered all the important points. So let’s get started.”
 
In less than a week, she’d lost the ability to see, walk and speak. Heidi hobbled toward what she thought was the table. Unfortunately her eyes were watering so much that she didn’t notice the pile of cushions on the floor and stumbled into them. Her body weight shifted, her ankles flexed back and forth in a very unnatural way that sent pain shooting up her legs. Her feet went along for the ride, which was too much for the three-inch heels she was wearing. One shoe went east, the other west, and Heidi sprawled down the middle. Fortunately the cushions broke her fall.
“You need to practice,” Fatima said kindly from her place on the sofa. “The shoes need getting used to.”
That’s what she’d said about the contact lenses, Heidi thought grimly, blinking away the sensation of having a small car lodged under her eyelid. Soft lenses were supposed to be so easy to wear. So comfortable. Ha!
She opened her mouth to complain, then closed it. Her throat hurt too much for her to speak. That was the result of trying to talk in a sultry tone that was nothing like her regular voice. She’d strained her throat or her vocal cords or something.
Heidi sat up and adjusted the skinny strap of the dress she wore. She tried not to notice how the skirt fluttered around her thighs or the fact that a dishcloth had more fabric to it than she had in this entire dress. Did they really expect her to go out in public like this?
She blinked several more times and actually achieved something close to normal vision. She centered her attention on the queen so that when her contacts slipped again and she could no longer see, she would at least have her head pointed in the right direction.
“This isn’t going to work,” Heidi said miserably. “I’m not cut out to be a mistress. I hate the clothes, I can’t wear the shoes or the contacts. I won’t know what to say to him or how to act or anything like that.”
She fingered her shorter, layered hair. That was the only part of her transformation she liked. Even curling it wasn’t too much trouble. And with it all pulled back and up in a bun, no one could tell what she’d done.
Fatima studied her. “We’ve come so far, Heidi. The hotel room is in place. Dora found out that Jamal is expecting a new Italian sports car on Thursday. We were going to intercept the shipment so that you can pretend it was sent to you by mistake. You have your new clothes, your contacts. Why would you want to stop now?”
Heidi struggled to her feet, where she maintained a slightly wobbly balance. Mercifully her eyes stayed clear enough for her to navigate her way across the room and slump down on the sofa.
“Look at me,” she said. “I’m a failure at this. I have yet to put on eyeliner straight. I’m not cut out for this kind of thing.”
It was true. While she appreciated everything Fatima and Dora had done, the plan was crazy. Even if it wasn’t, she wasn’t the right person to pull it off. Either she didn’t have the right raw material, or she needed way more training.
Fatima nodded. “You must do what you think is best.”
“Thanks.” Heidi gave her a grateful smile. “I still want to make things work in my marriage, but I think that’s best done as myself. Not some mistress.”
“Of course.”
Heidi studied the other woman, but she didn’t seem upset. “You’re not mad?” she asked. “I really appreciate all you’ve done. I don’t want you to think I’m not grateful, because I am. But it’s so not me.”
“I thought that was the point,” Fatima said, then patted her hand. “I want you to be happy. I’ll do whatever you’d like to make that happen.”
“Thank you.” She slipped off her shoes and stood up. What a relief to be able to walk again. “If Jamal and I are going to make it, I have to win him as myself. As inept and feeble as the effort may be, at least it will be honest. Right?”
“Whatever you say, child.”
 
That night Heidi tried to read yet another chapter in one of Fatima’s sex books. She still couldn’t believe all the different ways that people made love, or the things they did to each other’s bodies. She’d barely experienced her first French kiss, and here she was reading about kissing in other very intimate places.
She was halfway through a chapter called “The Delights of the Feather and Other Ways to Make Your Lover Shiver” when she heard the main door of the suite open. Jamal was back!
Heidi didn’t know where he’d gone for the evening. He hadn’t joined her for dinner, which was annoying, what with her new plan to try to fix the marriage on her own. But he was back now, so she could get started without delay.
She tossed the book onto the bed and hurried out into the main room. Jamal stood by the wet bar tucked into the corner of the living room. He’d already poured himself a drink.
“Hi,” she said, coming to a halt by the sofa. “How was your evening?”
Jamal turned at the sound of Heidi’s voice—then wished he hadn’t. She stood in the center of the living room, wearing one of her loose, unflattering dresses. This one in a most unbecoming shade of light green. Her hair hung down her back in a simple braid, and her feet were bare. She looked young and vulnerable. The questions in her eyes only added to his guilt. It was one thing to avoid her while they were both inside the palace walls; it was another for him to have left the palace this evening. Not only had he not invited her along, he hadn’t told her where he was going.
The guilt was an unfamiliar emotion. He didn’t recall ever feeling it with Yasmin. But then things had been different at the beginning of their marriage. Before he’d known the truth about his greedy first wife, he’d wanted to spend every minute at her side. He’d been taken in by a pair of welcoming eyes and a body that had always seemed too eager for his own.
In time…a very short time…she’d changed. Or rather she’d returned to her real self. Once that occurred, she wanted nothing to do with him, unless they were to attend an official function where she could shine as the royal princess. She’d begun resisting his advances in bed, then had quickly moved into the room Heidi now occupied, telling him how he repelled her and how she wanted nothing to do with him.
With Yasmin there had been no guilt. Only shame and humiliation. He’d been more than a fool. He’d been trapped in a hell with no escape. He hadn’t even been able to talk about his problem with anyone. He’d been too proud to share the truth with his father or his brothers. Fatima had guessed that Yasmin was more interested in shopping and appearances than Jamal, and she had shared her revelation with the king. But neither of them knew the deepest, darkest horror that had been his marriage.
Still, they had tried to be supportive. Eventually even his brothers had figured out his wife was not a gentle soul. By the time Yasmin had met her untimely death in a car accident, no one in the family had cared about her enough to truly mourn her passing.
And now he was married again. He told himself that Heidi was nothing like Yasmin. Heidi was more interested in preserving the history of El Bahar than in any jewels or public appearance. Her clothing made it apparent that she wasn’t going to spend her days shopping. But she shared one vital trait with Yasmin—Heidi didn’t want to share her husband’s bed, either.
“You’re not even speaking to me anymore,” she said, staring at him wide-eyed.
“It’s not that,” he said. “I was lost in thought for a moment. I apologize.” He gave her a quick smile. “My evening was very pleasant. I had dinner with a friend from university. Nigel and I were at Oxford together. He’s in El Bahar on business and had an evening free.” He hesitated, dealing again with the unfamiliar guilt. “I thought of inviting you along, but as Nigel didn’t bring his wife, I was afraid it would have been boring for you. Two old friends talking about times and people you don’t know.”
She nodded slowly. “I understand. To be honest, I didn’t know you’d left the palace.”
He suspected she was trying to be kind and conciliatory, but her words only intensified his guilt.
“Do you want something?” he asked, touching one of the bottles on the bar.
“No thank you.”
He motioned to the sofa, inviting her to sit down, then he topped off his drink and joined her.
“Nigel has a position of some importance in the British government,” he said. “Although his interest is more general—all of the Middle East—he occasionally makes his way here. I told him that the next time he comes, he should bring the whole family. They could stay with us here in the palace. Then you could meet them.”
Her hazel eyes were wide behind her glasses. She gave him a brief smile that didn’t erase her serious expression. “I would like to meet your friend. By family, do you mean he has children?”
“Yes. Two children. Both boys. He showed me pictures. They’re five and two.”
“I don’t know much about children, but those seem to be fun ages. Although two boys. That must be a lot of work.”
Their discussion was purely polite social chitchat, yet Jamal couldn’t help wondering what kind of mother Heidi would turn out to be. After the first month or so of marriage, Yasmin had made it very clear that she wasn’t interested in having children but that she would because it was expected of her. Still, she’d been insistent on full-time help so that she didn’t actually have to spend time alone with her offspring.
“As a princess, you would have help,” Jamal told her. “A nurse and a nanny.”
“Not too much help,” Heidi said with her first flash of humor for the evening. “I would need to take care of my children sometimes. Otherwise what kind of mother would I be?”
It was the correct answer, he thought, yet he knew Heidi actually meant it. She wasn’t Yasmin, he told himself again. Maybe her fears and concerns about them being lovers came more from her inexperience than a desire to wound. Maybe she hadn’t been rejecting him as much as she’d been protecting herself.
She shifted until she was facing him with one leg tucked up under her. She smoothed a loose strand of hair behind her ear, then pushed her glasses into place. “Jamal, we have to talk. I know I’ve made a mess of things right from the beginning. You don’t know how much I want to go back in time to our wedding night and do things differently.”
Her honesty and sincerity were painful to watch. He stopped her with a shake of his head. “It’s not your fault,” he told her.
“Of course it is. I messed up completely.”
“I’d say we’re both responsible, then. You had your fears about something that was both unknown and frightening, while I was caught up in the past.”
She frowned. “You mean your marriage to Yasmin?”
“Yes.”
“How does that have anything to do with this?”
“It’s complicated,” he hedged. “I’m not sure I can explain it.”
Nor did he want to. There were many things he wanted to share with Heidi, but this wasn’t one of them. He could still remember how gentle he’d been with Yasmin on their wedding night. And his stunned surprise when she’d told him he need not bother. After all, she wasn’t a virgin, and she’d never much enjoyed sex. So he might as well just have at it and get it over with.
Later, when he’d discovered that she’d been telling the truth about disliking the intimate side of marriage, he’d asked what he could do so that he could please her. She’d dismissed his efforts. He’d even humiliated himself to inquire about other lovers, thinking they might have known about techniques he did not. She’d laughed then. Laughed because he’d been too stupid to get it. It wasn’t that he was doing it wrong, she’d told him. It was that he was doing it with her at all. She used sex to get what she wanted, but aside from that, it had no place in her life. Her parting shot had been for him not to take it so personally.
He’d hated her then. Worse, he’d hated himself for still wanting her. For despite everything, he’d allowed himself to fall in love with his shallow wife.
“You must have loved her very much,” Heidi whispered. “You still look very fierce when you talk about her.”
“Loving her was the worst of it,” he said honestly. “Even when I knew better, I still loved her.”
Heidi swallowed. “I understand.” Her voice was low and hoarse. “You wouldn’t want another relationship like that.”
“Exactly,” he said forcefully, thinking of all he’d had to endure. “It was hell. Days upon weeks of hell.”
“I see.”
He knew she didn’t. Lord only knew what she was thinking, but he wasn’t about to correct her misinterpretations of his relationship with Yasmin. No one would ever know the truth.
Heidi made a sniffling sound. He looked at her and was surprised to see she had tears in her eyes.
“What’s wrong? Why are you upset?”
“It’s nothing.” She faked a smile.
He would never understand women, he thought grimly. But he didn’t have to understand all of them. Just his wife. Once again he reminded himself she was nothing like Yasmin. Heidi deserved his attention, and they deserved a second chance.
He reached out and lightly touched the back of her hand. “You’re right about us taking things slowly,” he said. “Let’s do that. Let’s try to be friends and start over.”
“I’d like that,” she murmured as more tears slipped down her cheeks. “I’d like that v-very much. But I have to go now.”
Before he knew what had happened, Heidi had run out of the room and into the sanctuary of her bedroom. He thought about following her, but he wasn’t sure what he would say when he caught her. It was easier to just let her go.
He leaned back against the sofa and stared into his drink. Life had been much simpler before she’d shown up. Apparently he didn’t have much luck in the wife department. Was the problem them, or was it him?
He thought about the other women in his life. The part-time lovers and mistresses Heidi had asked him to give up. She’d wanted him to respect his wedding vows. Ironically, he had ended all those liaisons. It had been surprisingly easy to walk away from those women. He’d actually been eager to be faithful to his wife.
So here he was…alone. No other women and a wife who didn’t want him in her bed. Right back where he’d started. Marriage was, he decided as he took a large swallow of his drink, a highly overrated institution.


Chapter Seven

Heidi flung herself on the bed and let go of the sobs she’d been holding back. They ripped through her, making her hug a pillow to her chest in a futile attempt to find comfort. Only there wasn’t any. It was all so much worse than she’d first thought.
Jamal still loved Yasmin.
Why hadn’t she seen that before? Why hadn’t she guessed? No wonder he’d been so angry with her on their wedding night. Her being in that tent with him had probably reminded him of his first night with Yasmin…when their love had been fresh and new. When they’d both thought they would have all the time in the world together.
But Yasmin had been cruelly taken away from him long before either of them was ready. Jamal had been left alone to suffer. To learn to deal with his grief and to get on with his life. He’d described that time as hell and had vowed he never wanted to live through it again.
Her breath caught in her throat as a fresh wave of pain washed over her. She’d been such a fool. None of his rejection was truly about her. He’d been longing for Yasmin. Longing for his one true love. What he had instead was her.
It wasn’t fair, she thought as more tears filled her eyes and spilled down her cheeks. Now she could never win Jamal. Their marriage was doomed before it even began. He would always hold himself back. He would always love Yasmin best.
She wasn’t sure how long she lay there on the bed, wishing she’d never agreed to the marriage. Not because she didn’t want to be with Jamal, but because she did. She’d wanted to find a way to make their marriage work. Now, that was impossible. She didn’t have a clue as to how to get through to him. Besides, she could never compete with Yasmin.
Heidi sat up and sniffed. It was all so horrible. She had met Yasmin several times during her summer visits to El Bahar. Jamal’s late wife had been beautiful, elegant and self-assured. Her clothes were of the highest quality. More importantly, the colors and styles always flattered her. She wore exactly the right outfit for each occasion. Her jewels had glittered, as had her conversation. If she wasn’t exactly kind to a gawky young woman from America, well, Heidi couldn’t blame her. Being around Yasmin had always left her tongue-tied. Jamal’s late wife had probably thought her a dolt.
Is that what Jamal thought of her too? That she was inept and stupid and a joke? She swallowed hard, fighting a wave of tears. She had to get control and figure out what she was going to do now.
Maybe she should just leave. Maybe it would be better for everyone if she gave up her dream job and her marriage and returned to the States. She could find work of some kind and try to forget this had ever happened. Except…except she didn’t want to leave. El Bahar had always been the closest thing she’d ever had to a home. She loved it here. She adored her work, the palace, and the country itself. How could she leave the king and Fatima? How could she leave Jamal?
Heidi walked into the bathroom and splashed water on her face. She was clueless as to how to keep her husband, yet she wasn’t ready to let him go. Talk about being between a rock and a hard place.
She reached for a towel and dried her skin. As she peered in the mirror, trying to figure out if her eyes looked as puffy as she thought, a slight movement caught her attention. She turned her head and saw a dress hanging on the back of the bathroom door. The air-conditioning had come on, and the breeze from the vent overhead made the skirt flutter.
Heidi tossed down the towel and fingered the hem of the dress. The light silk fabric was as soft as fairy wings, while the deep red color screamed sexiness. There weren’t any sleeves, and the tiny straps didn’t look strong enough to hold up the bodice of the dress for any length of time. The short skirt would expose more thigh than it covered. Heidi McKinley would never wear a dress like this, but then it hadn’t been meant for her. This dress was for Honey Martin—mistress in the making.
Heidi bit her lower lip. She didn’t know how to win her husband. She knew she couldn’t compete with the memory of the ever-perfect Yasmin. But Honey was different. Honey had potential. Maybe everything wasn’t lost after all. If she couldn’t get Jamal’s attention as herself, maybe she could do it as someone else.
 
Jamal sat in his office trying to work. So far he wasn’t making much progress. So far he’d been unable to get Heidi out of his mind.
Last night she’d been crying, and he still didn’t know why. Of course, he hadn’t bothered asking her what was wrong, so he shouldn’t be surprised that he didn’t have more information. He ought to go speak with her. If nothing else, they had to stop misunderstanding each other, or they would never have a shot at making their marriage work.
Maybe he should call her and see if she was available for lunch. They could try talking again, although so far every conversation since the wedding had been a disaster. Maybe he could—
The ringing of the telephone cut through his thoughts. He reached for the receiver.
“Yes?”
A woman laughed softly into the receiver. “Good morning, Your Highness. Don’t you sound intimidating. I’m not sure I want to talk to you now. You’re going to scare me to death.”
Jamal frowned. The voice was vaguely familiar, although he couldn’t place it. Also, the woman sounded a little strange. Almost as if she was reading something instead of speaking naturally.
“Who is this?” he asked sharply.
“That’s not important, Prince Jamal. What is important is that I have something of yours, and if you’re very, very nice, I just might let you have it back.”
 
“This is never going to work,” Heidi muttered as she paced the parlor of the huge suite Fatima had rented for her. “Never, never, never. Why did I think it would? Why am I doing this? It’s crazy. It’s worse than crazy. I need professional help. Therapy and medication. Or worse.”
She paused by the foyer where her high heels waited for her. Those hideously torturous devices that still made her stumble like a one-year-old learning to walk for the first time. How ever did other women manage to look elegant and put-together all the time and still walk around in those shoes?
“I’m going to be sick,” Heidi told herself aloud. “Right here on the white rug, I’m going to toss my cookies and won’t Jamal be impressed.” She clutched her stomach and bent over, groaning. “Oh, Lord, I can’t do this. Save me from myself. Let the earth open now and crush me like a bug.”
There was no reply. Not that she’d really expected one. Instead, she was still hunched over in the white-on-white suite in which she was expected to act as a woman of the world and seduce her husband.
“Oh, that’s me. Just call me the saucy, seductive vixen,” she said as she straightened.
Her throat was still a little tight from her low-voice practicing. Calling Jamal had been the worst. She’d been in the harem with Dora and Fatima hovering around, miming suggestions while she’d tried to act natural as she read her lines. No doubt he’d thought she was deranged. Or maybe he’d recognized her. Heidi shivered. That would be the worst, she decided. Having her husband recognize her and her pitiful attempts at seduction.
“Be positive,” she told herself in a frantic attempt to get her nerves under control. “It’s going to be fine. I’ll dazzle him.”
Right. Assuming she didn’t trip or blink too much. How on earth did people stand wearing contact lenses? Right now her eyes felt as if there was half a ton of sand under each lid. At least her vision had cleared up a little.
“Concentrate on something else,” she whispered. “Deep breaths. Relax. Deep, cleansing breaths.”
She slowly inhaled, then exhaled. In an effort to distract herself, she looked around the lovely suite.
Fatima had certainly outdone herself, she thought. The penthouse rooms had at least fifteen-foot ceilings and marble floors. Rugs were scattered around to create a warm atmosphere, despite the white-on-white sofas, chairs and walls.
To the left was a large arched doorway leading into the dining alcove. To the right was the hallway and the master bedroom. She’d taken a quick look in there, but the huge bed had scared her, so she’d backed out right away.
Like many of the rooms at the palace, the suite faced the Arabian sea. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered an expansive view of the sparkling blue water. All in all, it was a lovely group of rooms. Certainly as nice as anything at the palace, although lacking the little architectural touches, not to mention the history. Hopefully, Jamal would be impressed by the rooms and pay more attention to them than her.
She glanced at her watch. He should be here any minute. Her sick feeling returned, but this time she tried to ignore it. Instead, she stepped into her high-heeled sandals and attempted to steady herself. Fortunately she only wobbled a bit before regaining her balance. Maybe she was going to be all right in the shoes. Now, if only she could do something about the dress.
Heidi tugged at the bodice of the red silk sundress that had only two days before been hanging in the bathroom. The spaghetti straps meant she couldn’t wear a bra, which made her uncomfortable. She felt as vulnerable as she did at the doctor’s office, naked except for the silly paper gown. She hoped she would remember to keep from crossing her arms over her chest all the time, but it was going to be difficult. She wasn’t used to flaunting herself this way. It was as if half her dress was missing.
To distract herself from that unpleasant thought, she cleared her throat, then began practicing her sultry, low voice. It hurt her throat to talk that way, but at least it meant Jamal wouldn’t recognize her voice. But what if he did? What if he knew it was her the second he walked in the door? The humiliation would kill her. She sighed. At least then many of her present problems would be solved.
A knock at the door broke through her scattered thoughts. Her stomach lurched once, then settled down. Heidi sucked in a breath, sent up a heartfelt prayer and walked toward the door.
 
Jamal waited impatiently in the hallway. He didn’t want to be here at all. He didn’t have time to deal with a woman who had a thing going because he was a prince. If she’d claimed possession of anything but his new Lamborghini, he would have let one of his staff handle her. But he’d been waiting for the car for months. When the mystery woman announced it had been delivered to her by mistake, he’d wanted to get it away from her as quickly as possible. With his luck, she’d already taken it for a test drive.
He could only hope the woman wasn’t going to be too much trouble. He wasn’t in the mood to reject anyone gently. If she planned to come on to him, she was going to find herself on the receiving end of his short temper. In fact…
The door opened to reveal a young woman in a pitiful excuse for a dress. Jamal quickly took in the red hair, bright green eyes and well-shaped but trembling mouth. She was pretty enough, he thought, but so were thousands of others.
“Prince Jamal,” she said, her voice low and almost familiar. “I’m Honey Martin. Please come in.” She stepped back to allow him to enter.
Jamal held in a sigh. So she wasn’t just going to hand him the car keys and let him go. Why wasn’t he surprised? No doubt this was her one chance to meet a prince. He might as well play along. The quicker he did that, the quicker he could leave.
“Nice to meet you, Miss Martin,” he said and reached out to take her hand.
Apparently his gesture surprised her. She gave a little start, then put her hand in his. As she did, a warning sounded in his brain. Something wasn’t right.
He studied the woman more closely. Her red hair curled around her face and neck in a way that brought attention to her nearly bare shoulders. Her green eyes regarded him with a mixture of anticipation and panic. She blinked several times. He couldn’t tell if she had something in her eye or if she was flirting with him. He decided he didn’t really care about either.
He released her hand and lowered his gaze to her body. She was impressive, he admitted to himself. High, full breasts, a narrow waist and long, lovely legs. But the information was simply that—information. He didn’t care about her appearance.
“Thanks for coming by,” she said and gave him a quick smile that didn’t come close to reaching her eyes. “I mean, I guess you had to. I have your car. It’s a great car,” she gushed. “Looks like it goes really fast. Not that I drove it, of course. I wouldn’t. I mean, I would, but I didn’t and…would you like a drink?”
She turned tail and hurried to the bar tucked into the corner. Jamal stared after her. The woman—what was her name—was surprisingly unsteady on her feet. Was she drunk?
“I don’t need anything except my car keys,” he said quickly. “I have a busy afternoon planned, so if you don’t mind, I need to get going.”
The woman—Honey, he thought as he remembered her name—stopped by the bar and turned to face him. “Oh, you can’t go yet. The afternoon is young and so am I.” She gave a little trill of a laugh.
Jamal stared at her. This wasn’t happening, he thought desperately. Women had come on to him before. Dozens of times. But at least most of them were more subtle and practiced. Honey acted like an innocent schoolgirl determined to change her status. He wanted no part of that.
The good news was, if she wasn’t going to be subtle, he didn’t have to be either. “Miss Martin,” he began, then gave her a contemptuous once-over. “While I appreciate the thought…”
His voice trailed off because at that moment Honey Martin folded her arms over her chest and tilted her head back. Her nose got scrunchy as she stared at him. The pieces of the puzzle fell into place.
Heidi? His Heidi? The Prune Princess, as Malik liked to call her? What was going on?
The blood left his head, making him feel as if he was going to pass out. He sucked in a breath as he tried to absorb what was happening. This was Heidi? In that dress? With that body? She’d looked great in her riding clothes but that was nothing compared with this. What the hell was she doing here?
“Jamal,” she asked, sounding concerned. “Are you all right?”
She’d forgotten to change her voice, he thought with some still-working part of his brain. And she’d called him Jamal, not Prince Jamal. Obviously Heidi was not very good at this game of hers.
“Yes. Thank you. But I will take that drink. Scotch on the rocks, please.”
“Of course.”
While he sank onto a white cushion in the center of the sofa, she poured his drink, then hobbled over to hand it to him.
He couldn’t believe this was actually happening to him. What was she thinking? Was she concerned that he would be unfaithful to her? Was she trying to trap him? Jamal frowned as he took a sip of his drink. While the idea had merit, he couldn’t see Heidi being anything but direct with him. Wouldn’t she just ask first, before attempting this elaborate scheme?
He didn’t know if he should be furious or burst out laughing. His wife was acting the part of a seductress—at least he thought that was her plan. She wasn’t very good at it, which was nice to know. But his main question remained. Why?
She settled into one of the club chairs and gave him a bright smile. “Better?” she asked.
“Yes. I’m fine.”
Should he say something or play along? Jamal opened his mouth to ask her what the hell she thought she was doing, then closed it. Maybe he would wait and find out where she was going with the charade.
If nothing else, he was getting a view of his wife he hadn’t had before. Those ugly shapeless dresses of hers had been concealing an impressive body. He eyed her breasts and wondered why she’d never gone braless around him before. She had great legs, he thought, studying her thighs. Then he returned his attention to her face.
The transformation was impressive. He didn’t care for the red hair, but the curls flattered her. She must be wearing contacts, which explained the incessant blinking. Her eyes were green. He preferred her natural hazel. But her makeup emphasized her pale skin while highlighting her pretty features.
She was as lovely and appealing as she’d ever been. He found himself getting turned on just looking at her. He wanted to pull her close and kiss her, then touch all of her, both under and over that slip of a dress. But he didn’t. He didn’t know why she’d transformed herself on the outside, but he doubted she was any different on the inside. The last he’d heard, she hadn’t changed her opinion of sex, and he wasn’t about to humiliate himself again.
“I’m really enjoying my visit to El Bahar,” she said, clasping her hands together in front of her. “It’s my first time. I’m here with my brother.”
“You have a brother?”
“Actually four.” She gave a low laugh. “I’m the middle child, and the only girl. It was a mess, let me tell you. I had to learn to be just as tough as the boys so that I could survive. It was quite a life lesson.”
Where was she coming up with this stuff? he wondered. Had she sat down one evening and written a history for “Honey Martin,” or was the personal past from someone she knew?
“My youngest brother, Steve,” she went on, “is here studying oil production. He’s going to be taking over that part of the family empire.” She flashed him a smile. “I guess compared to what you’re used to dealing with it’s not much of an empire, but we like it.”
He wasn’t sure of his next line. Heidi stared at him expectantly, blinking every half second or so. He wanted to tell her that he was confused as hell. He wanted to say it was okay for her to take out her contacts and put her glasses back on, that he actually liked her in glasses. He wanted to say a lot of things. Instead, he decided to keep playing along.
“So you’ll be in El Bahar for a while?” he asked, wondering if he sounded as inane as he felt.
“Oh, yes.”
She wiggled in her seat. He wasn’t sure if that was to get more comfortable or if she thought the move was sexy. Actually it did make her breasts sway back and forth, but he was trying not to notice.
“I’ll be here for quite some time. While Steve is off learning his trade, I’m on my own.”
“Does he stay here in the suite with you?”
She looked blank. “Who?”
“Steve. Your brother?”
“Oh.” She blinked several times. “Ah, no. He has his own room here at the hotel. In fact, I rarely see him. He prefers it that way.”
Jamal forced himself not to smile. He decided to let her off the hook. “Maybe we should go get my car.”
Heidi brightened. “What a good idea. It’s down in the parking garage. I’ll go with you.” She rose unsteadily to her feet, then seemed to sway as she regained her balance.
“Maybe I should go by myself,” he said, eyeing her high heels doubtfully. Would she be able to walk that far without tripping? He didn’t want her hurt on his account.
“No. I need to sign for it.” She led the way to the front door, then stopped and looked around. “I need a key for the room.”
Jamal spotted her handbag sitting on a chair in the corner. He collected it for her, then held open the door to let her through first.
Once they were in the elevator, he didn’t know what to say. What did Heidi—in the guise of Honey—expect from him? That he would be interested in her? Did she really think that less than two weeks into his marriage he was going to cheat on his wife? He’d never been unfaithful in his life, and he wasn’t about to start now. He kept returning to the thought that she was testing him. Which didn’t make any sense. She had no reason to doubt him. So was she really trying to seduce him? He wasn’t sure if he should be pleased or wary.
They reached the parking garage, and the elevator doors parted. Heat hit them like a wave. Between the outside summer temperature and the open areas to allow ventilation for car exhaust, the cool air didn’t stand a chance.
Heidi gave him a quick smile, then fished in her purse for the parking ticket. She sashayed over to the attendant on duty.
It was, Jamal noted with some chagrin, the first time she got the walk right. She didn’t stumble, she didn’t lean, she just moved with the regal grace of a beautiful woman in high heels. Her long legs strutted their stuff, and the short skirt swayed back and forth as it flirted with her thighs. Unfortunately, he wasn’t the only one who noticed. Three more parking attendants materialized, all of them vying for possession of the parking ticket and the opportunity to retrieve Heidi’s car. The only good news was that she was completely oblivious of the sensation she caused.
Jamal moved to her side and slipped his arm around her in a gesture designed to both protect and possess. Then he shot the young men a warning look, and they backed off.
After taking the ticket from her and handing it to one of the attendants, he drew Heidi back toward the elevators. He pushed the call button. “You’d be more comfortable upstairs. It’s too hot down here.”
She plucked at the bodice of her dress. The completely innocent movement gave him a brief look at her bare breasts, which made his throat go dry and the rest of him heat up hotter than the parking garage.
“I’m actually dressed to endure the heat,” she said brightly, forgetting to lower her voice into the sultry tone.
“I can see,” he murmured. As could the waiting jackals. He had to get her back to the safety of the room. If he didn’t, he was going to have to blow her cover to get her to cooperate. “But this is no place for a woman like you.”
“Like me?” Her voice squeaked.
“Yes. Delicate, sexy and very beautiful.” He gazed down into her eyes. “I’m thrilled that fate has brought us together.”
“You are?”
“Aren’t you?”
She stared up at him. Her green eyes watered a little, but she didn’t seem to be blinking as much.
“Don’t you sense destiny’s hand in all of this?” he asked, focusing most of his attention on her, but still aware of their interested audience.
“Okay. So you want to see me again?”
He smiled slowly, giving her what one of his dates had called his “come let me make you melt” smiles. “With every breath I take.”
She swallowed. “Wow, you’re good.” She took a step back. “I mean, yes, I would like to see you again. You can reach me here at the hotel.”
“I’ll be in touch,” he said.
The elevator doors opened. He hustled Heidi inside and pushed the button for her floor. Then she was gone.
Jamal stood there feeling as if he’d been run over by a truck. He was still confused about all that had happened. One of them was crazy, and he couldn’t say for sure it wasn’t him. What was going on?
“Sir, your car?”
He turned and saw that his new sleek, silver Lamborghini was parked at the curb. He tipped the attendant and slipped behind the wheel.
He didn’t notice the hand-carved wood accents or the specially designed dash and control panel. He barely acknowledged the smooth purr of the engine as he put the car in gear and headed out of the parking structure. He was too caught up in the mystery of his wife’s game. What on earth was she up to?
 
Heidi danced across the room and hugged Fatima. “I did it,” she announced. “It actually wasn’t too horrible. Well, it was a little horrible. But I didn’t trip or fall, and I’m pretty sure I fooled him.”
Fatima held her close, then released her. “Good for you. I knew you could do it. Now sit with me, and tell me everything.”
Heidi settled onto one of the sofas in the harem’s main room. She’d already washed the red tint out of her hair and removed her contacts. She was back in one of her normal dresses with sensible, flat shoes covering her feet.
“I was so nervous,” she admitted. “And that dress made me feel really uncomfortable. Jamal looked stunned for most of it.” She paused, remembering his reluctance when he’d first arrived. “It took him a while to warm up, but by the end he was quite friendly.”
Fatima took the seat next to hers, and Heidi recounted the details.
“I hope I didn’t tell him too much about my fake brother,” she said. “For a couple of minutes I was afraid he was going to ask to meet him, but he didn’t.”
“You say he put his arm around you in the parking garage?” Fatima asked.
“Yes. It was very strange. All of a sudden he got very friendly. But at the same time, he hustled me back upstairs.”
Fatima smiled. “Excellent.”
“Why?”
The queen looked at her and shook her head. “You are so very innocent. Who else was down there with you?”
“In the parking garage? No one. I mean the attendants were there, but we were the only customers.”
“Exactly.” Fatima leaned forward and cupped Heidi’s face. “Other men were looking at you. You had on that silly little dress, and you looked fabulous. Jamal noticed their attention and was jealous. That’s why he wanted you to return to your room.”
“Really?” Heidi turned the thought over in her mind. “Wow. I didn’t get that at all.” She wasn’t sure it was true, either, but it was nice to think about. After all, she’d spent her whole life being plain. It would be great to finally be attractive. Especially if Jamal thought she was pretty.
“So it was a success,” Fatima said.
“I think so. He said he’d be in touch.” Actually he’d said he wanted to see her again with every breath he took. And the way he’d looked at her when he’d spoken had taken her breath away. The memory made her shiver…and all this without a feather in sight.
“You are pleased so far?” Fatima asked.
Heidi finally had Jamal’s attention. Okay, it wasn’t as herself, but it was a start. If nothing else, she would get to know him better and then use that information to make him like his wife more. Somehow. The plan was a little sketchy, but she would work out the details.
“I couldn’t be happier,” Heidi said and grinned.


Chapter Eight

Jamal watched Heidi bait his brother. Normally he enjoyed seeing her make Malik squirm. For some reason, she was the only person on the planet who intimidated the crown prince. But tonight he was less concerned about the content of their conversation than the fact that less than five hours ago she’d been in a hotel room in the city, pretending to be someone she was not. To make matters even more confusing, he had trouble reconciling the woman he’d seen that afternoon with the one sitting across from him at the table.
“Honey” had been dressed to tempt in a sexy dress that exposed more than it covered. Her curly red hair and green eyes had emphasized her pale skin and delicate features. She’d been teasing, smiling, and trying to be vampish with her walk and her shoes, not to mention her silly come-on lines.
Heidi was none of those things. Tonight’s outfit was a shapeless beige dress than hung on her like a tent flapping around a pole. Her hair had been pulled back in a tight bun; she didn’t have on a speck of makeup, and her only jewelry was the carved wedding band he’d slid on her finger when they’d married.
She looked no different than she had any other night, and if he hadn’t seen her performance earlier himself, he would never have believed her capable of dressing or acting like that.
Heidi glanced at him, then returned her attention to Malik, but he knew that she was aware of him staring at her. He forced himself to pay attention to the conversation, even though all he wanted to do was figure out the intriguing puzzle that was his wife.
“The good news is that the crown princes of El Bahar have a long and lustrous history of achieving glory in battle,” she was saying to Malik. “For example, in the third century there was one son of the king who single-handedly defeated an army of three thousand.”
Malik nearly choked on his sorbet. “One man against three thousand?”
She shrugged. “That’s what the text says.”
“It’s ridiculous. No individual could attack so many. Not without the advantage of modern technology, and even then the odds against success are staggering.”
“I guess crown princes were just a lot tougher back then,” she said with a sigh, as if the tragedy of the disintegration of the standards was a great personal sorrow.
Jamal had to hold back a grin. He noticed the king and Khalil also looked amused. Only Malik didn’t see the humor.
“The texts lie,” he said firmly. “I’m surprised you would believe them.”
Heidi stared at him with an expression of complete innocence. “I’m sorry, Malik. It was never my intent to make you feel…”
He stormed to his feet. “Don’t say it. Don’t even think it. I’m perfectly capable of being Crown Prince of El Bahar.”
“Of course you are,” she murmured. “No one is saying otherwise. Certainly not me. I think you do well…with your obvious limitations.”
Malik opened his mouth to offer a blistering reply, then he realized he was the center of attention and that everyone was having a good time at his expense.
“Jamal, control your wife,” he instructed as he took his seat again.
“Brother, work on your sense of humor.”
“Easy for you to say. You don’t have a new sister walking around telling you that you aren’t doing a very good job of preparing to run the kingdom.”
“Just get out and defeat those three thousand,” Dora offered helpfully. “I’m sure we could rustle up an army or two.”
“Did I say three thousand?” Heidi said, pressing her hand to her chest. “I didn’t mean to. It was thirty. The crown prince defeated thirty warriors.”
Malik growled, the king and Fatima laughed. Jamal leaned back in his chair, pleased that Heidi was comfortable with his family. Of course she had the advantage of knowing his grandmother and father for most of her life. Even so, there were many people who couldn’t relax in the presence of so much royalty.
“Despite everything, Malik,” Heidi said as she reached for her cup of coffee. “I think you’re doing a great job.”
“Your praise means I can now sleep this night,” her brother-in-law said dryly.
The king leaned forward and laced his fingers together. “Looking around this table pleases me. My youngest son has married wisely, even though he did so without my permission. But now that I’ve come to know his wife, I understand why he was in such a hurry to claim her.”
“Thank you,” Dora said as her husband picked up her hand and brought it to his mouth.
“Khalil and Dora have given me one fine grandson with another on the way,” King Givon continued. “Jamal has also married, and I know it is just a matter of time until he and Heidi also give me a grandchild.”
Heidi ducked her head and blushed. Jamal was quick to deflect the attention. He looked at Malik and grinned. “You know where this is heading, don’t you?”
Malik glanced around at his brothers. “You two have married, and I’m single.” He stood up again and bowed to his father. “My king, I bid you good-night.”
Givon raised his eyebrows. “You can’t escape remarriage forever.”
“Perhaps not, but I can elude it for a little longer.” With that, he was gone.
The dinner party broke up soon afterward. Jamal found himself walking with Heidi back to their rooms. Once again he contrasted the woman next to him with the one he’d met earlier.
One thing was clear—he’d misjudged Heidi in many ways. The hidden depths made him curious about her. While he’d always intended them to get to know each other, so far he’d made no attempt. Perhaps he should change that.
“How are your riding lessons?” he asked abruptly as they entered their suite.
She turned to face him. “I haven’t been riding at all.”
“Because you’re not interested?”
“No, I like it very much. But I’m concerned about going out into the desert on my own, and I find riding in one of the corrals pretty boring.”
“You are welcome to join me any morning.”
Her face lit up with a happy smile. She looked as pleased as if he’d offered her the world.
“You want to go riding with me?” she asked.
“Of course. You are my wife. It’s important that we spend time together.”
Her smile faded. “That’s what you said before, but after we were married, I thought you didn’t want to be with me at all.”
“I want to be with you,” he said honestly.
He stared into her pale, young face. Her gaze was so open, he could read her hope, her fears and her worries as clearly as if she’d spoken them.
“I’ll probably make a lot of mistakes,” she said.
“You ride very well.”
Her lips curved up again. “I meant with you, not with the horse.”
“There is no right way or wrong way to get to know each other,” he told her. “There is only our way. Which will be whatever we make it.”
She nodded. “I’m nothing like Yasmin.”
Thank God. “I don’t see that as a problem. I don’t want another woman like her in my life.”
“Just as well. I know you’ll never care for me the same way, but I hope you’re right about us finding our own path. I would like that very much.”
Before he realized what she was doing, she raised herself on her toes and pressed her mouth to his cheek. The kiss was fleeting and innocent. Then she was gone.
Jamal stared after her, watching her bedroom door close and wondering what they’d just been talking about. He had a feeling he and Heidi had been speaking at cross-purposes. She worried about having to compete with Yasmin. Maybe he should tell her that she’d already won that one. He walked to the French doors and stared out at the sea.
He thought about Yasmin, about how she’d wanted everything the marriage had to offer—everything except him. She’d been interested in the parties, the jewelry, the clothes. Heidi, on the other hand, didn’t seem very taken with any of that. She certainly hadn’t done any shopping. At least not for herself. She’d bought some sexy things for her other persona. In fact, she—
The truth slammed into him like a car going sixty miles an hour. His breath left his lungs as if he’d been tossed across the room and had landed flat on his back. Event by event, he went over what had happened that afternoon. The sultry voice, the provocative dress and conversation. Heidi was trying to win him, but not as herself. She didn’t think she had what it took, so she’d invented another woman to get his attention. Someone who was supposed to be all that she was not. He who had always believed that women weren’t interested in princes for their personality had found the one woman who had everything else—the money, the position, the palace—and wanted one thing more…
Him.
 
The next morning Jamal wasn’t any closer to understanding why Heidi felt the need to win him. Maybe he had it all wrong. Maybe it was wishful thinking on his part. After all, while he didn’t ever want to fall in love again—loving Yasmin had made him vulnerable and he let her play him for a fool—he did want his marriage to be pleasant for both him and Heidi.
He paced the length of his office as he again went over all that Heidi had done to create her charade. There were dozens of details, not the least of which was how she’d gotten her hands on his Lamborghini. The irony was that he’d been so caught up in Heidi’s game, he’d barely noticed he was driving his new car when he finally got into it. Not once in his life had a woman ever had that kind of effect on him.
Which didn’t answer the question of how she’d done it. Which meant she probably hadn’t done it alone.
He paced past his desk and paused by the large window overlooking the rear gardens. Who would have helped her? Two names came immediately to mind—Fatima and Dora. In fact, he vaguely recalled hearing stories about how Fatima and her husband, the late king and Jamal’s grandfather, had come to fall in love. Something about her tricking him into thinking she was a part of his harem and a woman he couldn’t live without. Yes, his grandmother had had a part in this. And she would also have all the answers as to why Heidi had felt the need to play this game.
He walked to his desk and picked up the phone. After calling the harem, he requested that his grandmother come see him at her earliest convenience. She readily agreed—after all, he couldn’t go to her. Even though she was the only resident of the harem and had been since she was a young bride, no man was allowed beyond the golden doors unless he was a eunuch. Not even the king had seen that part of his palace.
He told himself to get some work done while he waited, then wondered who he was kidding. He wasn’t in the mood to do anything but find out the truth. Then he wanted to spend some time with Heidi to discover more about the woman who had gone to such effort to get his attention. The question was, did he want to see Heidi first, or the sexy, if slightly inept, Honey?
 
“I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Fatima said a half hour later as she sat on one of the leather sofas in a corner of his office and smiled at him.
He’d had the foresight to order her favorite tea and some of the English biscuits she was so fond of, and now she nibbled on one of the butter cookies.
“Fatima, I need to know what’s going on,” he said. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and lacing his fingers together. “It took me all of five minutes to see through the disguise. Heidi is many wonderful things, but she’s not much of a femme fatale.”
“Is that so bad?” his grandmother asked. “We’ve experienced that kind of woman before in this family.”
He knew they were both thinking about Malik’s wife. The woman whose name was never spoken aloud.
“I’m not complaining,” he said earnestly. “I’m confused. I want to know why Heidi felt she had to do this. With that information I can figure out the best way to handle the situation. I don’t know if I should tell her I know or play along.”
“I see your point,” Fatima said, then sighed. “All right, yes, Dora and I helped her transform herself into the lovely Honey Martin. The idea came about because Heidi is convinced she could never attract you otherwise. She considers herself rather unskilled in the arts of seducing a man.”
“She wants to seduce me?” he asked, not able to believe he was having this conversation with his grandmother of all people.
Fatima sipped her tea. “Yes. She’s under the impression that she’s made a terrible mess of things with you, and she wants to fix that. At first I wanted to recommend a conversation to clear the air, but the more I thought about transforming her, the more I liked the idea. Playing Honey will give Heidi confidence as a woman. She’s bright, articulate and very funny, but she doesn’t understand that she’s actually very attractive and appealing.”
She fixed Jamal with a stern stare. “I trust you’ve been able to see past her dreadful clothes to appreciate the charms of your new bride.”
“Absolutely,” he said sincerely, not daring to admit that he’d been a little blind about Heidi’s physical attributes until she’d flaunted them in that pitiful excuse for a dress.
Fatima did not look convinced. “Something must have happened to get you two off on the wrong foot. However, now you can go about fixing things. In the meantime, show her how desirable she is.”
“So you think I should go along with her?”
Fatima smiled. “Only if you’re in the mood to be seduced.”
Jamal thought he might be willing to put up with that, especially if Heidi was the seducer. However, he had his doubts about her ability to figure out what to do. He would probably have to give her a few subtle cues now and then.
Fatima set her teacup on the table. “Be gentle, Jamal. Heidi is wonderfully strong in many areas, but not this one. I don’t want you to hurt her. In my experiences, very few marriages of convenience start out with a bride so very determined to win her husband’s affections. That is in your favor.”
“I’ll remember.”
She leaned forward and touched his arm. “I know that your marriage to Yasmin was a disaster. You kept most of the details to yourself, but we were all aware that she did nothing to make you happy.” Fatima paused, as if searching for words.
“Don’t let the sorrow of the past keep you from enjoying the promise of the present,” she continued. “Don’t turn your back on what Heidi is offering because you’ve made yourself a silly promise not to fall in love again.”
Jamal didn’t respond because he didn’t know what to say. Fatima was right on both counts. No one in his family knew the truth about what had happened in his marriage, and he had promised himself that he would never risk falling in love again.
“Loving or not loving Heidi is the least of my problems,” he said lightly. “First I have to figure out how I’m supposed to get in touch with the luminous Honey Martin.”
Fatima smiled. “I believe you will find her registered at the hotel you went to yesterday. Simply ask for her room, and she will pick up the phone.”
He stared at her. “But she’s not at the hotel.”
“I know. Isn’t modern technology wonderful?”
 
“There was a recent article in Fortune magazine on the power behind the power,” “Honey” said the next day as they waited for their lunch to be served in her hotel suite.
Jamal leaned back into the comfortable white sofa and surveyed the woman who was his wife. Yesterday she’d worn red, while today she matched her white-on-white living room. Instead of a dress, she’d put on pants and a shirt. In theory, the outfits were completely different. In practice, they were exactly the same. Both had been designed to reduce a man to a drooling, quivering mass of need.
Honey sat on the sofa opposite his. Her slacks were fairly normal in that they started somewhere near her waist and covered her to her ankles. However, they didn’t start exactly at her waist. Instead, they hovered a couple of inches below her belly button—a delightful “inny” decorated with a tiny gold hoop. Her shirt—a stretchy material that dipped low enough to show cleavage and ended just below her bra—had cutouts where the shoulders were supposed to be, so there were wide straps, bare skin, then the rest of her sleeves.
The combination of exposed skin and covered parts distracted him, although not as much as the red curls piled on the top of her head. The slightly messy hairstyle made her look as if she’d just tumbled out of bed and pulled on whatever was closest. She seemed to be adjusting to her contacts better—or she’d stopped flirting—because there was a lot less blinking today.
She teased and delighted without even trying. When he’d first walked into the suite, it had been all he could do not to pull her into his arms and start kissing her. He adored her for caring enough to want to do this for him, and he was determined to respond exactly the way she wanted him to.
“You’re not listening,” she complained and pouted. The lipstick made her mouth look full and lush.
“Of course I am. You were talking about the power behind the power,” he said.
“Lucky guess.”
It wasn’t at all. Not only had he heard her, but he’d read that exact article last week, along with the rest of the magazine, then had left the periodical in the suite living room. Obviously Heidi had picked it up and read it as well. Was she trying to impress him with her business acumen? He would much rather talk about something more personal.
“How do you like El Bahar?” he asked.
“It’s lovely. I haven’t had a chance to see all that I would like, but it’s very beautiful. The contrast of the sea and the desert, not to mention the combination of old and new in the city. I especially like the financial district and how elegant yet functional that area turned out to be.”
She made her last statement while staring at him from under her lashes. He nearly laughed. As Honey, she was simply being a tourist. As Heidi, she knew very well he’d had a large hand in the development of El Bahar as a financial power in the Middle East and the world.
“I’m glad you’re impressed,” he said. “Do you travel much?”
“Oh, not too much,” she said without thinking. “I’ve been pretty busy with…” Her voice trailed off, as if she remembered who she was supposed to be. “That is to say I do travel a lot. I adore being in different places at different times of the year. Paris, London, Los Angeles.” She offered a quick smile, then dived for her glass of soda and clutched it as if it were a lifeline.
Jamal nodded. “I see. Your family must miss you when you’re gone.”
“Some,” she agreed. “But my brothers are home.”
“Are they married?”
She swallowed. “Do you really want to talk about my family?” she asked, her voice low and sultry. She often forgot she was supposed to keep it that way, so the tone varied from seductive to normal and back. “Wouldn’t you rather talk about…us?”
“There’s an us?” he asked before he could stop himself.
She sat on the sofa across from his. Now she set her drink back on the table and shifted forward until her knees were pressed against the glass coffee table. “Wouldn’t you like there to be?”
“Actually I would,” he said sincerely. “Although I think we need to get to know each other a little better first. Perhaps if you told me about the kind of man you prefer.”
She blinked several times. “Kind of man?”
“Yes. Do you have a physical preference? Height, coloring, that sort of thing?” He stretched out his arms along the back of the sofa. “Tell me, Honey, what do you look for in a lover?”
“What do I look for?” She bit her lower lip, then slipped back on the sofa and folded her arms over her chest. “Gee, I don’t think there’s any one thing that matters more than another. Someone nice, of course.”
He raised his eyebrows. “Nice?”
“Is that bad?”
“I don’t know. They’re your lovers.”
“Okay. Nice and well—” She made a vague gesture with her hand. “You know.”
“Actually, I don’t.” He paused. “Maybe the question is too general. Why don’t you tell me about your last lover. Or do you have one now?”
“No, I’m really sorta between men,” she said, her voice a little strained.
Jamal didn’t want to push her too far, but he couldn’t help teasing her. Besides, he wouldn’t mind knowing what she liked in a man.
“Good,” he said meaningfully. “I’m very pleased you’re unattached.”
“Oh, yeah, me, too,” she muttered, then sighed. “Okay, my last lover. He was Italian. His name is Jacque.”
“Jacque? Isn’t that French?”
“Yes.” She paused. “Did I say he was Italian?”
He nodded.
“Oh. I mean, good. I meant that. His mother is French, though, and he’s named after her side of the family. An uncle, I believe.”
“Where did you meet?”
She paused again. “Skiing. Jacque is a ski instructor.” She shrugged. “It was one of those vacation flings.”
“Ah, Gstaad?”
“Who?”
“The skiing town. Did you meet in Gstaad?”
“Oh, sure. Where else?”
She bounced to her feet and motioned to the bottle of wine sitting in an ice bucket by the set table. “Room service sure is slow,” she said brightly. “Should I open the wine, or maybe call them and see what’s taking so long?”
This time Jamal didn’t hide his smile. “They’re not taking too long. I asked them to delay serving us our lunch so that we could have a chance to…talk.”
“Ah. I see.” She blinked again. “So your family can drink liquor, huh? That’s nice.”
He nodded. “El Bahar is a country of many faiths, and all of those religions are respected.”
“Great.”
She shifted her weight from foot to foot, which was a mistake because she was wearing high heels again, and her balance was pretty shaky. She swayed, then caught herself, obviously unsure if she should sit down or remain standing to simply run out of the room.
He decided to help her out. He leaned over and patted the cushion next to himself. “Come and sit here, Honey,” he said.
Her eyes widened, then she blinked frantically, as if one of her contacts had slipped out of place. “There?”
“Right next to me.”
“Oh. Um, sure. I was going to do that anyway.” She laughed nervously and started around the coffee table.
If she had been anyone else, he would have assumed what happened next was planned. But this was Heidi, and she was as innocent in the ways of the world as she had been when she’d been born. So he assumed that when her heel caught on the throw rug that it was a genuine accident. Her subsequent tumble had her falling across his lap, her curvy behind nestling perfectly against his thighs.
“Oops,” she whispered as her gaze met his. “I didn’t mean to do that.”
“I know. It was a most fortuitous accident.”
“Fortuitous? Why?”
Rather than answering, he decided to show her. He drew her up in his arms and gently lowered his mouth to hers.


Chapter Nine

Heidi had been thinking of scrambling out of Jamal’s lap…right up until he started to kiss her. But the moment he lowered his head to hers and brushed his firm lips against her suddenly trembling mouth, she never wanted to move again.
Odd how in a matter of seconds what had felt so awkward, suddenly felt so right. Without thinking, she put her arms around his neck and drew herself up against him. He wrapped his arms around her until they were locked in a passionate embrace.
This kiss was even better than the first one, which she hadn’t thought possible. And she’d been reliving it enough times to remember it in exquisite detail. This time she knew enough not to be so nervous. When his lips brushed back and forth against hers, she softened her mouth to accommodate him. Tiny shivers began low in her stomach and moved outward until her toes curled in her teal-colored pumps. She felt both hot and cold at the same time.
There was too much to take in, she thought, not sure if she should concentrate on the way his strong hands held her so close and so tenderly or if she should focus on the incredibly erotic movement of his lips. Before she could make up her mind, she felt his tongue brush against the seam of her mouth. She parted instantly to admit him, nearly whimpering in anticipation of the pleasure that was to come.
His tongue slipped into her mouth. It was as if the contact between their tongues had a direct line to her breasts and that secret place between her legs. Both began to tingle in a way she’d never experienced before. She pressed her thighs tightly together but that didn’t help alleviate the sensation. If anything, it made the feeling more intense. She had the strong sense of wanting something, but didn’t know what that was.
Even as his tongue continued to dance with her, lighting tiny fires all through her, he began to move his hands up and down her back. Suddenly the cropped shirt and low-slung pants, which she’d felt so awkward about wearing just a couple of hours before, offered all kinds of possibilities. When his fingers trailed below her top to brush against bare skin, she exhaled suddenly and gave a small cry of pleasure.
He stroked her skin slowly and gently, rubbing along her spine. With his other hand he circled around to her front and teased her belly button.
Heidi jumped, then laughed. “What are you doing?” she asked.
Jamal grinned. “Nothing.”
“That wasn’t nothing. You were tickling me.”
“Didn’t you like it?”
He was so close that she could see the various shades of brown, black and green that made up his dark irises. His tanned skin looked smooth from a recent shaving, although she could see the line where the stubble would start later in the day.
Not sure it was allowed, not sure if she had the courage, she slowly reached up and pressed her palm against his cheek. He turned into her touch and pressed a kiss against her palm.
“Who are you, Honey Martin?” he asked, his voice low and husky. “What are you doing in my life?”
She smiled slightly. “I don’t know.”
“What will I do with you now that I have you?”
Another shiver rippled through her. “Do you have me?”
“Not yet, but I think I will.”
She couldn’t believe they were having this conversation. It was so grown-up and flirty and sexy, and she never wanted it to end. She loved how being in Jamal’s arms made her feel. It didn’t matter that she felt unsure of what to do, or awkward about putting a foot wrong. So far he hadn’t seem to notice her trepidation or her innocence. Thank goodness.
He lowered his mouth again. This time she parted her lips as soon as their lips touched. He cupped the back of her head, as if holding her still, then plunged inside of her. She wanted him plunging into her. She brushed against him, then followed him back to his mouth and did the same to him.
The heat inside of her increased as did the strange tension. When he touched her belly button again, it didn’t tickle anymore. Instead, the shivering increased and that place between her legs seemed to swell and tighten.
His fingers trailed up her bare belly to the bottom of her fitted shirt. Her breath seemed to catch in her throat in anticipation. Was he going to stop there, or was he going to keep going? Her nipples swelled. She felt a dull ache that was more pleasure than pain, but still uncomfortable.
Oh, please, she thought as he continued to move higher and higher. She couldn’t think about their kissing, couldn’t respond to anything but his touch. Closer…closer…
His hand closed over her left breast. He cupped the virgin curve, holding it gently. Pleasure rippled through her with an intensity that nearly made her weep. She hadn’t known touching like this could be so incredible. Without thinking she clamped her lips around his tongue and sucked. Jamal responded by taking her nipple between his thumb and forefinger, then gently rubbing the tight bud.
A small explosion of intense perfect pleasure filled her chest. Between her legs she felt a sudden spurt of wetness. This couldn’t be really happening to her. Why hadn’t she known all this was possible? She was drowning, and it was the best experience of her life.
Jamal pulled his hand away and broke their kiss. She wanted to grab his fingers and put them back on her, but she wasn’t sure that was allowed.
“Thank you,” he said.
“What?”
Before she realized what he was doing, he’d helped her up into a sitting position, then eased her off his lap.
“I don’t understand,” she said, sitting next to him rather than risking a standing position. Between her quivering thighs and her high heels, she was a fall waiting to happen.
He cupped her face, then briefly kissed her mouth. “I need to get back to the palace,” he said.
“You’re leaving?” He was leaving? But…but…weren’t they going to kiss anymore? Although she wasn’t about to ask that question. “Um, what about lunch?”
“I didn’t come here for lunch,” he told her as he got to his feet. “I came here to see you.”
“Oh.” What on earth was she supposed to say to that? “Will I see you again?”
“Of course.” He kissed her forehead, then rose to his feet. Before she knew what was happening, he was gone.
Heidi stared after him, then kicked off her shoes and walked barefoot to the floor-to-ceiling windows. From there she could see the street below. Several minutes later a silver Lamborghini pulled out and started moving in the direction of the palace.
“Now what?” she asked herself, more confused than ever.
The plan was working. Jamal was attracted to Honey—his kiss proved that. And what a kiss! She pressed her fingers to her lips, which were still swollen. He’d made her feel things she’d never felt before. He’d touched her in ways no one else ever had—and she’d liked it. She’d wanted more.
Except…
Heidi sighed and turned away from the windows. Except Jamal was interested in a woman who wasn’t his wife. Sort of. She was the other woman, but he didn’t know that, so he was cheating on her…with her.
“I can’t figure out if I’ve made progress or messed up the entire process,” Heidi said to herself as she headed for the bedroom where she would change back into her normal clothes.
Still, his passionate response gave her hope. He wasn’t completely caught up in the past. At least she hoped he wasn’t. Maybe he’d been faking the whole thing. Maybe—
“Stop it,” she said aloud as she moved into the large marble bath off the master bedroom. “He kissed you, you liked it. End of story.”
For now she would stop speculating, at least until she had more information. One thing was sure—this secret-life stuff sure made for an interesting afternoon, she thought with a smile. And she’d married a man who knew how to kiss. All in all, it had been a very nice day.
 
Three days later Heidi sat on her bed in the palace and studied the papers in front of her. Usually she was able to concentrate on her work with no problem, but lately she was having a little trouble. She wasn’t sure how much of the cause was her new location and how much was her changing relationship with her husband.
She put down her copies of the ancient documents. She hadn’t wanted to carry the fragile papers across the palace and keep them in her room. But her current situation didn’t let her work in her office. After all, she wanted to be available to talk with Jamal if he called “Honey,” and the private phone Fatima had arranged only rang in her dressing room. They’d discussed putting an extension in her office, but Heidi had been afraid there would be too many questions. After all, why would her work require a private line that didn’t go through the office receptionist?
So here she was, working on her bed instead. She felt as if she was back in high school waiting for a boy she had a crush on to call. Well, she’d never had a crush on a boy in high school, mostly because she hadn’t known many. Her all-girls boarding school had been strict with its policy of fraternization between the genders. But she imagined this is how it must have been for other women living through that time. She had trouble concentrating on anything but the call. When the phone rang, she got all fluttery inside, and after he called, she couldn’t stop smiling.
At least Jamal had been playing into her fantasies by phoning every day. And they had another lunch date at the end of the week. This time he’d promised to actually stay and eat food. Although the way her nerves were firing at the thought of being with him again and maybe kissing him, she wasn’t sure she would be able to choke down a meal. But he hadn’t called yet that day, so she was stuck working in her bedroom.
One nice thing that had happened out of all this was that she’d learned to—
“What are you doing here?”
Heidi glanced up then jumped when she saw Jamal had entered her bedroom. She looked around guiltily to make sure she hadn’t left out any “Honey” clues.
“Nothing,” she said quickly. “Just working.”
“In your bedroom? Don’t you like your office?”
He lounged in the doorway of the bedroom, a tall, handsome man in a perfectly tailored suit. The gray material emphasized the gleaming darkness of his hair, while his white shirt made his tan seem deeper.
She’d always thought he was nice-looking, but now that she knew how it felt to be in his arms, to have his hand on her breast, she found herself responding even more strongly than usual. Her heart rate increased, and if she’d been standing, she would have felt a definite weakness in her knees.
“The office is very nice,” she said, answering his question and hoping she didn’t sound too stupid.
“So why are you working here?”
She glanced toward her dressing room and prayed the secret phone wouldn’t ring. Then she remembered that if Jamal was standing in front of her, he wasn’t about to be calling his mistress.
So why was she working here? Heidi hadn’t expected him to come looking for her, so she didn’t have an excuse prepared. She also wasn’t much of a liar, so she would have to think quickly.
“I, um, really like, the um, view,” she said feebly. “You know, the ocean and all that. It, uh, helps me think.”
Jamal took a step toward her, then glanced around. “Heidi, your window faces the garden.”
She looked to her left and saw that he was right. Argh! “Oh, not in here,” she amended. “When I need a break, I walk into the living room and look from there.”
Feeble, she thought to herself. That was one pitiful excuse.
He didn’t say anything for a long time. Then he shrugged in what she hoped was confused acceptance of her tale.
“I have something for you,” he said, then reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a computer disk. “Do you remember that general you were talking about? The one who was away from his pregnant wife?”
Heidi put down her papers and sat up straighter. “Of course. I’ve been through dozens of documents, but I can’t find anything more about him.”
He waved the disk at her. “Turns out the defense department has been interested in preserving El Baharian history as well. They’ve already started a computerized archive file for historical military figures. Your general is in the database.” He smiled and held out the disk.
“I can’t believe it,” Heidi said.
“You should. He did make it home to see his wife and was there for the birth of the first of his eight sons. In fact, his oldest granddaughter married a prince of the royal family. I don’t have all the details yet, but I suspect he’s a distant relative.”
She didn’t know what to say. His warm, caring gesture touched her deeply. Not only that he remembered what they’d talked about, but that he’d taken the time to find out the information.
“Thank you,” she said sincerely as she took the disk and turned it over in her hands. “You’re very thoughtful, and I appreciate it.”
“You’re welcome. I was happy to do that for you.”
A strange light entered his eyes. She wasn’t sure what it meant, but it made her think of their kisses from a few days before. She wondered how shocked he would be if she threw herself at him and begged him to do it again. Except it wouldn’t be “again” for him because he thought he’d been kissing someone else.
“You might want to talk to the historian in the defense department,” he continued. “I suspect you’ll have places where you overlap. You might be able to help each other.”
“I’ll do that.”
She bit her lip, not sure what else to say. Jamal hovered by the side of her bed as if he was ready to leave at any moment.
“Do you have to go back right away?” she asked nervously. “I mean, I could order coffee or something. Unless you’re busy.”
“I’m not so busy,” he said and startled her by taking a seat on her bed. The mattress dipped under his weight, and she felt herself sliding toward him.
He was close enough that she could feel the heat of him. She liked that. She also liked the way he smelled—so clean and masculine. She didn’t think he wore any kind of aftershave. Instead, the scent was his alone. Heidi smiled at the thought that she could probably recognize her husband in the dark, simply by sniffing.
“How are you adjusting to being back in El Bahar?” he asked.
His question was so at odds with what she’d been thinking that it took her a minute to gather her thoughts together enough to answer.
“I love it,” she said simply. “It’s where I’ve always wanted to be.”
He flashed her a smile. “No complaints about the heat?”
She laughed. “I have a college friend who came from Arizona. She always complained about the summer humidity in the East. When we pointed out that it was even hotter where she was from, she went on about how it was a ‘dry heat,’ as if that made a difference.”
“We have a dry heat here.”
“Exactly,” Heidi said with a giggle. “But a hundred and twenty degrees is still really hot, dry or not. It’s going to take me a while to adjust. But I will.”
“We talked about you riding with me. I leave about an hour before sunrise. Would you like to accompany me?”
“I’d love it. I used to ride in the summer when I was younger. My grandfather would take me.”
“Good. We’ll pick a day.” He reached up and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “I always forget how alone in the world you are. You don’t have anyone but me, do you?”
“I have friends,” Heidi said quickly, not sure if he was being nice or feeling sorry for her. “And the king and Fatima have been very good to me since my grandfather died.”
His dark eyes seemed to see into her soul. “You lost your parents when you were very young, didn’t you?”
“I was four. I don’t really remember them,” she admitted. “They were killed while on safari in Africa. Their Jeep was swept away in a flash flood. Grandfather came home immediately. The first memory I have of him is when he walked into the house calling my name.” She smiled at the recollection. “I’d been staying with neighbors until he could arrive. I think he’d been in China. Anyway, he called until I finally showed myself. He was so big and tall, with a long coat and fierce black eyes.”
The past seemed to close in on her, but all the memories were good ones, and they made her feel safe.
“I stood in the doorway, but I was too afraid to say anything. He turned and saw me. He announced that he’d come halfway around the world to collect his granddaughter. That she was the only one he would have done that for. Which, he said, made me very special.”
Her throat tightened with remembered emotion. “He crouched down then and held out his arms. When I hesitated, he smiled. It was the most loving, welcoming smile I’d ever seen. He told me that if I would take a step of faith and trust him, he would never ever let me go.”
Jamal lightly traced the length of her arm. She felt the concern in his touch, even through the material of her sleeve. “He kept his promise.”
“Yes, he did. He bought a house and made my room into a little girl’s paradise. I think I had every doll ever made. When I wasn’t in school, we traveled the world together.”
She thought about all the places he’d taken her and how he’d proudly introduced her as the best, most beautiful granddaughter in the world.
“When I was about twelve, we both agreed I would do better in a boarding school. I was reaching that awkward age girls have when we really need a female figure in our lives. Plus, I knew he wanted to spend his life finding adventures, not living in the suburbs. But we still had our summers.”
“Sounds like you were grown-up for someone so young.”
“I tried to be.” She glanced at Jamal and shrugged. “The one thing I didn’t realize until he was gone was how hard it must have been for him when his only son died. I was only four, so I guess it was fairly easy for him to hide his grief, but not even once did he let me know he was suffering. I always believed I was the center of his universe.”
“He was a good man,” Jamal said. “I know he greatly helped our country during the Second World War.”
Heidi nodded. “He told me stories, as did your father.”
“We have that in common,” he said. “My grandfather was a lot like Edmond. He gave much to his family.”
He took her hand in his and laced their fingers together. “There were many reasons I didn’t resist my father’s suggestion that you and I marry. I knew you would be comfortable living in El Bahar. You understand the customs and have a love for the people. You’re intelligent and funny, and you have a wonderful ability to make the crown prince squirm.”
His words gave her a warm feeling inside. They also made her blush. She pressed her free hand to her hot face. “I don’t know why I bother Malik, but every time I try to make things better with him, they only get worse.”
“You tease him. He needs that. Too many people take him seriously. I hope when Malik remarries he finds someone who will stand up to him and not be intimidated by his position and power.”
“That’s a tall order.”
“I know. But I found you. He can find someone like you as well.”
She searched his face. “You’re really not sorry we’re married?”
“Not at all.”
“I’m glad,” she whispered.
Jamal leaned toward her. Her heart stopped in her chest. Was he going to kiss her—really kiss her—the way he had kissed Honey?
But instead of pressing his mouth to hers, he lightly touched his lips to her cheek.
“I’ll let you get back to work now,” he said, releasing her hand and standing up.
“Thank you for bringing me the disk,” she said, hoping her disappointment didn’t show. So much for wild abandon.
He left without saying anything else. Heidi wrinkled her nose. Was it her? Was she too plain as her regular self to attract him sexually? He’d just told her that he was glad he’d married her, and while she hugged the information to her heart, she wasn’t sure it was going to be enough.
It was Yasmin, she thought glumly. His late wife still had a firm grip on his emotions. Which meant he would probably be friends with her as his wife, sleep with her as his mistress, but hold his innermost self back from both women.
No, she thought with determination. There had to be a way to make him care about her. She had to be able to compete with the memories of Yasmin and win sometimes. She would just keep looking until the answer came to her.
That decided, Heidi returned to her work. She also ignored the little voice inside of her. The one that asked why it was so important to obtain her husband’s affections. The same one that also whispered she had better hold her own heart in safekeeping or she would find herself in love with a man who might not be able to love her back.
 
“That was very nice,” Jamal said as he folded his napkin and tossed it on the glass-topped table.
Heidi set down her fork, hoping he didn’t notice how little she’d eaten during the meal. This was her second “date” with Jamal, and she’d been a little disappointed when this time he’d actually wanted to eat lunch. To be honest, she’d been hoping for a repeat performance of the hot kissing they’d done last time. The anticipation of his mouth on hers, his tongue and his hands had made her so shivery and nervous that she’d barely been able to eat three bites of her salad.
Now she sat across from him and pleated her linen napkin between her fingers. She shifted in her seat and started to cross her legs, then remembered that her skirt was too tight to allow much freedom of movement. While she could technically hike it up and cross her legs, that would mean exposing skin all the way to her panties, and what with their tabletop being glass and all, that didn’t seem like a wise idea.
But Jamal didn’t seem to notice that her push-up bra and low-cut blouse combined to show more cleavage than should be allowed by law. Or that her skirt was more Band-Aid than fashion item. The good news was she was finally getting better with her high heels. So far she’d only stumbled twice.
Jamal leaned toward her. “As I was saying, I did study as well. It wasn’t all good times.”
They were talking about Jamal’s years at university in England. She shook her head. “Sounds to me as if you had much more fun than I did when I was in college. Some of the girls were wild, but I ran around with a fairly studious group. I can’t tell you how many Friday nights I spent studying.”
Jamal stared at her, then grinned. “Oh, I get it. You’re teasing me. I can’t see you spending any night at home.”
She opened her mouth to tell him he was crazy, then clamped it shut as her brain started functioning again. Talk about messing up. She was Honey Martin, femme fatale and all-round bad girl, not her innocent self!
“You caught me,” she said with a quick laugh. “Okay, yes, I was out until all hours. I’m amazed I even graduated.” She offered an insincere smile and hoped he would believe her. Then she decided she’d better change the subject before he asked something tough, like her major.
“So did all your brothers go away to college?” she asked. “I mean, you do have brothers, don’t you?”
“Of course. Two. And yes, we were all educated in different parts of the world, followed by university in England. While there are excellent schools here in El Bahar, my father was concerned about exposing us to other ways of doing things. El Bahar is a successful blend of East and West, old and new. He has created that balance and works very hard to keep it in place.”
She had to bite back her “I know” and quickly replace it with “He sounds wonderful. I would imagine it’s very difficult for a son to follow his father and be king.”
“It is,” he said, reaching out and taking her hand in his. “I wouldn’t want Malik’s responsibilities for any amount of money.”
She had trouble concentrating on the conversation, mostly because of the fact that his fingers felt so strong and warm as they held her own. Plus, he’d angled his chair toward her, as if he wanted to focus all his attention on just her.
“Ah, Malik is the crown prince, right?”
He nodded. “As the oldest, he’s had to learn about all areas of government. But it doesn’t stop with El Bahar. Malik will have to take our country forward in a time where everything is changing. Our father has done much to prepare him—soon it will be up to Malik alone.”
Heidi had never much thought about what it must be like to be the heir to an entire country. She was grateful that Jamal’s responsibilities weren’t as great. He was in charge of the financial state of the family and worked with the economic council to form and maintain El Bahar’s economic policy. That seemed like more than enough for any man.
Jamal stroked his thumb against the back of her hand. “Father was always much tougher on Malik than on the rest of us. Khalil and I were allowed to skip lessons from time to time so we could ride or play, but not Malik. He had to attend long, boring meetings, even when he was little.” Jamal stared off in the distance.
“He was not allowed to show any weakness,” he continued. “No matter what happened, Malik was expected to be strong.”
Jamal seemed plenty macho to her, Heidi thought. She could only imagine what Malik was like in private.
“Where was your mother in all this?” she asked without thinking then wanted to call the question back. She didn’t know anything about the king’s late wife, except that no one ever spoke of her. Even her grandfather had been strangely silent on the topic.
“Sorry,” she said quickly. “You don’t have to answer that if you don’t want to.”
“There’s not much to say,” Jamal told her. “She died about a year after Khalil was born. I don’t remember her at all. Malik might because he’s the oldest.” He paused as he thought. “What I do remember is my father being lectured by an assortment of government officials, each of whom wanted him to remarry. He always refused. He said that he had loved one great woman, and he was unlikely to find another similar. Because he didn’t want to subject a second wife to constant comparisons in which she would surely fall short, he chose to remain a widower.”
Jamal gave her a slight smile. “As he had three healthy sons already, there wasn’t much they could say in the way of argument with him.”
“I see.” Heidi hesitated. “Your father must have loved her very much.”
“She was his entire world, or so I’ve heard.” He squeezed her hand. “My father is the kind of man who loves with his whole heart, but he loved only once.”
Heidi didn’t know what to say to that. She wanted to ask if it was a family trait—if he, Jamal, was the same way. Did he love only once, and was that one great love Yasmin? Heidi didn’t want it to be so. If it was, she labored in vain because Jamal wouldn’t have any of his heart left over to give her. She was beginning to worry that friendship and passion weren’t going to be enough for her—but was she going to get a choice in the matter?
“What are you thinking?” he asked unexpectedly.
“About your late wife,” she said truthfully, although she was not going to tell him anything specific. Then she remembered she was supposed to be ignorant about Jamal’s past. “I mean I, ah, read in an article that you were married before.”
“Yasmin is off-limits to you, young lady.” He gently squeezed her fingers.
“Why?” Didn’t he want to talk about his great love? “
Because it’s only polite,” he said. “Your past is off-limits to me, as well. I doubt you are the kind of woman to kiss and tell, right?”
“Of course,” Heidi said easily, even as she wondered if that was true. After all, she didn’t have any kissing to tell about, except for his, so she hadn’t actually been tested.
“So you won’t tell me about all your dozens of lovers?” he asked, his voice teasing.
“Dozens is a slight exaggeration.”
“So it’s less than fifty?”
Fifty? Heidi laughed. “Definitely less than fifty.”
“Less than twenty?”
“Of course.”
He studied her, his dark eyes appraising. “I want to guess less than ten, but you’re so beautiful. Men must be a problem for you wherever you go.”
Oh, yeah, right. She practically had to step over them just to get to her car, she thought humorously. “You would be surprised,” was all she said, however.
Wait a minute. Had he just said she was beautiful? Beautiful? For real? And she barely thought of herself as pretty. Did he mean it? If only she knew a way to ask.
“Still,” he said, standing, then pulling her to her feet. “You’re here now…in my power, so to speak. I have a sudden desire to make sure you never get away.”
He was making it impossible for her to breathe. Really. Her throat was all tight, as was her chest, and if her heart beat any faster, it was going to self-propel itself out of her body.
She couldn’t think of a single thing to say in response, so she allowed him to pull her close. He wrapped his arms around her. She knew exactly what was going to happen next and found that she couldn’t wait. She desperately wanted him to kiss her the way he had before. All hot and passionate with tongues brushing and hands exploring.
Now, standing so close to him, staring up into his dark eyes and handsome face, she couldn’t imagine why on earth she’d been afraid of being intimate with a man. Jamal made her want to find out everything and do it over and over until they got it right.
“Now what are you thinking?” he asked as he leaned close and brushed his mouth against hers.
“Nothing important,” she murmured, then brazenly licked his lower lip.
He shuddered at her touch, which made her shudder in return.
“It must be important,” he said as he nibbled on her jaw. “You were blushing.”
“No. I never blush. It’s the lighting in here.”
“Liar.” His voice was low and seductive. “But if you don’t want to tell me what you were thinking, maybe you’d like to hear what I’m thinking.”
She shivered again, but this time as much from apprehension as anticipation. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind that Jamal could shock her in forty-seven different ways if he tried. The trick was going to be for her to act blasé, because she was, after all, the experienced-mistress type. At least Honey was.
He trailed soft, damp kisses down her neck and followed the curve of her top until he reached her exposed cleavage. Once there, he dipped his tongue into the valley between her breasts.
Her breath caught and her knees nearly gave way. She clung to him, praying he would never stop.
“Do you want to know?” he asked.
“Huh?”
He laughed—a satisfied male laugh. “Do you want to know what I’m thinking.”
“Oh, ah, sure.”
Right now she would agree to anything as long as he kept touching her, she thought hazily, her head lolling back so that he could easily reach all of her throat.
“I have a fantasy,” he admitted. “I’ve had it for years and not once have I ever had it fulfilled.”
That got her attention. Heidi straightened and stared at him. “Never?”
“No.” His dark gaze met hers. “It’s probably going to sound a little silly to someone as sophisticated as you.”
“I doubt that,” she said honestly. “Tell me.”
She wanted to hear any fantasy he’d had for years—especially one that hadn’t been fulfilled by Yasmin.
He leaned close and whispered in her ear. “I would love to see you do the Dance of the Seven Veils for me.”
She blinked. “Dance of the Seven Veils? Like in the movies?”
He licked the shell of her ear. “Exactly.”
He kept licking her and nibbling on her lobe, which made it impossible to think. Still she forced herself to respond to his request. “Isn’t that where the woman ends up naked?”
“Yes. Then she and the handsome sheik make love.” He straightened and smiled. “You’d be a terrific dancing girl.”
And Jamal had the handsome-sheik part down cold. Now if only the thought of doing that for him didn’t make her stomach head directly for her throat.
“And, ah, you want me to dance for you?”
“I can’t imagine anything more perfect.”
She weighed her options. There was the whole issue of being naked and then having sex. That she would leave for later. Far better to have an emotional heart attack in the privacy of her own bedroom. Which left providing an answer to his request. His fantasy. Jamal wanted her to do something that Yasmin had not done.
“No problem,” she said before she could stop herself. “Give me a few days to find a costume, maybe take a couple of seven veils dance lessons, and I’ll be ready.”
He pressed her close. “I knew you’d be the one,” he said, kissed her briefly, then released her. “I’ll be in touch.”
Before she knew what was happening, he was gone.
“Just like a man,” she muttered into the empty room a few seconds later as the door shut behind him. Now what? She thought for a second, then realized there was only one person who would know about both the dance and costume. Time for a talk with Fatima.


Chapter Ten

Jamal pulled his Lamborghini into the midday traffic and tried not to think about what had just happened with “Honey.” Unfortunately his efforts to avoid getting uncomfortably aroused came far too late. Just being in the same room with her made him hard. That, combined with holding her close and kissing her, was enough to send him over the edge. He wanted her, and he liked her. It was a deadly combination.
As he navigated his way back to the palace, he told himself that this time was different. This time his wife actually seemed interested in having a physical relationship with him. Yasmin had pretended to want him while they were engaged, but as soon as she had what she wanted, she’d quickly reverted. He’d known by the end of the first month of their marriage that something was very wrong. While he and Heidi had been married nearly that long, their relationship was only getting better.
She responded to his kisses with a passion that matched his own. He’d felt her tremble in his arms. He’d tasted her kisses and her growing desire. She wasn’t anything like Yasmin; perhaps they had a chance.
Jamal shook his head. He wanted to believe in what was happening, but he wasn’t sure. Yasmin had nearly destroyed him, and he vowed that no woman would ever have that power over him again. No matter what, he would always hold a piece of himself back. He’d kept his promise all the years since her untimely death, and there had been plenty of women around to test his resolve. Some had been quite determined to win his heart, but he’d kept it firmly locked behind a wall no one was going to scale. Not even Heidi.
Heidi. Just thinking about his charming wife made him smile. She was so obviously innocent, yet determined. Except for being female, she was like no other woman he’d ever known. Of course, the women who had been around since Yasmin’s death had been there for a specific purpose. Jamal was willing to admit to himself that he wasn’t very proud of what he’d been doing for the past six years.
In an effort to forget the things Yasmin had said and the way she’d rejected him, he’d found beautiful women who desperately wanted him in their bed. He’d sought out the hedonists, the exotic, erotic women of high society and had let them seduce him. He’d showered them with jewels, gifts and trips, while allowing them the thrill of having a prince as their escort. All he had expected in return was that they want him.
He wasn’t stupid. He knew that those women were supposed to make up for what had happened with Yasmin. Yet all their yeses couldn’t take away his wife’s many nos. And in the deepest, darkest place in his heart, he couldn’t help wondering if Heidi would tell him no as well.
Still, he couldn’t resist her subtle brand of charm. He had a unique opportunity to get to know his wife as both a blushing bride and a bold mistress. He’d thought her intelligent and funny from their first meeting, but now she was so much more. She was innovative and brave and incredibly innocent. He knew he had to be careful, to make sure that neither of them got hurt, but he also wanted to see how far she was willing to go in her game. Would she really do a seductive dance for him? And if so, would she want to make love?
Jamal turned into the long driveway that led to the palace. There was one problem in Heidi’s plan, and he wondered if she’d thought of it yet. As his wife, she was both allowed and expected to be innocent. Yet as his mistress, she was going to have to have some sexual experience. The mistress could not be a virgin. Which meant she, as Heidi, was going to have to overcome that particular obstacle.
Would she try to seduce him, or would she simply end the game? He found himself hoping it would be the former, and he promised himself he wouldn’t make it difficult at all for her to have her way with him.
 
“You can’t be serious,” Fatima said as she arranged several starburst lilies in a magenta vase. A box of unopened long-stemmed white roses sat on the table beside her.
Heidi stood across from her, admiring the older woman’s swift fingers as blossoms were placed, removed, trimmed, then put back in exactly the right spot. She’d had her share of flower-arranging classes at finishing school, but she’d never understood the art of the whole thing.
“I am serious,” Heidi said. “I need to know where to buy the veils, and I need a video or something to learn the Dance of the Seven Veils.”
Fatima shook her head. “You must have misunderstood him. That dance was invented by Hollywood years ago. There’s no such thing in real life. Open that box, child, and start separating the roses for me. There’s a good girl.”
Heidi smiled. At times Fatima still thought of her as twelve or thirteen. If only life were that simple now.
“I know what he said,” she told the queen. “I was standing very close to him so it’s not as if I couldn’t hear. He distinctly said the Dance of the Seven Veils.”
Fatima looked at her. “Such nonsense coming from my own grandson. He’s just trying to get your clothes off.”
Heidi opened the box of roses and began laying them out on the table. They were long and perfect. The creamy blossoms gave off a lovely fragrance, which was unusual for long-stemmed roses. But then Fatima probably had them grown just for her.
“I’m pretty clear on his goal,” she admitted, trying not to think about actually being naked in the presence of a man. “What I don’t know is what to do.”
“What do you want to do?”
Heidi had been thinking about that as well. It would be easy for her to call Jamal and tell him she knew he was trying to get her naked. Except he thought of her as an experienced woman of the world. No doubt he was, if not testing her, then finding out how far she would go. It was a question she hadn’t answered herself yet.
“Can I learn something similar? Maybe modify a dance to include the veils.”
Fatima looked at her over the flowers. “Oh, they all include veils. It’s the taking off of the veils that is going to be different.” Thin, dark eyebrows raised slightly. “I take it things are going well?”
Heidi handed her three roses. “Yes…sort of.”
“That’s not a definitive response.”
“I know. I find it all confusing.” She tried to form an accurate answer. “I like Jamal. He’s being good to me.” Briefly she recounted how Jamal had brought her information on the general she’d been researching. “He’s funny and considerate and I like being with him. But it’s very strange being his mistress and his wife.”
“Sounds to me as if you have the best of both worlds. Don’t wives always want to be mistress and vice versa?”
Heidi shrugged. “I don’t know about that. I’m afraid he’s more interested in Honey than in me.”
“He can’t be. You’re the same person.”
“I know…” Her voice trailed off.
Heidi didn’t know how to explain that so far Honey was seeing a lot more action. She’d been the one getting the passionate kisses while Heidi, as the patient wife, received little more than a peck on the cheek.
“I like the idea of being his mistress,” Heidi said slowly. “But being married to him as well makes it confusing. I don’t know that I like that he’s with someone else.”
“But he’s not.”
“Isn’t he?” She shook her head and handed over more flowers. “That’s where I start to lose my mind.”
Fatima placed the roses in the vase and shifted them slightly. “You can decide about your mind later,” the queen told her. “Right now you have a bigger problem.”
“What’s that?”
Fatima smiled. “You can buy veils at the marketplace easily enough, and I’ll find you a dance video. But that’s just the logistics. What are you going to do about the rest of it?”
“The rest of what?” Heidi asked, truly confused. “If I have the costume and a dance, I’ll be fine.”
“Will you? How intriguing. Because if I remember correctly you were going to make Honey a woman of the world.”
“She is.”
“Then won’t Jamal be surprised when he finds out his woman of the world happens to be a virgin.”
Heidi opened her mouth, then closed it. Words failed her, but then so did her brain. It shut down completely. Fatima’s words echoed over and over again in her head. A virgin.
“Oh,” she said at last.
“Yes. Oh. So you see, my dear, the issue of the veils is small potatoes when compared with your real problem. Which means before you can go any further with him as his mistress, you’re going to have to find a way to make love with him as his wife.”
Heidi felt herself blush. “Oh, Lord, what do I do?”
“Simple enough. You seduce him.”
 
Two days later Heidi prepared to sneak out of the palace and head down to the souk for an afternoon of shopping in the centuries-old marketplace.
She was less concerned about buying herself anything new than about her need to find veils and practice with them. Fatima had come through with a video that Heidi could modify to include a Dance of the Seven Veils, but without the sheer lengths of fabric, she hadn’t figured out what she wanted to do yet.
Not that she didn’t need a few things for herself, she thought as she fingered the plain, blue-gray dress she wore. While she didn’t especially like the “Honey” styles of overt sexuality, she was ready to try something more flattering for herself. Maybe a few tailored dresses and pantsuits. Not to mention evening clothes. She was going to have official functions to attend in the next few months.
But for now, veils were her main concern, she thought as she left the suite she shared with Jamal and made her way toward the front of the palace. Veils and a growing sense of panic at the thought of having to seduce her own husband.
Heidi still couldn’t believe what Fatima had told her. Just thinking about it made her go numb. But the queen had been right. Honey the seductress couldn’t possibly be a virgin. And a good instructional video only went so far. She was going to have to change her status in the innocence department—and fast. Otherwise “Honey” was going to have some explaining to do.
But how? she wondered as she headed for the rear of the palace and the walkway leading to the garage. She wasn’t sure that Jamal was interested in her that way. He was still in love with Yasmin, which made the entire situation even more awkward than it had to be. Still, he’d had lots of women in his life in the past six years, so he wasn’t completely against the idea of being intimate. And he’d gotten quite angry at her on their wedding night when she’d talked about a mental and spiritual union as opposed to a physical one.
So maybe he wouldn’t mind if they consummated their relationship. The trick was going to be bringing up the subject, then casually indicating her willingness to do that with him. Maybe she should avoid the face-to-face conversation and simply send him e-mail!
Heidi was still grinning at the thought when she rounded a corner and smacked right into a very broad, strong chest. Powerful arms came around to hold her steady. In less time than it took for her heart rate to jump into overdrive, she recognized Jamal’s scent and feel.
“Heidi,” he said, sounding surprised. “Where are you off to?”
“I, ah, well, me?”
She stumbled over the words as her brain sought to find a plausible excuse for her being in this part of the palace. The long corridor led directly to the garage. So where was she going? It’s not that she wasn’t allowed to leave. She even had her own car to drive, but she felt a little guilty to be heading off to the marketplace on a “Honey” errand.
“I, um, yes, you,” he said, smiling at her. His gaze narrowed. “You have the most interesting expression on your face. If I didn’t know better, I would swear you were sneaking off and didn’t want to be seen.” He touched a finger to her chin, forcing her to look at him. “Is that true?”
His dark eyes seemed to see right down into the center of her being. So she settled on the truth and hoped he wouldn’t ask for anything specific.
“I’m going to the souk,” she admitted.
“Shopping. Out to spend my money, are you? No wonder you’re acting guilty.”
“I’m not. I just thought I’d get a few things.”
Jamal’s gaze drifted over her body. She felt fluttery inside, which was crazy because he wasn’t attracted to her. She only got kisses on the cheek. He saved his passion for Honey.
“I’m teasing you,” he said, releasing her chin. “I want you to have beautiful things, so I’m pleased you’re going shopping.” He paused as if lost in thought, then squeezed her shoulder. “What if I join you? I can cancel my meetings for this afternoon and tag along. What do you think? Would you like a man’s opinion of your selections?”
Heidi opened her mouth then closed it. Talk about being caught between a rock and hard place. If she told Jamal no, he wouldn’t understand why. He would think she wasn’t interested in him, or their marriage, or that she was being difficult.
But if she said yes, how was she supposed to buy the veils? Besides, she hadn’t wanted to go shopping for herself. She wasn’t sure what she wanted to buy. But the thought of spending the afternoon with Jamal made her heart flutter and her skin hot.
The humor fled his face, leaving him looking stern and cold. “Never mind,” he said. “You go on and have fun. I’ll see you later.” He turned to leave.
She drew in a deep breath and put her hand on his arm. “I’d very much like you to come with me,” she said. “I’m not sure what I’m going to buy, so you might find the time a little boring.”
“Not if I’m with you,” he said, taking her hand in his. “Besides, I know the best places to shop for wonderful clothes that will make you feel like a fairy princess.”
She glanced up at him. “I won’t even ask how you know this,” she muttered. “Probably out buying who knows what for your other women.”
“That’s true,” he said with a grin, then brought her hand to his mouth and kissed her knuckles. “But now I’m shopping for my wife, and that’s an entirely different matter.”
She wanted to ask how it was different and if it was better. She wanted to know if he and Yasmin had shopped together and had they had fun and would he be thinking of her today. But she didn’t. Instead, she focused on the way his fingers felt against hers and on the happiness that filled her as they walked toward the garage.
 
They took her car, a small Mercedes that had a trunk large enough to hold dozens of outfits. Jamal drove, moving expertly through the light traffic, dodging children and bicyclists, not to mention speeding cars that roared around the corners as if they were racing on the Grand Prix circuit.
He took the narrow streets of the back alleys, avoiding the clogged main streets, and parked behind a two-story stucco building done entirely in pink and gold.
“Madam Monique,” he said with a flourish. “And before you ask, no, I have not shopped much here. Fatima likes her selections, as does Dora.”
Heidi offered a smile in response. She didn’t ask how her husband knew where his sister-in-law and grandmother bought their clothes. Jamal was the kind of man who knew everything—even insignificant details. Which meant she had to be very careful to keep her Honey-self separate from her regular self. So how was she going to slip away from Jamal long enough to find and buy veils?
“I know you,” he said, turning off the engine and pocketing the keys. “You’re going to want to spend some time in the main marketplace before buying clothes, right?”
She started to tell him no, but then realized she’d hadn’t been in the souk since her return to El Bahar. A flash of longing for the sights, sounds and smells filled her.
“There’s nothing I would like more,” she said honestly.
“I figured as much.” Jamal got out of her car, then shrugged out of his suit jacket and tossed it onto the front seat. He unfastened his tie and the top button of his shirt, then threw his tie in after his jacket. After closing and locking the car, he rolled up his shirtsleeves until they were to his elbows.
In a matter of seconds he’d transformed himself from tailored, good-looking businessman to charming, relaxed companion. He took her hand and led the way between the buildings. As they approached the main market street, the noise level increased. Heidi held on to him so that they wouldn’t get separated in the crowd. They turned the corner and found themselves in the middle of delightful chaos.
Heidi drew in a deep breath as the familiar smells assaulted her. Perfumes and oils combined with grilling meats, fresh flowers, fruits, camels, people and the sweetness that always scented the El Baharian air.
What had once been a central location to gather for both locals and visitors from nomadic tribes had evolved into an eclectic center of commerce. The old streets were still lined with open-air shops and stalls selling everything from fruit to meat to brass lamps to cheap, fake artifacts bought by unsuspecting tourists. But the streets surrounding the original market area had become an upscale shopping district, complete with designer houses from around the world.
Vendors called out greetings to potential buyers. Children yelled as they played games that involved darting between the talking shoppers. Music blared from portable radios. Bells clanged, brass pots tumbled together, a lone guitarist sat on a bench across the street and sang about watermelon wine.
She turned in a slow circle, taking in the contrasts of color. The blue of the sky, the dusty brown of many of the robes. The bright fruits and flowers, the dark eyes of many of the natives, the shirts of the tourists, the striped awnings over the carts.
Beneath her feet were stones rubbed smooth by the thousands who had trod on this exact spot for hundreds of years. Except for the modern electronic devices, much of what had been brought to market to sell that morning was similar to items sold for generations. The marketplace was living history—alive, constant, and filled with memories.
“What are you thinking?” Jamal asked as he leaned close to speak in her ear.
“That my grandfather often brought me here,” she told him. “He said this was the heart of El Bahar. Like the king, the souk was a symbol for the people. That as long as they could come here as their parents had come and all the people before that, then they could have hope in the future.”
“Your grandfather was a wise man,” Jamal said. He squeezed her hand. “Come on. Let’s have fun.”
He pulled her along with him, weaving between the various carts. He stopped to buy her fruit and the most perfect orchids she’d ever seen. Heidi held the fragile blossoms tenderly in her arms, wondering how something so delicate could survive in such a hard climate.
They snacked on different foods and watched a tumbler who also juggled. After admiring beautiful rugs and several gold bracelets, which Jamal offered to buy for her, it was time to buy clothes.
They returned to the boutique of Madam Monique. The pink and gold motif continued inside the cool, elegant showroom where dozens of items of clothing were artfully arranged. Gold fixtures contrasted with the pink carpet and walls. There were tiny gilded chairs and glass tables and a triple mirror that would show every single flaw.
Heidi trailed after Jamal as he entered and wondered what she was supposed to do now. While she was enjoying her time with Jamal, she didn’t see how she was going to be able to buy her veils, and without them, there wasn’t going to be any dance.
“Your Highness, we are so pleased to see you,” a woman proclaimed in a high-pitched voice that probably drove the nearby dog population crazy. “Your grandmother and the lovely Princess Dora shop with Madam Monique, and now you are here.”
The squeaky voice belonged to a tall, slender woman dressed entirely in black. She had no breasts or hips to speak of, and her face was as pale as chalk. Still, she had an air of elegance about her that made Heidi feel even more dowdy than usual.
The dramatic Madam Monique swept toward them and bowed low. “Prince Jamal, Princess Heidi, we are most honored.”
The three salesclerks behind her did the same, leaving Heidi feeling completely out of place. She didn’t question how Madam knew who she was. If she recognized Jamal then she would be safe in assuming the woman wearing a wedding band and accompanying him was his wife. Still, she wasn’t sure how one returned a bowed greeting.
Jamal solved her dilemma by stepping forward and shaking hands with Madam. Heidi followed suit. The forty-something owner motioned to the clothes around them. “We are here to serve. What would be the pleasure of the Royal Highnesses?”
To leave, Heidi thought, not sure she was ready for this. While she knew in her head that being married to Jamal made her a princess, she hadn’t had to act the part yet.
Jamal didn’t seem to suffer from the same qualms. Instead, he put his arm around her and drew her close. “My wife is in need of some new clothes. I am a most repentant husband who has waited too long to dress his new bride in silk and lace. So I am here to make amends.”
It was a good speech, Heidi thought, pleased he hadn’t spoken the truth, which was her own clothes were awful, and she looked as if she’d chosen the most unflattering garments available.
Madam eyed her critically. “She is a delicate flower.”
“That she is,” Jamal agreed. “I want clothes as beautiful as my wife. Nothing less.”
Heidi blinked. As beautiful as his wife? Had he said that? And was Madam really calling her a delicate flower?
“Of course, Your Highness,” Madam Monique said with another quick bow. She clapped her hands, and she and her clerks disappeared into the rear of the shop.
“I’m many things,” Heidi said dryly, “but I’m not a delicate flower.”
“You are to me,” Jamal said.
Did he mean it? Did he really think of her as a delicate flower? She was intelligent and competent, and she apparently scared the crown prince. But maybe Jamal didn’t see her that way. Maybe there was hope that he would be interested in her as herself, and not just in her as Honey.
But before she could pursue the conversation, Madam returned with her arms filled with dresses and blouses and slacks and Lord knows what else. All three clerks trailed behind her, each equally laden. In a matter of minutes Heidi had been whisked off to a dressing room as large as a small house where she was stripped to her underwear and draped, fitted, pinned and poked.
She tried on morning dresses and evening dresses and skirts and camisoles and blouses and stockings and bras and slips and jackets and sweaters and pants and jeans and pumps and sandals and boots.
Some things she modeled out in front of the large triple mirror and her husband who had been seated with coffee, a cell phone and several magazines. When she twirled around in a black evening gown that made her feel like a movie star, Jamal nodded his approval. He announced one dress to be cut too low, informing Madam that only he was allowed to admire his wife’s perfection. Another dress plunged low in back, and he left the choice up to her, but not before running his fingers along the length of her spine.
The caress left her breathless. When she returned to the dressing room, Madam Monique smiled knowingly. “The prince is a happy man, yes?”
“I hope so,” Heidi said, still reeling from the light touch. How could the man reduce her to little more than cooked spaghetti with just a little brush of his hand, and how could she learn to do the same to him?
“The beautiful clothes help,” the woman said. “But the woman who wears them makes all the difference.”
She looked at Madam and wondered if the boutique owner would do her a favor. “I agree,” she said as Monique helped her out of the gown, then pulled a shimmering silver-white nightgown over her head. “I need to ask you something.”
“But of course. What?”
“I’m interested in buying some veils. You know, the kind people dance with.”
Madam’s dark eyes lit with understanding. She sighed. “Oh, to be young and in love. You wish to surprise your husband.” She glanced around the massive dressing room, then lowered her high-pitched voice. “I do not have such things here, but I know of what you speak. Give me a few minutes. I’ll send one of my girls to buy them for you.” She stepped back and in a louder voice said, “The prince will be pleased.”
“The prince is pleased.”
Both women turned toward the sound of the male voice. Heidi gasped when she saw Jamal leaning against the entrance to the dressing room. His broad shoulders filled the doorway, as if he really was larger than life. He had his arms folded over his chest, and he raised one eyebrow as he stared at her.
“You’re buying that, aren’t you?”
It wasn’t really a question.
Heidi had been so busy talking about the veils that she hadn’t noticed his arrival, nor had she paid attention to what she was wearing. Based on Jamal’s comment, he hadn’t heard what they were talking about, which allowed her to breathe a sigh of relief. She turned her attention to her reflection.
That sigh of relief caught in her throat and nearly choked her.
The silvery nightgown shimmered around her like gossamer fairy wings. Slender straps held up the lacy see-through bodice. The shape of her breasts and nipples was plainly visible through the delicate fabric. The skirt of the gown flowed to the floor, brushing against some curves, skimming over others, making her body look long, lean and completely feminine. She’d never felt more desirable in her life. And if the expression in Jamal’s eyes was anything to go by, he felt the same way. Which meant the whole issue of seducing might not be as difficult as she’d first thought.


Chapter Eleven

Heidi had been nervous from the moment he’d walked into the boutique dressing room, and Jamal had seen her in the silver nightgown. He had to admit he couldn’t blame her. Despite telling himself he had to go slow where his innocent wife was concerned, he hadn’t been able to keep his desire from showing. Probably because he’d wanted her more at that moment than he could ever remember wanting any woman before.
The need had been intense…almost desperate. The intensity had startled him into exposing his thoughts before he could conceal them. Now, nearly two hours later, Heidi was still a little skittish.
“You bought me too much,” she said, standing next to him in their suite while Rihana carried in several bags of clothes.
“You are a princess and my wife,” he said. “You need to dress appropriately. Besides, I want to show you off.”
He felt her gaze on him and saw the questions in her expression. For some reason she didn’t think she was attractive. Or maybe it was that she didn’t think he found her attractive. Whichever, she continued to be startled by his compliments. He made a note to continue giving them until she grew comfortable with the words.
“I know I need evening wear for formal entertaining,” she murmured as Rihana left to make another trip. “But this is excessive. I feel as if I’ll never wear them all.”
He turned to her. While Heidi protested his bounty, Yasmin had always complained that she wanted more. If he bought her five dresses, she wanted eight. When he gave her a diamond necklace, she pouted for the matching earrings. Ironically, in time he’d grown to begrudge Yasmin all that he gave her, mostly because she was never happy. Yet with Heidi, he wanted to give her more.
“Have fun with the new clothes,” he said, reaching out and gently stroking her cheek. “You don’t have to wait for a special occasion for all of them. Wear them around the palace.”
She still looked doubtful, but she nodded slowly. “I love everything we bought, but I’m afraid you’ll think I’m greedy or something.”
“Hardly that.”
“Good, because I—”
“Princess, what do I do with this?”
Rihana had returned with several dresses on hangers. She had them draped carefully over her arms. In her hand she held a small wrapped package. Heidi paled when she saw it and quickly took it from the young woman.
“It’s nothing.” Heidi gave him a quick smile that only emphasized the lie. “It’s, ah, girl stuff. I’ll put this away myself.” She casually dropped it on the center of her bed, as if it didn’t matter.
Jamal wondered if that package contained veils for his dance. By now she would have discussed his request with Fatima who would have told her there was no Dance of the Seven Veils. He was curious to find out if “Honey” would call him on his mistake or improvise.
“In fact,” Heidi continued, taking the dresses from Rihana, “I’ll put the rest of the clothes in the closet. Thanks for helping.”
The servant nodded and left.
Jamal walked with Heidi into her dressing room. The three walls of mirrors allowed him to easily follow her actions as she hung her new clothes in the spacious closet and then began arranging them into an order that would only make sense to her.
At his request, she’d worn one of her new outfits out of the store. Instead of her usual shapeless dresses, she wore fitted pants and a tailored blouse. The simple style emphasized her pleasing shape, especially her rounded bottom visible from every possible angle in the mirrors. He thought about pulling her close and kissing her slowly and thoroughly, using one hand to pull the pins free from her hair while the other cupped the curves he’d just been admiring. What would she say? Would she turn to him and kiss him back or would she reject him?
“Heidi?”
She turned at the sound of her name. “What?”
“Have dinner with me tonight.” He motioned to the new dresses hanging in the closet. “Wear something we bought today and I’ll order dinner served in our suite.”
Her eyes widened at the suggestion, but he wasn’t sure if it was in anticipation or aversion. Did she really want him? He longed to believe that her campaign was a way to win him, and he was willing to cooperate in any way he could, but at times like this, he wasn’t sure. Yasmin had been too good at her game, and when she’d finally showed her true colors, she’d destroyed his belief in her along with his pride.
“That sounds nice,” Heidi murmured. She cleared her throat. “Are you going to dress up?”
“Would you like me to?”
She nodded.
“Then I will.”
He gave her a quick smile and left the room. When he was alone in the hallway, he glanced back and wondered if he was about to make a fool of himself for the second time.
 
“This is insane,” Heidi muttered to herself as she paced in her small bedroom. “I’m insane.”
She came to a halt in front of her dresser mirror which—thank the Lord—did not show anything below her waist. She didn’t want to think about how she looked all over. What she could see was bad enough.
Jamal had suggested an intimate dinner for two in their suite. It was the perfect opportunity for her to seduce him. There was only one problem. She didn’t know the first thing about seducing a man. Where exactly did one start? Witty conversation? A light brush of the fingers? And if it was the latter, where exactly did one brush those fingers? And what if Jamal didn’t know what she was trying to do?
There seemed to be too many pitfalls and very few payoffs, she thought grimly. The entire situation was going to be a disaster. Her skin felt both hot and cold, and her stomach was turning and shifting in a most unpleasant way.
She had to change her clothes. Heidi stared at her reflection and knew it was a huge mistake to wear what she had on. She should change into one of the fancy dresses or maybe pants and a sweater or even…
There was a knock at her door. Her mouth went dry.
“Heidi? Are you ready?”
Jamal. Oh, great. Now what?
“Yes,” she muttered, followed by a louder, “I’ll be right there.”
What was he going to think? What if he didn’t get it? What if he did?
She walked to the door and sent up a brief prayer that this wasn’t half as horrible as she’d imagined. Then she turned the knob and stepped out in the hallway. Only three steps to the living room, she told herself, trying to breathe enough without hyperventilating. Her chest was so tight and her bare feet felt as if they could go out from under her at any moment.
Then she was in the living room. Jamal stood by the wet bar, a bottle of champagne in his hands. He’d put on a black tux that made him look as handsome as she’d ever seen him. He was all darkness and male beauty—as she’d thought before—a poster boy for sin.
“I thought you’d like some—”
He turned and saw her. He stopped talking. His mouth actually fell open, and for a second Heidi thought he was going to drop the champagne bottle.
She forced herself to stand completely still while her husband studied her from her bare feet to the top of her head.
She’d used hot rollers to curl her hair, then she’d pulled it all into a ponytail up on her crown. The loose strands tumbled back to her shoulders. Her only jewelry was her wedding band, but then the silver nightgown she wore—the same one Jamal had admired in the boutique—didn’t lend itself to accessories.
Except for the gossamer fabric draping her body, she was completely naked. And completely vulnerable. Despite her chronic threats to throw up, this time she might actually do it.
“Heidi?”
His voice was low and liquid and incredibly seductive. It made her want to melt right there on the floor. Instead, she squared her shoulders and met her husband’s confused but heated gaze.
“I’ve, ah, heard there’s something to be said for animal passions, but I don’t have any firsthand experience. I thought maybe you’d be willing to change that.”
Jamal didn’t respond. She knew she’d made a hideous mistake. He didn’t want her; he’d never wanted her. She was a fool.
Just when she would have turned and run, he set the still-unopened champagne bottle on the bar and moved toward her. He stopped less than a foot in front of her. One of his strong hands settled on her waist. The other stroked her cheek.
“You want to make love with me?” he asked.
He sounded amazed. He sounded intrigued. He sounded interested. Thank the Lord.
“Yes,” she said. “But not if we have to talk about it. I’m too nervous for that.”
He smiled a slow, male smile that made her toes curl on the marble floor. “I’ll do all the talking,” he promised as he lowered his head and brushed his mouth against hers.
He kissed her slowly, deeply and thoroughly, exploring her mouth in a way that left her breathless. When he raised his head, she hoped he wasn’t going to ask her anything because her head was spinning, and she didn’t have access to a single coherent thought. Fortunately he only took her by the hand and led her to his bedroom.
She had a brief impression of a large four-poster bed and beautiful tiles on the walls. Large furniture loomed around them, but she couldn’t focus on any one piece. Later, she promised herself. Later she would explore, but for now it was enough to remain standing and keep breathing.
They stopped by his bed. Jamal turned and smiled at her. “Nervous?”
Well, duh. What did he expect? “Oh, yeah. Every cell in my body is shaking.”
She held up her hand to demonstrate. He took it in his and brought her fingers to his mouth.
“I’m going to make you tremble all over,” he promised, then pressed his lips to her suddenly sensitive skin. “But it won’t be because you’re nervous.”
“Wanna bet?” she muttered, but she doubted he was listening. Not that she cared. The way he concentrated on her hand, on kissing each pad, then licking the length of her fingers, made her want to swoon. The combination of heat and dampness overwhelmed her. She swayed slightly as he exchanged one of her hands for the other and began the erotic process all over again.
When he’d finished kissing her fingers, he moved to her palm. He traced a damp circle there with his tongue then bit gently on the inside of her wrist. The trembling he’d promised began in her thighs and moved both up and down. Her knees were in danger of buckling while her belly quivered and damp heat flared between her legs. She had to hold on to him to keep from falling.
He wrapped his arms around her waist and pressed his body to hers. She placed her own arms over his shoulders, hugging him to her, savoring the familiar feel of him. He was so strong, so broad, so very male.
He bent down but didn’t press his mouth against hers. Instead, he kissed her cheeks, then her nose. “Sweet Heidi,” he murmured.
By the time he moved his lips to hers, some of her trembling came from desire and frustration along with nerves. She ached for him, needing him in ways she didn’t understand. She parted her lips immediately, then whimpered as his tongue entered her mouth.
With each touch, each stroke, each movement of their intimate dance, her body heated. She found herself clinging to him, wanting him. She wanted more kisses, deeper, longer, and she pressed against him, hoping he would understand.
He cupped her face, then tilted her head slightly so he could kiss her more thoroughly. Then he retreated, and she followed, doing to him all he’d done to her. Exploring, teasing, tasting. Her legs were shaking so violently, she could barely stand. She wore only the nightgown, yet she suddenly wanted the garment removed. Every part of her was on fire, and only her husband’s touch would quench the flames.
“Touch me,” Jamal whispered against her mouth.
She realized that her arms had fallen to her sides. She brought them up to his shoulders, then ran her fingers through his dark hair. With her other hand, she explored his strong, broad back.
How different he was from her. So much bigger. Through the layers of his jacket and shirt, she felt his muscles rippling as she slowly moved up and down from shoulders to nearly his waist. She’d never touched a man like this. To think that in time she would grow to know his body as well as she knew her own. She would recognize him by sight and scent and touch. The thought of such intimacy was nearly overwhelming but in the most perfect and lovely way.
He kissed her again, deeply, slowly, passionately. She found herself moving closer, needing to be right up against him.
Something hard pressed into her belly. The hardness flexed, which startled her. She jumped. What on earth?
Then she knew. She didn’t know if the knowledge was instinctive or the result of reading those books Fatima had given her. Either way, she understood that ridge was the result of Jamal being aroused by what they were doing.
She was two parts embarrassed and one part curious. Actually the curious part of her was gaining ground. What would he look like naked? She’d never seen a man that way. There had been a few shadowy bits in movie scenes, but she had a feeling those half-lit vaguenesses had nothing to do with reality.
Would he let her see him? Would he let her touch him? Did she want to?
Jamal pulled back and stared at her. “What on earth are you thinking? You’ve completely drifted away. Obviously I’ve lost my technique in the bedroom, and I’m boring my virgin bride.”
Heidi ducked her head. “Sorry,” she murmured. “It’s not what you think. I mean, I’m not bored.”
She risked a glance and was pleased to see humor lurking in his eyes. For a moment she’d been afraid he was really angry.
“So what were you thinking, Princess Heidi?” he asked as he stroked his thumb across her mouth.
The contact was so light and delicate that she barely felt it, yet it made her want to thrust her hips against him, which made no sense at all.
“I, um, that is…” She looked at him. “You’re making it very hard to think.”
“I don’t want you to think. I want you to feel.”
“I did. I felt you, ah, sort of pressing against me, and it was distracting.”
His dark eyes brightened. She couldn’t tell if it was from passion or humor. Probably both, she thought glumly. No doubt she was doing everything wrong.
“This,” he said, leaning close until their bodies touched again.
The hardness returned. Tiny butterfly shivers rippled through her, starting in her belly and moving out.
“Yes,” she whispered, feeling more heat on her. “Exactly that. I’ve never been with a man so I’ve never had contact with his…you know.”
“Ah, the ‘you know.”’ He chuckled. “Heidi, you are the most charming woman I’ve ever met.”
“Really?” Charming? Her?
“Absolutely.” He studied her. “Are you frightened by the fact that I’m aroused?”
Was he going to talk? Couldn’t they just do it? Embarrassment flooded her, and she had to fight to keep from staring at the ground. Despite her best efforts, her gaze did lower some, and she found herself staring fixedly at the second button below his collar. Weren’t buttons a marvel? Who had invented them, and what had people done before they’d come into existence?
“Heidi?”
“I like that you want me,” she whispered, still unable to look at his face.
“I do want you. I want to make love with you. I want to touch and kiss you and teach you all the wonders that occur between husband and wife.”
At last she met his gaze. “Okay.”
“Thank you for agreeing.”
He was teasing her again. She was about to protest, but then they were kissing, and she found she didn’t mind the humor. He picked her up in his arms and set her onto the mattress, all the while still brushing against her mouth, plunging inside and generally leaving her breathless.
He straightened long enough to shrug out of his jacket and undo his cuffs. While he tugged on his tie, Heidi managed to undo a couple of buttons of his shirt.
She couldn’t believe this was actually happening. Here she was, on Jamal’s bed, wearing nothing but a nightgown while her husband undressed. Her husband! And they were going to make love. She didn’t know whether to laugh in delight or to run screaming from the room. Except she didn’t want to leave. Not yet. Not before she experienced the magic that occurred between a man and a woman. She liked Jamal kissing her, and she was sure she would like everything else he did.
He finished with his tie, then undid the last of the buttons. As he removed his shirt, she found herself mesmerized by the sight of his bare chest. Light from the lamps by the bed illuminated his broad shoulders. She saw the definition of his muscles and the way his waist tapered. He was too appealing by far. And too experienced. He would know exactly what to do while she would be left unsure.
Jamal knelt next to her on the mattress and fingered the hem of her nightgown. “I’d like to take this off you.”
She swallowed, then licked her suddenly dry lips. “Yes, well, I suppose that would be fine, except I’m not wearing anything underneath.”
“Really?” He sounded intrigued. “So you’re practically naked.”
“Um, yes.”
“No clothes, just bare skin for me to look at and touch to my heart’s content.”
“You’re tormenting me on purpose.”
“What’s the fun in tormenting you if it’s not on purpose?” he asked.
Despite her nerves, she laughed. “I didn’t expect it to be like this,” she said. “I thought we’d both be serious.”
He leaned down and kissed her briefly. “It will get serious soon enough. Trust me.”
She did, she thought with some surprise. She trusted him to make her first time wonderful.
So when he tugged on her nightgown, she shifted so he could draw it up over her hips. Then she sat up and pulled it over her head. Her flash of bravery and trust faded the second she was naked, but before she could scream or run or even cover herself, Jamal was bending over her, kissing her, and she could think of nothing but the glory of being so close to him.
She wrapped her arms around his neck and drew him down. She felt a burning hunger inside of her. It was a sensation she’d not experienced before, and it confused her. In some ways she felt as if she were starving—as if her life would never be complete if they didn’t do this.
Jamal shifted slightly and rested his hand on her stomach. She felt each fingertip where it lightly touched her sensitized skin. When his hand began to move in a slow circle on her belly, she jumped a little, then clutched at him. She was glad he was kissing her because otherwise she would probably be making shrieky noises and they would be serious mood-breakers.
“Touch me,” he murmured against her mouth. “I’ll die if you don’t.”
His words shocked her. Intellectually she knew that he was likely to enjoy their lovemaking, but she doubted she would be able to compare with the ever-perfect Yasmin. But to think that her touching Jamal actually mattered was more than she’d hoped.
She moved her hand from his shoulder, down his arm. She explored the inside of his elbow, then retraced her path to discover his neck and the curve of his ear. She’d been about to slip her fingers into his hair when his hand began to move. It had been circling and circling while his tongue teased her mouth, but now those very masculine fingers were reaching up…toward her breasts.
She longed for that. She remembered how wonderful it had been the last time he’d touched her there. She hadn’t known her body was capable of such pleasure. Just the thought of it made her nipples tighten in anticipation.
“How lovely you are,” he breathed against her lips. “I want to touch you all over. I want to hold you and kiss you and taste every part of you.”
Taste? Her? The thought boggled her mind. Then his hand closed over her breast, and she couldn’t think. It was too lovely. The melting, the heating, the way her belly flared with liquid desire and her thighs trembled. All of her trembled. She had the strangest urge to let her legs fall open so he could touch her there even though she suspected her thoughts were wildly inappropriate.
Still that hand on her breast was five kinds of magic. He explored her slowly, as if learning her curves. She no longer thought of being naked before him. Actually, she couldn’t think of anything at all. There were only the feelings he created in her and the wonder of their being together.
He slipped a finger back and forth against the underside of her breasts, then moved up a little until he could caress her nipple. The exquisite sensation literally dragged her up from the bed. She found herself clinging to him, uttering sounds that weren’t even words but were meant to insist that he must never stop.
Jamal moved his head slightly, breaking their kiss. He left a damp trail down her jaw and neck. Before she knew what was happening, he’d drawn her nipple between his lips and was licking the tight point. Licking it!
Fire shot through her. She dug her heels into the bed as she arched up again. She found herself cupping his head, holding on to him, writhing, needing. It was terrifying. It was wonderful.
He continued to pleasure her breasts, moving from one to the other. At the same time, his free hand slipped down her belly. Without her being aware of giving a command, her legs parted. Shivers rippled through her. She was afraid and yet oddly ready for whatever he was going to do. Then he moved into the waiting dampness.
No one had ever touched her there. No man had explored her most secret places. She’d rarely thought about that part of intimacy, but when she had, she’d assumed it would be horrible. After all, she’d been the one wishing for a mental and spiritual marriage, rather than one with physical intimacy. Now she found she might have misjudged the situation.
She loved the feel of him against her. She loved the way he moved slowly, yet with a sureness that eased her fears. He teased, circling around, then found the deep passage that would take him later.
When a single finger entered her, she felt a slight jolt deep inside. He withdrew, then went in again. The jolt was stronger, the promise of something she needed. He cupped her with his whole hand, then pressed down slightly. Something inside quivered and made her jump.
“What is this?” Jamal asked, his voice muffled against her breasts. “What have I found?”
“I—I don’t know.”
Heidi didn’t know. She had a clue about a small place that was supposed to be very nice when touched but it was, like the rest of her, virgin territory.
He drew his hand up until his fingertips rested against the protective folds of her damp flesh. Then he went exploring. He slipped back and forth, discovering the places that made her sigh and hold on tighter. Then he touched one very special spot. Without wanting to, Heidi dug her heels into the mattress and thrust her hips upward.
“Yes,” she moaned as he returned his mouth to hers.
He continued to touch her most private place. He pressed lightly, moving quickly in a rhythm designed to make her die from the glory of it all. His deep kisses drank in her moans. She clutched at him, needing to feel all of him close to her. She rubbed her hands up and down his back then pressed her palm flat against him, then found a tiny tight nipple so similar to her own that she couldn’t help touching him the way he’d touched her. She brushed her fingers against the spot.
Against her thigh, something hard jumped. She felt it again and was pleased that he wanted her so much. Then she couldn’t think at all because the fingers between her thighs continued to move. Air disappeared from her lungs, but it didn’t matter because she was dying anyway. She had to be dying. It was impossible to feel this much and still live.
Her knees drew back of their own accord. Her hips moved. He touched her again and again, then stopped to dip inside her. Pressure built. She wanted…no, needed so much more. Nothing about the moment made sense.
And still he touched her and kissed her and held her close. Her hands fell away from him. She could only grasp uselessly at the bedspread and wait for the great something that approached.
Her body tensed. He rubbed against her, taking her higher, tighter until she was going to break or snap or maybe just blow away.
And then it happened. A kind of explosion, but from the inside. A twisting and turning of all of her body in a way that made her float and gasp and surrender herself to the glory of light and feeling. Thousands of shudders rippled through her, first strong, then fading until she trembled only slightly.
Jamal held her in his arms. “Thank you,” he breathed against her hair. “Thank you for doing that. Thank you for responding.”
She tried to smile but all her muscles were still quivering. “I think I’m the one who’s supposed to be saying thank you.”
“Then, you’re welcome.”
She stared at him. “Was it supposed to be like that? I mean, that wonderful?”
He met her gaze. There was something intense about his expression, and she didn’t understand anything he might be thinking. Jamal looked at her as if he’d never seen her before.
She bit her lip. “Did I do something wrong? Wasn’t I supposed to—”
“Don’t,” he said quickly, interrupting her. “You were perfect. Everything I could have wanted. It’s supposed to be exactly like that. You’re supposed to feel those things. In fact I can make it better.”
She smiled. “You’re lying.”
“No. With practice we’ll learn each other’s likes and dislikes and develop a rhythm that works for us.”
“I can’t imagine you doing anything I wouldn’t like.”
“Good.” He paused. “I want to be inside of you, Heidi. I want to finish making love with you.”
Her shyness returned, but she forced herself to nod. “I want that too.” Because she did. She was suddenly very interested in learning more about this mysterious process.
Jamal rose to his feet and kicked off his shoes, then pulled off his socks and reached for the belt of his slacks. He paused.
“Have you seen a man before?” he asked.
She shook her head. He pulled down his slacks and briefs in one quick movement, then slid onto the bed. He stretched out on his back.
“Go ahead and look,” he offered. “Get comfortable with me. You can touch me if you’d like.”
“Oh.” Touching? Her?
She raised herself up on her elbow and gazed at his body. He was fit and tanned with long, lean muscles. His shoulders were powerful. His chest tapered into a narrow waist and hips. Her gaze followed the dark line of hair that bisected his belly and led directly to his arousal.
Heidi stared. It was bigger than she’d imagined, and thrusting up toward the ceiling. The shape was not unappealing. It was darker than the rest of him.
Slowly, carefully, prepared to pull back at any minute, she stretched out her fingers and tentatively touched him. He was soft and hot, yet underneath was pulsing steel. She’d thought he might be damp or feel weird, but the skin was dry, and she liked the way her fingers around him made him tense and groan low in his throat. She experimented with moving slowly, then speeding up. He seemed to really like the—
“Enough,” he said, grabbing her wrist and holding her still. “That lesson is for another time.”
What lesson? she wanted to ask. Instead, she found herself on her back in the center of the mattress. Jamal knelt between her thighs. He was touching her again, the way he had before. The steady caressing left her breathless and damp. Her hips pulsed in time with the movement of his fingers, and she felt herself beginning the journey again.
But before she could reach her completion, he stopped what he was doing and started kissing her. She liked the kissing as well, so she didn’t complain. His tongue was in her mouth, teasing her and—
She felt a probing against her woman’s place. The blunt pressure wasn’t from his fingers. No, something larger sought entrance. He reached down and guided himself into her. She could feel herself stretching. It didn’t hurt, but it wasn’t pleasant either.
“Don’t tense,” he told her, his voice hoarse. “I know it’s uncomfortable, but it will get better, I promise. Just relax. Once I’m inside, I’ll stop until you get used to me.”
She wanted to push him away, but instead she did as he’d requested. She breathed in and out, focusing only on his kiss, while between her legs he slowly filled her body.
He stopped sooner than she thought he would. She was about to say it wasn’t so bad when there was a sharp pain. Heidi cried out. Jamal gave one more thrust and was still.
“That’s all,” he said, raining kisses on her face. “That’s the worst of it.”
Tears stung in her eyes, but she blinked them away. “It’s not so bad,” she murmured.
He smiled ruefully. “As I mentioned before, you’re a lousy liar. But that’s a good thing in a wife.” He braced his weight on his knees and forearms and stared into her eyes. “Remember what it was like before? When I was touching you there?”
She nodded slowly, not willing to give anything away if it meant he was going to hurt her again.
“Remember how it felt?” he asked. “My fingers moving against you. The pressure building and building. You were so wet and hot, and I didn’t want it to ever end.”
She felt herself growing warm right now. “I remember,” she said quietly.
“It’s going to feel that way again,” he promised. “When I’m inside of you. Probably not this time, but soon. That’s the point, Heidi. It’s good for both of us.”
His words had reminded her of those incredible minutes in his arms. Magically, the tension flowed out of her so that he didn’t seem quite so huge inside. At least it wasn’t as uncomfortable. When he began to move, she found herself enjoying the sensation. In and out, slowly, so slowly that she wanted him to go faster. Paradise was a long way off, but she could see the potential. As Jamal had told her, if not this time, then soon.
He began to move faster. His expression tightened. “I can’t—” he gasped. “I can’t hold back.”
She didn’t know what he was talking about, but she found herself needing to reassure him. “I’m fine. Don’t hold back.”
He dropped his head and kissed her neck. Then his entire body tensed as he buried himself deeply inside of her. He gasped her name and went still.
She held him close, feeling the last, lingering tremors of his muscles. They had done it. They’d made love. She was no longer a virgin, and Jamal was at last her true husband. She was a little sore and sex wasn’t what she thought it would be. Fortunately, it had been better than she’d imagined.
Jamal rose from the bed and collected a washcloth from the bathroom. He gently wiped away the faint traces of blood on both of them, then helped her under the covers.
“Now you are mine,” he told her in the darkness as he pulled her against him.
A smile touched her lips. For the first time in her life, she felt as if she belonged.


Chapter Twelve

Jamal stared into the darkness. Heidi slept at his side, but he hadn’t been able to close his eyes. He wanted to believe what had just happened—he desperately needed it to be true. Had it been a onetime occurrence, or was Heidi truly different from Yasmin?
She’d responded, he reminded himself. On this very bed with his fingers touching her intimately, she’d climaxed. He’d seen the surprise and the passion in her expression. He’d felt the contraction of her muscles against his fingers.
He told himself it wasn’t important, yet he couldn’t stop the pleasure and pride that filled him. In all the years he’d been married to Yasmin, she’d never once reacted in the same way. Most of the time she never got damp or the least bit swollen. For her, sex had been a chore.
At the time he’d told himself it wasn’t his fault, that it didn’t matter. People were different, and the fact that his wife hadn’t enjoyed sexual relations didn’t reflect on him. He’d repeated the words over and over, but he’d never believed them. He’d always thought he was doing something wrong. That if he could just figure out what she wanted, he could make her happy. And he’d been right. What she’d wanted was to be left alone, and as soon as he’d done that, she’d been pleased.
But Heidi wasn’t like Yasmin. She’d been aroused and had climaxed their first time together. Just thinking about how she’d felt when he’d touched her and been inside of her had him hard and wanting.
He reminded himself that it was late, and she would probably be sore, but he couldn’t help turning toward her and pulling her close. She stirred sleepily.
“Jamal? What is it?”
“Nothing,” he murmured even as he began to kiss her neck.
She laughed softly. “Hmm. Something rather hard and impressive is poking my thigh. It doesn’t feel like nothing.”
She moved closer and slipped her leg over his hips, bringing her center against his arousal.
He shuddered. “You don’t know what you do to me.”
“Tell me.”
He looked at her in the darkness, barely able to make out the details of her face. “I want you again.”
He saw her smile. “You know, I sort of guessed that. The funny thing is, I want you, too.”
 
Heidi woke to a sun-filled room. She knew without glancing at the clock that it was already midmorning. She also knew she was alone.
Sometime early she’d sensed more than heard Jamal get up to start his day. He’d held her and kissed her, then had urged her to go back to sleep. That he would see her later.
She sat up and stretched, then smiled when she saw the single red rose resting on the pillow beside her. Jamal was an incredible lover, she thought as she picked up the flower and sniffed its lovely scent. Thoughtful, caring and very skilled. The second time they’d made love had been even better than the first. He’d used his fingers on her again and she’d climaxed even more quickly. Then, when he’d been inside of her, she’d felt herself getting close to her release.
Soon, he’d promised her. She would know that particular pleasure very, very soon.
“I don’t want to wait,” Heidi said to herself as she slid out of bed and made her way back to her own room. To be honest, she wanted it all and she wanted it now! In less than a night, she’d grown greedy.
The thought delighted her, as did her knowledge that she and Jamal had fit well together. She’d enjoyed being in his arms and having him close to her. She smiled. When she’d first read the books Fatima had given her, she’d been shocked and embarrassed. Now the thought of doing all those things with Jamal excited her. Maybe she should show him some of the pictures and find out what he preferred. Maybe—
She stepped into her bedroom and came to a stop. Sitting in the center of the bed was a paper-wrapped package. The same package Madam Monique had given her the previous afternoon. Her veils. Veils that she would wear as Honey.
There was no Dance of the Seven Veils, which Jamal probably knew. But in the movies, the dance was a slow seduction with the sheer layers being removed one by one. The message was clear. Her husband wanted to be seduced…but not by her.
“But I am Honey,” she whispered into the empty room. “So he does want me to seduce him.”
Except Jamal didn’t know she was Honey, which meant he was sexually interested in another woman. Which made her want to kill him.
To make everything even more confusing, there was a part of her that was excited about doing the dance. She thought it would be sexy and fun, and she longed to feel her feminine power, perhaps for the first time in her life. Was that wrong?
Heidi pressed her lips together. There were too many questions and not enough answers. The situation had just gotten too complicated for her. She needed expert help.
Thirty minutes later she stepped into Dora’s office and sank onto one of the plush sofas in the corner. Her sister-in-law settled next to her.
“You look radiant and worried,” Dora said, angling toward her on the cushion. “It’s an interesting combination.”
“Radiant, huh?”
Heidi was pleased. She’d had a feeling that the lovemaking showed on her face, but she hadn’t been sure.
“Absolutely. And while that’s nice, I’m more concerned about the worried part. What’s wrong?”
It was a simple question. One Heidi had been asking herself. The problem was she still didn’t have any answers. “I hate that Jamal has a mistress,” she said slowly. “Yet, I’m the mistress, so what does it matter, right? I mean, he’s seeing another woman, but that woman is me, so he’s obviously attracted to me in different ways. But I hate that he sees her, even if it’s me.”
Dora frowned. Her brown eyes regarded Heidi thoughtfully. “Excuse me for saying it this way, but you’ve got yourself in a hell of a mess.”
Heidi sighed. “Tell me about it. How do I fix the problem?”
Her sister-in-law smiled. “I have no idea. I don’t have any answers. But I do have another question for you. What do you want?”
“Fatima asked me that when this all started,” Heidi said slowly.
“And you didn’t have an answer then. Do you now?”
What did she want? Heidi thought about her life—all the changes since she’d returned to El Bahar. She had her work, which she loved, a place in the palace, a husband who…who…She had a husband who had the potential to be her whole world. Jamal was good and kind and fun to be with and very sexy and…
“I love him,” she said, her voice filled with wonder. Of course. Why hadn’t she seen it before? “I love him, and I want to be with him always. I want him to love me back.”
“Then come clean and tell him the truth. Take it from there.”
The truth? Heidi wasn’t so sure. Would Jamal appreciate why she’d pretended to be someone else? Would he be angry? They’d only become lovers last night; she wasn’t sure she wanted to disrupt their honeymoon so soon. Besides, telling him about her deception was not going to make him receptive to hearing that she loved him.
“You’re hesitating,” Dora observed. “You don’t want to tell him?”
“I don’t know. We’re just starting to figure out the marriage. I’m not sure I’m ready to drop the bombshell.”
There was also the matter of Yasmin, Heidi thought, even though she wasn’t about to share that with her sister-in-law. If she could continue to be with Jamal intimately and things were good between them, perhaps she had a chance at winning a small piece of his heart. She knew that he would always love his late wife, but she didn’t mind that, as long as he loved her, too.
But would he see it that way? Would he think she’d been trying to trick him into loving only her?
“When do you see him again with you being Honey?” Dora asked.
“In two days.” Heidi looked at her and smiled shyly. “I’m supposed to do a veil dance for him.”
“Oh, really. Sounds interesting.”
Heidi nodded. “Oddly enough, I’m sort of excited about doing it for him. Which is part of what makes everything so confusing. How can I want him to give up Honey when I like being her?”
“Why don’t you do the dance and see how it goes?” Dora suggested. “If you still like being the mistress and the wife, then keep the secret a little longer. If you can’t keep up the pretense, then come clean.”
“You have a point,” Heidi said. “If I don’t know what I want to do, the best course of action is to wait and decide later.”
She and Dora chatted for a few more minutes, then Heidi left and headed for her own office. Realizing she loved her husband had changed everything. It made their lovemaking more precious, but it made everything else more difficult. How angry would he be when he found out she’d tricked him with Honey? What if he never forgave her? What if he liked Honey more? What if—
“Stop,” she told herself as she pushed open the door to her office. “You’re making yourself crazy.”
And the proof was right in front of her, she thought as she stared in amazement. Where just the day before had been furniture and files and bookcases stood an empty room.
“Princess Heidi,” one of the secretaries said, walking into the room. “I’m sorry I didn’t see you arrive. I’ve been watching for you, but I had a phone call. Please forgive me.”
Heidi gave the young woman a quick smile. “Sure, no problem. But maybe you could tell me where my office went?”
The woman laughed. “It’s just down the hall. Please follow me.”
Heidi was still shaking her head as she trailed after the secretary. She’d been moved? But why? It didn’t make any sense. “Did the king come by?” she asked. “Am I taking up too much room. Does someone else need it more and should I…”
Her voice trailed off as they came to a stop in front of double doors. The secretary pushed open the right one and Heidi stepped into a large, bright office. She recognized her rather worn furniture, pieces she’d picked out herself from the storeroom. Her files were in place, as were her books. The only thing different was the large picture window at a right angle to her chair.
Instead of a view of the back gardens, she could now see to the edge of the world. Blue ocean twinkled at her over the tops of the trees. The sky was an even deeper color, clear and endless.
“I don’t understand,” she whispered. “Why was I moved here?”
The woman smiled and motioned to the spray of flowers sitting in the center of her desk. A small card had been tucked between two white orchids.
For my princess, who longs for a window overlooking the ocean. The note was signed with the letter J.
“Jamal,” she breathed.
“Yes, Your Highness. It’s so romantic. He showed up early this morning with a crew of men and arranged to have everything moved. We were very careful to put things back where you left them so nothing should be out of place.”
Heidi glanced at her. “Thank you so much for telling me,” she said.
The woman nodded and left.
Heidi made her way around the large space. She touched her desk, the back of her chair, then walked to the window. She remembered her pitiful lie about working in her bedroom because she’d wanted to be able to see the water. Jamal had listened and moved her here as a lovely surprise.
She clutched his note to her chest and gave a little laugh. Surely his wonderful gesture meant that he cared about her. It probably wasn’t love, but it was a start. If she was very lucky, she might just be able to win her handsome husband for her very own. With time, he might start to love her back.
But not if he found out she was lying to him. So she had to be very careful and make sure he never learned she was the mysterious Honey Martin who planned to seduce him with her own version of the Dance of the Seven Veils.
 
Heidi moved slowly in the center of the room. The portable CD player in the corner pulsed with the sound of drums and bells. The steady beat had already started to increase as she shook her hips.
Jamal sat on the sofa and told himself no matter what happened, he wouldn’t smile. He knew that she wouldn’t understand that he was as charmed as he’d ever been and instead might think he was laughing at her.
His wife was many wonderful things, but she wasn’t a dancer, he thought as he followed her movements. She was awkward and unfamiliar with the steps of the dance. He saw where she had to pause to remember and then improvised to catch up with the music. But none of that mattered. To him, she was a mysteriously beautiful creature, and he was grateful to have her in his life.
Sunlight spilled in through the French doors of the suite, illuminating her pale skin. She wore her hair long. There weren’t curls today. Veils covered her body, but they were sheer enough that he could see the beaded bra and panties underneath. She danced for him, barefoot, smiling, and she was the most erotic vision he’d ever seen.
He wanted her with a desperation he’d never allowed himself before. The urge to take her right there, to grab her and pull her down onto the sofa, nearly overwhelmed him. He forced himself to stay still, to hold his desire in check. Because he wanted her to think she’d won him on her own. Because she was the courtesan, not because she was his wife. This was her game and he was determined that she would win.
Talk about a mistake, Heidi thought grimly as she held her hands above her head and spun until the room seemed to tilt. She hated the silly dance and she’d never felt more ridiculous in her life. What was wrong with her? She could only pray she didn’t look as stupid as she felt.
She blinked several times and was shocked when she realized she was holding back tears. Why on earth was she crying? She wasn’t upset. She was having a good time, wasn’t she? Hadn’t she been the one to decide to do the routine? Hadn’t she thought it would be fun? She’d enjoyed learning the dance, making her own modifications. She’d even liked practicing. But now, in front of Jamal, everything was different.
Her chest hurt, she thought as she dipped toward him and reached for the first veil. Tightness around her ribs made it hard to breathe. Some of it, she admitted, was the fact that although they’d only been intimate for a few days, she still recognized that look of desire in Jamal’s eyes. He wanted her. Except the her that he wanted was another woman. How could he have made love with her last night and sit here now, lusting after someone else?
Involuntarily her gaze lowered to his lap. She stumbled when she saw the ridge of his desire pressing against his fly. He was aroused!
The realization sent a jolt of fire through her body. She nearly stopped her dance and went to him, but then she remembered that this arousal wasn’t about her. It was too confusing, she thought, wishing she’d never started this particular game. She wanted to stop and tell him the truth, except she was afraid to. She didn’t want him to misunderstand what she’d done or why.
How could he be doing this to her? How dare he be with another woman? And what if instead of falling in love with her, he fell in love with Honey? What if he wanted Honey more?
She spun around to confront him. She was going to tell him the truth and damn the consequences. But as she turned, her foot caught against the leg of the coffee table and she stumbled. For a second, she nearly caught her balance again, but then she lost it and fell to the floor.
Several large cushions broke her fall, but her ankle twisted painfully in the process and she gasped as her butt thudded onto the marble. Jamal was at her side in an instant.
“Are you all right?” he asked, his voice low and concerned. “Does anything hurt? Should I call for a doctor?”
He looked worried, she thought as she stared at his familiar face—a face she’d touched just that morning in their bed. This man had held her and caressed her and made love with her. He’d murmured that she was lovely and told her he wanted her. How could he be with someone else?
“I—I’m fine,” she said.
“No, you’re not. I can tell you’re in pain. Where does it hurt?”
Everywhere, she thought. Mostly in her heart. But she couldn’t say that. Instead, she pointed to her ankle. “I think I twisted it a little. It’s not sprained or anything. I just need a minute to catch my breath.”
Without responding, he slipped an arm around her back and another under her thighs. Then he lifted her and carried her to the dining-room table where he set her on the glass surface.
“Let’s take a look at that ankle,” he said and bent to examine the area. His fingers were gentle but sure as he moved over the bone. “There’s no immediate swelling. That’s good. Can you wiggle your toes?”
She did as he requested. He glanced up at her face and smiled. “They’re very nice toes.”
“Thank you,” she whispered, knowing he was trying to be kind. She started to say more, then found herself resisting the urge to burst into tears. To her horror, a single tear crept down her cheek.
“Honey, what’s wrong?” Jamal asked. He stepped between her thighs and pulled her close. “Are you injured somewhere else?”
“No,” she sniffed, savoring the feel of having him hold her like this. As if she were precious…as if she mattered.
Her feelings confused her. She hated that he was with Honey, and she loved that he’d taken her in his arms. She needed to be next to him. She wanted to make love with him. But not now, not like this.
Yet when he lowered his head and brushed her mouth with his, she couldn’t resist him. She opened to admit him, accepting the intimate kiss even as more tears rolled down her cheeks.
It was six kinds of heaven, but seven kinds of hell, she thought as their tongues brushed against each other, and his hands began to explore her. She told herself to stop him, but she couldn’t. Already the liquid heat moved through her, melting her bones and robbing her of her will. It was too amazing, too much of what she wanted. Jamal. Always Jamal. He was her husband, the man she loved. She could no more resist him than she could stop breathing.
The tone of his kiss changed as their tongues continued to dance with each other. His passion grew. She felt the fire race through him. It caught her in its grip, making her cling to him. Even the sheer veils and brief costume were too much for her to be wearing. She wanted to be naked right there on the table.
He nipped at her mouth then trailed kisses down her neck. She arched to let him have his way with her. Then she drew him back. She kissed him—offering nibbling kisses of her own. She nipped at his lips and his tongue, all the while dragging her nails across his back.
He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her up against him. His hardness fit perfectly against her waiting dampness. She felt herself preparing to climax, and he hadn’t even touched her yet.
“Wrap your legs around me,” he told her, his voice low and hoarse.
She did as he instructed and found that they fit together even better than they had last night. He rocked against her, teasing her center with his arousal, making her writhe. Even as his mouth kept contact with hers, he began to unfasten her veils, tugging them off her, removing her bra until she was topless.
There was no slow seduction like the first time they’d made love, she thought hazily. Perhaps he thought Honey didn’t need it because she was experienced. Heidi didn’t mind. She was already wet and ready. Her breath came in short pants, and she knew she was going to die if he didn’t start touching her soon.
Jamal broke their kiss long enough to pull off her panties. When she was naked, he hurriedly shrugged out of his shirt, then tossed it onto the table behind her. As if he’d read her mind, he lowered her onto the soft fabric, still warm from his body, and began to caress her breasts.
He knew exactly how to touch her, she thought hazily. He cupped both her breasts in his hands, then teased the tight nipples. He took those tight buds between his forefinger and thumb and tweaked them until ribbons of pleasure wove their way to her most feminine core.
“Are you sure?” he asked, his voice raspy and hoarse.
She stared at him. “What?”
“Are you sure about this? Do you want me to make love with you? Is this what you want?”
Was he really checking with her? She searched his dark eyes. “I don’t understand.”
“I want you to be sure that you want us to make love.”
She covered his hands with hers and smiled. “Don’t you think you’re asking that a little too late?”
He didn’t return her smile. “Not at all. I’ll stop if you want me to.”
She wrapped her arms around his neck and drew him close. “Don’t stop. Don’t ever stop.”
He plunged into her mouth, even as his fingers continued to work their magic. Then he moved down her neck until he rained kisses across her belly, making her shiver and writhe and wish it would never end.
She didn’t know what was happening to her, but she also no longer cared. All that mattered was that she was with Jamal and he was with her. If she had to be someone else to hold her husband, then she would be that other woman.
Her skin rippled and quivered where his tongue traced tiny circles. He slipped down her belly, moving lower and lower until she didn’t know what he planned to do. At last he knelt on the floor and shifted her legs so that they draped over his shoulders. Then he parted her female flesh and kissed her most secret place.
Heidi had been clueless of his destination. One minute he was trailing tickling kisses across her stomach and the next he was performing the most intimate act of her life. She vaguely recalled reading about this kind of kissing in those books Fatima had given her. Several had told of these touches of the tongue—male to female and the other way around. Heidi had been two parts shocked, one part disbelieving.
But it was happening now. Her husband was actually touching her there with his mouth and his tongue. Even more unlikely…she enjoyed it!
She half rose on her elbows to protest, then sank back on the table. Her legs were splayed, her body exploded, yet she couldn’t find it in herself to care. Not when Jamal circled her most sensitive spot, loving it from every direction. He moved gently, slowly, discovering what made her gasp and moan and writhe. She felt herself tensing and recognized the symptoms. She was nearing her climax.
The feeling grew inside her. As he touched her, her body prepared itself for the release soon to follow. It was magic, she thought, her mind thick with heat and need. A kind of magic only Jamal knew. The kind of magic he’d never known with his wife. Only with his mistress. What did it mean?
Before she could answer her own question, he began to move faster and lighter. She felt herself being pulled up toward the release. Unconsciously, she drew her legs back and bore down on him, wanting more, desperately needing more. He answered with faster movements that made her cry out even as the tension grew and grew until it exploded, making all of her shudder in ultimate glory. His touch lightened and slowed, urging every last drop of wonder to spend itself, leaving her gasping for breath and yet wholly healed.
He rose to his feet. Heidi felt the movement and forced herself to look at him. Passion tightened the features of his face, making his expression harsh, his eyes bright with fire.
“I want you,” he growled, already reaching for his belt. “I want you now, and I know I should wait, but I can’t.”
He fumbled with his zipper, his movements awkward. It took her a moment to realize his hands shook. She couldn’t believe it. She’d done that to Jamal?
“Don’t wait,” she said suddenly, sitting up and moving to the edge of the table. “I don’t want you to.”
Her insides still quivered from her release, yet the sight of him so aroused, so ready, made her want to do it all again.
Jamal shoved down his slacks and briefs, but didn’t bother pulling them off. There was no careful folding of clothing, no tenderness. Instead, he stepped between her parted thighs, pulled her close and thrust inside.
Heidi screamed. The pleasure was so intense, so much more than anything she’d already felt that she lost control. She arched against him, grabbing at his rear, pulling him next to her, needing him deeper and deeper. Nothing mattered but their being together. She wrapped her legs around his hips, urging him on. He wrapped his arms around her, easing her back, staring into her face.
“I want you,” he gasped.
“Yes,” she cried.
He thrust in and out, moving quickly, pulling her along with him. Her body shuddered and quaked and quivered as the tension increased. Then she crashed, spiraling out of control, calling out her pleasure. He thrust again, and it happened again. She was vaguely aware of pulling him in with her legs, of going wild and bucking. He answered her every demand, filling her over and over until one last thrust made them both cry out and collapse together on the table.
What perfection, she thought, stunned by what had just happened. And so much for telling Jamal the truth. She didn’t dare risk destroying their magical, fragile bond by exposing her lie. So for now, she would find a way to be both mistress and wife.


Chapter Thirteen

Sunrise was more than a half hour away but still the heat nearly overwhelmed Heidi as she rode her horse across the vastness of the El Baharian desert. She could feel the sweat on her back and the dryness in her mouth, but she didn’t want to turn back. This was the best time of her day and had been since she and Jamal had started riding together nearly three weeks ago. Besides, her mount had far less trouble with the intense summer heat than she did. The stallion had been born and bred for the climate.
“Are you wilting?” Jamal asked.
She flashed him a smile and urged her horse to go faster. “Not even close.”
They raced toward the beckoning oasis, a favorite stopping place on early-morning rides. As often as not they met Dora and Khalil at the cool water’s edge, but this morning the stretch of green looked deserted.
They reined in their horses and dismounted. Jamal pulled the canteen from where it had been tucked against his saddle and offered it to her. She drank greedily before handing it back.
“By late September the worst of the London heat is over,” Jamal said, picking up the conversation they’d started while riding out of the palace. “I would suggest we visit then.”
Heidi laughed. “Jamal, it’s summer and we’re horseback riding in the middle of the desert. How can you worry about heat in London?”
He shrugged. “There are also the tourists. They go home after August.”
“Afraid you’ll be recognized?”
“It has happened.”
“I’ll just bet it has.”
She looked at the man she’d married, admiring the way his loose-fitting, light-colored shirt emphasized the breadth of his chest. His dark hair gleamed in the light of the setting moon and she could just make out the details of his handsome features. No doubt tourists of any nationality would find him intriguing. Of course, Jamal would loathe being the center of that kind of attention.
“September is fine with me,” she said, dropping down on the still-cool grass. She rubbed her hands against the springy, green blades. In less than an hour, they would burn from the heat of the sun, as would the valley. She and Jamal didn’t have more than fifteen or twenty minutes before they had to head back.
“I would like to take you to the theater,” he said, settling next to her. “There are several new plays opening. One of which is a musical. I think you’ll enjoy it.”
Heidi studied Jamal’s casual posture and the way he moved his hands when he spoke. This was the man who was her husband. They made love more nights than not, and he was always slow, patient and careful not to frighten her in any way. He was a kind man. Considerate, attentive, nearly a fantasy husband. He inquired after her health, took an interest in her day, her plans, her dreams. They talked of her work and of his. She’d come to know this man very well. But Jamal was also someone else entirely.
For in these past three weeks, he had also continued to see his mistress. She was living a dual life, and she didn’t know how to make it stop. Dozens of times she’d wanted to tell him the truth—to confess all that she’d done and accept the consequences. But she couldn’t. When Jamal looked at her with tenderness, when he took her into his arms and murmured how much he wanted her, she was helpless to resist. She loved him, and she would do anything to keep from losing him—even live a lie.
But as much as she loved him, she hated her life. She was terrified he was going to find out the truth. She also worried that he would grow to care for Honey more than he cared about her. The fact that they were one and the same only made her head spin. What had started out as a fun attempt to get her husband’s attention had turned into a difficult set of circumstances she could no longer control.
The ghost of Yasmin also loomed large in her life. What if he never let go of his connection with the past? What if she’d gone through all this torture, and it was for nothing? Her fantasy was that he would end things with Honey and fall in love with her. That he would tell her he wanted to be with her forever, that she was his world. She knew she was like a child wishing for the moon, but no amount of logic could change the longings of her heart.
“You’re looking serious about something,” he said, touching her cheek. “What is it? What are you thinking?”
She couldn’t tell him the truth, of course. “It’s nothing. I’m a little tired. I suppose I’m still adjusting to the heat.”
He took her hand in his. “Do you miss America? Are you homesick?”
The questions surprised her. “Not at all,” she said, squeezing his fingers. “My life is here in El Bahar. I have always wanted this to be my home.”
“And now it is.” He smiled at her. “I’m glad you’re here, Heidi. At first I was concerned about our marriage. I was afraid we’d both made a mistake we would regret for a long time, but now I can see that we are going to have a happy life together.”
She stared at him. Her heart thundered so loudly in her chest, she was afraid he would hear it. Was he about to tell her that he cared about her? Did he love her?
He rose to his feet and pulled her up with him. Then he rested his hands on her shoulders and stared into her eyes.
“I want to discuss something with you, but I don’t want you to say anything. All right?”
She nodded, still confused by his previous words.
“I want to have children with you,” he said. “I suspect you’re not ready yet, but when you are, know that I’ll be a very willing participant. I think you’ll be a wonderful mother. We are expected to have heirs for the sake of El Bahar, but that’s not the only reason. I want us to be a family.”
Hope, longing and love filled her. She wanted to answer, but didn’t know what to say. It would be easy enough to confess her feelings, but what about the lie between them? Not only that she was pretending to be someone else, but that he was seeing another woman.
“Are you completely shocked?” he asked.
She nodded slowly. “Absolutely, but I suspect I’ll survive.” She forced herself to smile at him. It was a feeble attempt to act normal, but the best she could do under the circumstances.
He glanced past her toward the horizon. “It’s nearly sunrise. We should head back.”
Still reeling from what he’d said, she made her way to her horse. Before she could put her foot in the stirrup, Jamal came up behind her and hugged her. His chest pressed against her back as his arms wrapped around her. He lightly kissed the sensitive skin under her ear.
“Promise me you’ll think about what I said,” he whispered.
That one was easy enough, she thought as she murmured, “Of course.” She doubted she would think of anything else.
 
Heidi paced restlessly in her white-on-white suite. For once the amazing view didn’t capture her attention. She barely noticed the brilliant blue of the sky or the ocean. She wasn’t even aware of her skimpy dress or the high heels she’d slipped on a few minutes ago. Her mind was too caught up in what had happened that morning to focus on anything else.
Jamal wanted to have children with her. Children!
Of course she’d always longed for a family. It was part of her plan to establish a home and put down roots. She had always liked being around kids and hoped to be a good mother, but thinking about having them and actually having them were two different things. Was she ready? As important, were they ready? She and Jamal had many issues to resolve, not the least of which was his affair with Honey.
She was still pacing when there was a knock at the door. Heidi answered it, hating that her heart rate increased when her husband walked in the room. Whatever her heart might feel about his cheating ways, her body was always thrilled to have Jamal around.
Now, as he smiled and bent close to kiss her, she felt herself swelling and dampening in preparation of their making love.
“Good afternoon,” he said when he’d brushed his mouth against hers just long enough to make her nipples hard. “You look wonderful.”
“Thank you.”
She noticed he was standing awkwardly, partially turned away from her. Had he hurt himself or was there something wrong? Before she could ask, he shifted so that she saw the small dark gift bag in his hands. He held it out to her.
“For you,” he said.
“What is it?” she asked as she took the bag. It was heavier than she would have thought, and the discreet gold lettering identified it as from a very exclusive gold jeweler’s.
Heidi reached into the bag and pulled out a flat, square, velvet-covered box. She looked from it to Jamal. He smiled at her.
“Go on,” he encouraged. “I think you’ll like what I picked out.”
He’d bought her a gift. She bit her lower lip. No, he’d bought his mistress a gift. So far there had been no jewelry for his wife. Nothing personal, that is. For a state dinner, Fatima had given her several lovely pieces from the family vault. But this was different. This was something he’d chosen
Even as she wondered what was in the box, she felt tears burning behind her eyes. She didn’t want him buying anything for Honey. He was supposed to be breaking things off with his mistress. After all, just that morning, he’d told his wife he wanted to have children with her.
Even though it was going to hurt, she forced herself to open the box. She raised the velvet lid and stared down at a perfectly matched strand of pearls. Their soft creamy color glowed in the afternoon light.
“Do you like them?” he asked, then smiled. “I thought of you the moment I saw them. I thought of you wearing them, and nothing else at all.”
He moved up behind her and took the strand from the box. “Hold your hair out of the way,” he instructed.
He waited until she dutifully collected her loose hair in her hand and drew it up on top of her head. Then he fastened the pearls around her neck.
“Come look,” he said as he led her to a mirror over the buffet in the dining room. “They’re lovely. In fact, you’re both beautiful.”
She stared at the gleaming top of the polished buffet and tried to avoid looking in the mirror. She didn’t want to see his gift around her neck. The jewelry he’d bought for his mistress but not his wife. How could he do this, especially after what had happened that morning? Had he been lying when he said he wanted children with her? Or did he plan to get her pregnant and then keep mistresses on the side?
“Honey? What’s wrong? Don’t you like the pearls.”
She was sure they were perfect. Jamal would have only bought the best. She also knew that the sharp pain in her chest was going to slice her heart into a thousand pieces and there was nothing she could do to stop it.
Slowly she raised her gaze until she met her reflection in the mirror. The pearls glowed against her skin. They brushed against the collarbone left bare by the low cleavage of her green sleeveless dress. They were beautiful, just as she’d feared.
“See. They’re lovely, as are you,” he said, and moved behind her. He wrapped his arms around her waist, pressing his chest against her back, then kissed the sensitive skin under her ear.
Just like he’d done to her that morning. He was treating them exactly the same.
Something cracked inside Heidi. Later she wouldn’t be able to reconstruct this moment in time because she wasn’t thinking. She reacted with a primal rage that overwhelmed her with the unexpected force of an earthquake.
She spun in his embrace, then shoved him away with all her might. She must have caught him off guard because Jamal was forced to back up a couple of steps before he regained his footing.
“What’s wrong?” he demanded.
Anger filled her. Anger and hurt and a sense of having been betrayed by a man she only wanted to love. “How dare you?” she gasped. She found it difficult to breathe. Her body was hot and cold at the same time.
“You are a horrible man,” she ground out as she glared at him. “I despise you. How dare you take vows with me and then lie? Did you think I wouldn’t know what you’re doing? Did you think I was that stupid?”
Jamal looked genuinely bewildered, which only fueled her temper.
“I am not your tarty mistress,” she announced. “I’m your wife.”
She paused expectantly, waiting for the truth to sink in. She watched, knowing he would be stunned, then mortified to have been caught cheating on his wife, with his wife. A voice at the back of her head whispered that he might not take kindly to the information, but she no longer cared if Jamal was angry with her. As far as she was concerned, her husband had a lot to answer for.
But he didn’t look upset. Instead of appearing horrified or shocked or anything even close to surprised, Jamal smiled at her.
“Heidi, you completely misunderstand the situation.”
“So you’re willing to admit you know it’s me.”
“Of course I know,” he said gently. “I’ve known from the beginning.” He shrugged and smiled again. “You are many things, but you’re not much of an actress. I think you had me fooled for all of ten minutes.”
He reached out and touched her face. “At first I didn’t know why you were pretending to be someone else. I thought you were trying to trick me, or prove something to yourself. Then I realized you were simply hoping to get my attention. I was charmed. And very intrigued by this other side to my wife. I have appreciated getting to know you this way. Not many husbands have such a unique opportunity.”
She let him talk because she couldn’t stop him. She couldn’t say anything but stand there and let the words wash over her. Every cell in her body had frozen in place. Her muscles were stone, her heart lead. His words echoed in her brain over and over again.
I’ve known from the beginning.
No. That wasn’t possible. He couldn’t have known.
Jamal continued talking, but she wasn’t listening. Instead, she retreated inside herself, wading through the waves of humiliation in an attempt to make sense of his revelation.
He’d known? He’d known when he’d first made a date with her and when he’d kissed her? He’d known when he’d come to her bedroom and found her listening for the phone and had asked why she wasn’t working? He’d known when he’d mentioned the Dance of the Seven Veils and then when he’d gone shopping with her?
All her plans, her hopes, her agony. It had been for nothing. She’d been a fool. She’d been worse than that. She’d been a child, watched by an indulgent parent.
“Heidi?”
She blinked and brought him into focus. He still had that warm, caring expression on his face. While she wanted to scratch out his eyes.
“It’s all right,” he said. “I’m glad you told me.”
“Really? I would have thought you would prefer to have me at your beck and call as both wife and mistress.”
“Don’t be upset. I thought you were charming.” His smile broadened. “At least you’ve gotten better at walking around in high heels.”
Heat flared on her face. She needed to get out of there. She needed to hurt him, too, to make him feel her pain. But she wasn’t sure she could move yet. The shock still held her frozen in place.
He took a step toward her and held out his arms, as if he wanted to hug her. The thought of them touching galvanized her into moving. She jumped back.
“Don’t,” she ordered. She reached up and unfastened the pearls, then flung them at him. “Don’t touch me. I don’t want anything to do with you. You’ve played me for a fool from the beginning. How could you?”
She could feel tears forming, but she refused to give in and cry. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.
“It was never like that,” he said. He bent down and picked up the pearls, then slid them into his suit-jacket pocket. “Heidi, you have to listen to me. I’m sorry if I’ve said this all wrong. I didn’t want to hurt you. I thought I was doing the right thing by letting you do what you had to do.”
She gave a harsh laugh. “You let me? How very nice, but I don’t need you to let me do anything. Don’t you dare patronize me. Don’t make this anything more than it was. I was a pathetic fool, and you were laughing at me.”
His expression hardened. “I was never laughing at you, and if that’s what you think, then you don’t know me at all.”
“You’re right, I don’t know you. Nor do I want to.”
She had a lot more she wanted to say, but her stomach suddenly turned over and started a steady rise to her throat. When she got upset and nervous it usually showed up in her stomach, but her threats of nausea often disappeared quickly. This one felt very real.
“Just get out,” she gasped and made a dash for the bathroom. In a matter of minutes, she’d lost her lunch and whatever remained of her breakfast.
After pressing a washcloth to her face and taking plenty of deep breaths, she forced herself to return to the living room. But Jamal was gone.
Heidi walked over to the white sofa and collapsed onto the soft cushions. She was confused and bruised and hurt, and she didn’t know how it had all gone so wrong for so long. He’d known. Dear God, he’d known, and he’d watched her day after day while she’d made a fool of herself.
Heidi leaned forward and buried her face in her hands. The sense of having humiliated herself was so strong, she thought she was going to be sick again. Fortunately there was nothing left to throw up.
To think that she’d agonized about telling him the truth. That she’d been in despair about his being unfaithful to her and all the time he’d known. She’d worried about him being angry when he learned the truth. She’d been busy falling in love with him, while he’d been simply laughing at her.
What hurt the most, she admitted to herself, was that for the first time in her life she’d taken a chance. Until she’d decided to try to win some part of Jamal’s heart, all her choices had been safe ones.
She’d listened to the king and Fatima about her education. She’d gone to Swiss finishing school at their request when she hadn’t had much interest in it. All because she didn’t want to risk making them angry. She’d come to El Bahar, in part because the palace always made her happy, but also because it was known and safe. She’d even taken the safe route by marrying Jamal rather than standing up for herself.
So for once she’d gone out on a limb and then had that limb broken right from under her. Until this moment, she hadn’t realized how much was on the line. But everything had revolved around her winning her husband, and she’d failed.
She leaned back into the sofa and closed her eyes. Images from the past few weeks passed through her mind. She’d danced for Jamal. She’d worn the ridiculous clothes and worried about messing up. She’d colored her hair endlessly, had suffered through contact lenses. She’d allowed herself to appear pitiful and desperate.
She could imagine how Jamal must be comparing her to the ever-perfect Yasmin. She cringed with the realization that she’d just sentenced herself to fifty years of marriage to a man who would always find her second-best. It would be a long and cold future—with her feeling stupid and Jamal laughing at her foolish dreams. And Yasmin, always Yasmin, standing between them.


Chapter Fourteen

Heidi entered her suite at the palace and gratefully closed the door behind her. All she wanted was to crawl into her room, shut the door and never speak to anyone again. It hurt too much to breathe, let alone think. She felt as if someone had ripped out her heart and then torn it into tiny pieces.
Unfortunately, she wasn’t cried out yet, so tears spilled down her cheeks when she thought of all her hopes and dreams. She’d been such an innocent fool. She’d actually thought she had a prayer of winning her husband, when all the time he’d been laughing at her.
“Jamal told me what happened.”
Heidi gasped and turned toward the voice. She saw Fatima sitting in one of the sofas in the suite’s living room.
“He was very upset when he returned from the hotel,” the queen continued.
Heidi brushed away her tears and started for her bedroom. Not the one she’d been sharing with Jamal these past weeks, but the one she’d had when they first married.
“I don’t want to talk about it,” she said quietly. “I would appreciate it if you would leave me alone.”
“I’m afraid that’s not possible,” Fatima said, rising to her feet. She walked toward Heidi. “You see, I’m partly to blame. I knew that Jamal had recognized you right away. He rightfully assumed I’d had some hand in what was going on, and he came to me to talk about it. I’m the one who advised him to play along.”
Heidi hadn’t thought she could feel worse, but she’d been wrong. A coldness swept through her, chilling her until she felt as if she’d been lost in a blizzard for days. She clutched her arms to her chest and shook her head.
“I can’t believe that. How could you have done this?”
Fatima reached her and placed her hand on Heidi’s arm. “It was for the best. At least I thought so at the time. Jamal was very confused, as you can imagine. I reassured him that your intentions were quite positive. You hadn’t set out to mock him or humiliate him. Instead, you wanted to get his attention. When he would have told you he knew, I counseled him to keep silent. I told him that you needed to do this to build up your self-confidence.”
Her lips felt numb, and it was hard to speak. She had to force the words out. “So instead, the mocking and humiliation was mine to endure,” she whispered. “I suppose it makes sense. After all, Jamal is family. I should have realized you would side with him.”
Fatima’s eyes darkened with compassion and a bit of impatience. “There are no sides in this. I did what was right for both of you. Be angry if you must, but know that I was correct in my assumptions. You needed to learn that you could win your husband’s favor. You could have done it by yourself, but you never believed that. By becoming someone else, you began to believe in yourself and your abilities. Jamal needed to know what lengths his new wife would go to in order to win him. He needed to feel special and cherished. Having you act as Honey accomplished all that.”
Heidi stepped back so she was out of reach of Fatima’s touch, then turned her back on the older woman. Fatima had known. The entire time she’d gone to her for assistance and advice, Jamal’s grandmother had known she, Heidi, was making a fool of herself. She’d never once warned her.
“You let me worry about the dance,” she said quietly, barely able to get out the words. “You let me perform it for him, all the while aware that he wasn’t the least bit fooled.” She spun back to face her. “You could have told me.”
Fatima gave her a gentle smile. “I know you’re feeling a little foolish right now, but that will pass.”
“Easy for you to say. You’re not the one who has been laughed at by the entire royal family.”
“You’re exaggerating. Only Jamal and I know the truth. I haven’t shared it with anyone else, and I’m hurt that you would think differently. I have loved you since you were a small girl, and I have always done what was best for you. This was no different. You may be angry at me if you disagree with what I did but don’t ever accuse me of not caring about you.”
Heidi dropped her chin to her chest. As if being emotionally beat up wasn’t enough, Fatima had just made her feel like a petulant child. “I know you care about me,” she admitted, “but I am angry about what you did. From my end, it looks like you betrayed me. You set me up to be a complete idiot in front of my husband, and I think that’s wrong.”
Fatima sighed. “I’m sorry, Heidi. That was never my intent.”
Heidi looked at her. She saw the love in the older woman’s dark eyes. Love and compassion and concern. When Fatima held out her arms, Heidi rushed into her embrace. She clung to her friend and began to cry.
The tears flowed quickly and easily. Sobs wracked her body.
“Hush,” Fatima soothed. “It’s not as horrible as all that.”
“Y-yes, it is. He thinks I’m a fool. Worse, I completely failed to make him care about me.” She’d practically guaranteed that he would only ever love Yasmin.
“I think you’re wrong,” his grandmother said. “I think he cares about you very much. You must speak with him and get this settled.”
“No,” Heidi said, drawing away and straightening up. She brushed away her tears. “I’ll never forgive him. He cheated on me all the while he was laughing at me.”
Fatima pressed her lips together in a gesture of frustration. “He spent time with you, and he enjoyed what you offered. If he knew it was you being Honey, then he wasn’t unfaithful. Where exactly did Jamal sin so badly?”
Heidi couldn’t answer. Maybe it didn’t make sense to anyone else, but to her it was perfectly clear. Her entire world had been destroyed, and her heart was broken. She’d taken the biggest and probably only risk of her life, and she’d failed. It all came down to one simple truth.
“He doesn’t love me,” she said simply.
Fatima stared at her. “And you love him.”
“Yes. That’s what makes all of this so horrible.”
The older woman sighed. “You have to give it time,” she said at last. “Jamal will come around.”
If only it were that simple, Heidi thought sadly. But she’d learned her lesson about wishing for the moon.
 
Heidi curled up on her bed and waited for her stomach to settle down. She’d just thrown up again. That was twice in twenty-four hours. She wished with all her heart that it was something simple like stress or the stomach flu, but she had a bad feeling it was much worse. She was pregnant.
She counted back to her last period, then thought about all the times she and Jamal had made love. They’d been intimate daily for the past month. In fact there were several days they’d done it more than once. They’d never discussed birth control. The concept had never crossed her mind. Besides, she was married. Getting pregnant was part of her job.
Just yesterday morning Jamal had talked about wanting children. He’d urged her to think about the idea. Looked like it was too late for that. Regardless of whether or not she was ready, she was going to have a baby. Which meant she wasn’t going to be leaving El Bahar anytime soon. El Baharian law did not permit a wife to leave her husband while she was pregnant. The only exception was if that husband physically abused her. Then she was free to go. Heidi figured it was highly unlikely to imagine Jamal taking a hand to her. So here she stayed…probably for the rest of her life.
She rolled onto her back and stared up at the ceiling. What was she going to do? In less than a day her entire world had changed and not for the better. After her talk with Fatima, she’d retreated to this room and had refused to leave. Jamal had knocked several times, asking her to speak with him, but she wouldn’t. He was too proud to carry on a conversation through a closed door, so he’d eventually left. But she knew she couldn’t stay in here forever.
She was going to have to come to terms with the new circumstances in her life. She was going to have to get used to the fact that she’d put herself in a humiliating position and that the man she loved was laughing at her. Then she was going to have to figure out a way to find peace in her marriage. For her own sake as well as the sake of her child.
She didn’t have a choice. A regular woman could divorce her husband after the birth of her child and work out custody arrangements. But she was a princess, married to a son of the king. There would be no joint custody for her. If she left after the baby was born, she would leave alone. Heidi couldn’t imagine abandoning her child, which meant she had to stay married to Jamal. Even if neither of them wanted the marriage.
A sharp pain ripped through her chest. She knew its cause and wondered if it would ever go away. Despite everything, she didn’t want her marriage to end. She still loved Jamal. Which made her the biggest idiot on the planet. Her heart was on the line—given to a man still in love with someone else.
There was a knock on the door. She raised herself up on one elbow. Rihana had been appearing at regular intervals, bringing Heidi trays of food. As much as she didn’t want to eat, she forced herself to choke down the food for the sake of the baby.
“Who is it?” she asked.
“Malik.”
Heidi sat up and stared at the door in surprise. Malik? She scrambled to her feet and let him in.
“What are you doing here?” she asked, unable to believe that the Crown Prince of El Bahar stood in her bedroom. He was only an inch or two taller than Jamal and Khalil, but he appeared bigger. Perhaps it was his responsibilities and his destiny that made him appear larger than life. Again Heidi breathed a prayer of thanks that the king hadn’t asked her to marry Malik. She had no desire to be queen.
“I wanted to talk to you,” Malik said, shifting his weight from foot to foot, as if he felt awkward about the conversation. He shoved his hands into his slacks pockets and stared at her. “Whatever Jamal did, it’s not his fault.”
Heidi returned to her bed, where she sat cross-legged in her jeans. She motioned to the single chair by the window, but Malik shook his head in refusal.
“How like a man,” she began, “to side with another man without getting the facts straight.”
Malik looked at her. He was as darkly handsome as Jamal, and for a moment Heidi felt a stab of longing to see her husband. She pushed away the thought—it would only weaken her.
“Jamal’s a good man,” his brother said. “You know that as well as I do.” He hesitated, then looked at her. “I have a question. It’s going to sound very strange, but please answer it. I think it might be significant.”
“All right.”
“That first night you were here in El Bahar. You had dinner with Jamal and the family. Later he took you out into the garden. Did he kiss you?”
She didn’t need any prompting to remember that night. She’d been terrified that she was going to be forced into a marriage she didn’t want. She’d been desperate to avoid the situation…right up until Jamal had kissed her. That had been her first kiss, and she’d found herself loving the experience. Everything had felt so right in his arms.
Despite her pain, she smiled at the memory. “Yes, he did.”
Malik swore under his breath. “I knew it. But he never said a word.”
“Why would he?”
“Because we had a bet.”
Malik quickly explained how he’d bet his brother that Jamal couldn’t coax a smile out of Heidi, let alone a kiss. “There was a lot on the line,” Malik continued. “If he won, I’d give him my car for a week. But if I won and he didn’t kiss you, then I had use of his prize stallion for six of my mares. The next morning he swore nothing had happened.”
She frowned. “He denied kissing me?”
“Exactly.” Malik looked pleased with himself, as if that explained everything.
“You’re saying I should be happy that my husband was ashamed to admit he’d kissed me?” she asked.
“No. You don’t understand. The fact that he wouldn’t talk about it meant that the kiss mattered. Men don’t talk about relationships when they’re important to us. If a man is telling everyone about a woman he’s being intimate with, then she’s a meaningless fling. My point is you mattered to Jamal even then.”
Heidi looked doubtfully at her brother-in-law. “That’s very twisted logic.”
“No. It makes perfect sense.” He took another step toward her. “I don’t know what happened between the two of you. Jamal won’t tell me. But he feels horrible about whatever it is. I just wanted you to know that even at the beginning you mattered to him. You still matter, and you should give him a break.”
He shrugged. “That’s it. That’s all I had to say.” He turned on his heel and left.
Heidi stared at the closed door. Had her brother-in-law, the future king, just given her marital counseling? More importantly, was he right? Did she matter to Jamal?
She turned the idea over in her mind and wished there was a way to be sure. Because while she desperately wanted love, she would accept caring, if Jamal really felt the emotion. At this point she would be thrilled with caring because she was trapped in this marriage, and she hated the idea of living her life with a man who despised her.
Love might never be in the cards for her. Could she live with that?
She stretched out on the bed and closed her eyes. She carefully relived as much of her relationship with Jamal as she could remember. She would have to take Malik’s word on the significance of her husband not mentioning the kissing. Her brother-in-law had no reason to lie to her. There was also the time Jamal had brought her the computer disk containing the information on the El Baharian general she’d been researching. And the way he’d changed her office to one with a view of the ocean. He’d been good to her, and kind, dozens of times. It wasn’t love, but it was something positive. Was it enough?
Could she forget that she’d been humiliated and played for a fool? Was Fatima right? Had Jamal done it for all the right reasons? Had she misunderstood? After all, her heart was still tender with her new love. Perhaps she’d overreacted to the situation.
She continued to mull over the past and tried to figure out the best course of action. She would have sold her soul to be able to believe in Jamal, but she always came back to one unavoidable truth—he still loved Yasmin.
 
Jamal sat drinking alone. It wasn’t something he did often, but at this point he would do anything to forget. Yet no matter how much he consumed he could not erase the look of pain on Heidi’s face when he’d told her he’d known all along that she was Honey Martin. Nor could he block out her words or the sound of her sobs. All he’d wanted was to make things right between them. Instead everything was wrong.
He stared up at the stars visible in the clear night. Heat surrounded him but he barely felt it. The balcony was the only place he could be sure of solitude and right now he needed to be alone. Like a wild animal, he wanted to curl up and lick his wounds.
She wouldn’t see him or speak with him. Since yesterday afternoon, there had been nothing but silence from her. Fatima preached patience, but he wasn’t sure he had any left. Unfortunately, he didn’t have a better solution.
He’d never wanted to hurt her, he thought grimly. She was the brightest light in his world. He couldn’t imagine being with anyone else. For a man who feared his wife would reject him physically, her open sensuality had been a healing balm to his wounds. Her eagerness in bed had allowed him to believe they were going to have a good life together.
He thought he might be falling in love with her. And then he’d hurt her, and he’d known with all his heart that he loved her, and it was too late to tell her the truth.
Hating himself for doing it, yet unable to stop, he replayed that last conversation in the hotel suite. He worked out a thousand different responses to her angry confession. Each of them started with the simple phrase “I love you.”
Would that have made a difference? Would she have listened? Was it really too late for him to fix what could have been between them?
There were no answers, and he was tired of questions. Jamal set his glass on the table. He would try to sleep, although he doubted he would be able to. In the morning he would reconsider his options and come up with a plan to make her understand how much she meant to him and how he’d never intended to hurt her.
He walked into the living room of their suite and moved through the darkness to his bedroom. The bed would be empty and cold again tonight because she would not be with him. It had been so easy to get used to her warm body pressing against him. Yasmin had always clung to her side of the mattress, as if even in sleep she feared being touched. Heidi was completely different. She slept more on him than next to him. He often awoke to find their bodies entwined. He’d grown used to having her near, and it would take a long time to be comfortable sleeping alone again.
He stepped into his bedroom and reached for the light. When it clicked on, he reached for the buttons on his shirt. And froze. Heidi was in a chair in a corner of the room.
She sat with her knees pulled up to her chest. She wore jeans and a T-shirt. Her face and feet were bare and her hair was loose. She looked tired and pale. Her hazel eyes were huge behind her glasses.
He tried to think of something to say, but he couldn’t, and longing tightened his throat until he knew he wouldn’t be able to speak even if he tried.
“I have a prepared speech,” she said, barely meeting his gaze. “It would be easier for me if you just let me talk and saved your comments to the end.” She looked at the floor, then back at him. “I’ve been working on it most of the afternoon and evening, so I think I’m going to hit all the important points. But if I forget something just tell me.”
What he really wanted to do was cross the room and pull her into his arms. He wanted to tell her that he loved her, and he was sorry that he hurt her. But he sensed that would be the wrong move, so he held his ground and instead said, “All right.”
She nodded, then cleared her throat. “I’m sorry I acted like a child yesterday at the hotel. When you told me you’d known the whole time that I was Honey, I felt incredibly stupid. It was like being slapped in the face. I was caught off guard and therefore really lost it.”
“It’s my fault,” he interrupted. “I should have told you earlier. Or when you confronted me, I should have reacted differently. Either way, I never meant to hurt you.”
“I know.” She began to play with the hem of her T-shirt. She studied the movement of her fingers. “Let me finish, okay?”
“Sure.”
“I can’t explain how horrible I felt. I thought you were laughing at me or patronizing me. I felt like a fool. The biggest idiot around.” She glanced at him, then away. “I still do, but I’m trying to get over it.”
Her obvious pain hurt him. He frantically tried to figure out what he could do to make things better. “It wasn’t like that. I adored what you were doing.”
“Whatever. I still have to work that part out in my mind. The thing is I’ve never been very good with men. Lack of practice, I guess. I was so sure I was dazzling you, and all the time you were indulging me.”
“I was dazzled.”
She stared directly at him. “You promised to listen, Jamal. Not talk.”
He nodded. “Go ahead.”
She drew in a breath. “I think the best thing is for each of us to take a little time and recover from what happened. Then we have to talk about what to do.” She shrugged. “For years I never wanted to get married because I didn’t see the point. Then the king said he wanted me to marry you, and I was scared. What if I messed everything up? What if you weren’t interested in me?”
He hated her doubts. Why couldn’t she see how wonderful she was?
“The more time we spent together, the more I realized I could really care about you,” she continued. “But I was also more scared of being inadequate, which is why I said those things about avoiding sex on our wedding night. Things went from bad to worse when I found out you were still so in love with Yasmin.”
Jamal felt as if she’d slapped him. She thought he was in love with Yasmin? Now? That he mourned the loss of his bitch of a wife?
“You’re wrong,” he said flatly.
She held up a hand. “Jamal, please let me finish. If you don’t, I won’t be able to get through this. The reason I became Honey was that I knew I wasn’t special enough to win you as myself. I thought if I was someone interesting and sexy, I would have a better chance. Actually it was Fatima’s idea.”
She shifted until her feet were flat on the floor, then she leaned toward him. “Here’s the deal. You have to decide if I’m enough just as me. While there are a few things I liked about being Honey, I’m not her. I’m not comfortable flirting like that, and I really hate the clothes and the contacts. I’ve come to see you probably weren’t laughing at me as much as I thought, but you were comparing me to Yasmin. That’s one competition I’m never going to win.”
She paused to square her shoulders. He saw tears glittering in her eyes, but she held them back.
“I understand you’re always going to love her best. I can come to terms with that. What I need to know is how much you can care about me. I don’t need so very much. A tiny place in your heart would probably be enough.” She gave him a shaky smile. “You see, I would very much like to save our marriage. You are important to me, and I love El Bahar, and I don’t want to leave. I need you to think about what you really want.”
Her honesty and pain tore through him like a knife. He could feel himself bleeding for her…for them both.
“What if what I want is you?” he asked.
“Don’t say that now,” she told him. “I don’t want you answering on the spur of the moment. Out of a misplaced sense of guilt or duty. I want you to be sure. I want you to think about what I’ve said and do what’s best for you.”
“What about what’s best for you?”
“I have to think about that, as well.”
He had a sudden terrifying thought. “Are you going to leave me?”
She shifted her gaze away. “I can’t.”
“I wouldn’t keep you here against your will.” It would kill him to let her go, but he would do it if that was what she wanted.
“I know you wouldn’t, but my leaving isn’t part of the equation. I’m not going away unless you send me away.”
She rose to her feet and crossed to the door. “Let’s talk when you’re ready.”
He wanted to grab her and shake her until she understood the truth. Instead, he opened his mouth to tell her he loved her, then he closed it and nodded. There was no point in speaking the words right now. She wouldn’t believe him. For some ridiculous reason, Heidi had it in her head that he still loved Yasmin. That he was in mourning for his late wife and that was the reason he couldn’t love her.
She wanted to give him time, and if he told her the truth right now, she would think it was out of guilt or was an attempt to make her feel better.
She left the room. Letting her go was one of the hardest things he’d ever done. Yet the feeling in his gut told him he’d done the right thing. She kept talking about giving him time, but he sensed she was the one who still had things to work out. So he would give her the time she needed, then he would tell her the truth.
But would she believe him? Could he find the right words to convince her? He closed his eyes against the agonizing thought that he could lose her forever.
Then he remembered and a smile tugged at his lips. He didn’t have to come up with the words at all. They already existed. It was perfect. She might be able to resist him, but she wouldn’t be able to resist the history of El Bahar.


Chapter Fifteen

“I’m glad we have this behind us,” Fatima said, hugging Heidi the next evening. “I did not like you being angry with me.”
Heidi pressed herself against the older woman and inhaled the familiar scent of her perfume. “I wasn’t angry, exactly. I know I overreacted to the situation. It was one of those moments when I was so shocked and so hurt that I couldn’t think rationally.” She stepped back and stared at the woman who had been the closest thing she’d ever had to a mother. “You mean the world to me. And I know you care about me the same way. You would never do anything to deliberately hurt me.”
“Of course not.” Fatima took her hands and squeezed them. “If I’d known how this was all going to get twisted around, I would have advised Jamal to let you know the truth right away.” She paused and stared at Heidi. “So how are things between you two?”
It was a reasonable question, but one to which Heidi didn’t have an answer.
“I’m not sure,” she said honestly. “He and I spoke last night. Actually I spoke and he listened. He tried to talk, but I needed to get everything out. I told him that I cared about him and that I wanted our marriage to work, but he had to want it, too. I said he had to be willing to accept me as myself, not as Honey. I also told him that I could never be like Yasmin, and he had to be sure that he could find a place for me in his heart.”
Fatima raised her eyebrows. “I don’t think you have to worry about Yasmin being your competition. Jamal is well rid of her.”
Heidi stared at the queen. “What do you mean by that? I thought everyone adored Yasmin.”
Fatima released Heidi’s hands and crossed to the windows overlooking the garden. Despite the heat, the lushness of the harem’s foliage was not diminished and the outside lights illuminated the green plants and the base of the trees. Fatima pressed her fingertips to her temples.
“That young woman was a disappointment to all of us. Compared with Malik’s wife she was a saint, but even so, that isn’t saying much.”
Heidi felt as if she’d fallen down the rabbit hole. Nothing in her world made sense. “But Jamal adored her. He loves her still. I know. He told me.”
Fatima turned to face her. “I don’t doubt Jamal has said a great many foolish things in his life, but I know he never said he loved Yasmin.” She paused. “Actually, that’s not true. He loved her once, but no tender emotions are still alive for him.”
Heidi shook her head. “No. You must be mistaken. He said…” Her voice trailed off.
She couldn’t remember exactly what it was Jamal had said about his late wife. But she’d been sure he’d meant to imply that she was still important to him. Dear God, it had to be true. Or Heidi had just spent several weeks in hell, fighting a ghost that didn’t exist.
“It seems to me,” Fatima said, “that the two of you need to learn to communicate better.”
Heidi was still stunned by the queen’s revelation. “You have a point.”
She didn’t know what to think or believe anymore. If Fatima was right, then there was no reason for Jamal to not care about her. Unless he just didn’t have those kinds of feelings. Which she wouldn’t know until she asked. Of course, she’d made her own position fairly plain. And she’d told him it was up to him to respond. Which meant she was going to have to wait until he came to her. It had been nearly twenty-four hours. Was that good news or bad?
“I can’t believe how messed up everything is,” she muttered.
“It’s supposed to be simple,” Fatima told her with a smile. “Unfortunately, the course of true love is anything but.”
Love, Heidi thought. She knew she loved Jamal, but how did he feel about her? What if Fatima was wrong about Yasmin, and Jamal did still care about her? What if—
“Princess Heidi, would you please come with me?”
Heidi turned and saw Rihana standing in the doorway to the harem.
The young woman smiled. “Prince Jamal was most insistent that you accompany me into the main garden.”
Heidi sensed that she was about to get the answer to all her questions. She hoped they were the answers she wanted.
“Wish me luck,” she called as she followed the servant out of the harem.
“You will not need it,” Fatima said. “Of that I am sure.”
Heidi hoped the queen was right. Her stomach felt funny again, as it had on and off for the past few days. She couldn’t tell if it was nerves or the result of her pregnancy.
Why did Jamal want to see her? What was he going to say? Was it good news? Would she at last find out the truth about Yasmin?
Her heart pounded hard in her chest as she followed Rihana through the large double doors at the end of the corridor. They stepped out onto a stone path that wound through the garden. Despite the darkness of early evening, heat lingered in the air; Heidi’s skin prickled at the sudden change in temperature. She followed Rihana into a courtyard and then through a small door nearly hidden by a tree.
“This way, Princess,” the young woman said, motioning toward a lit stone path Heidi had never used before.
It was narrow but well marked with lush vegetation on both sides. She could smell roses and see trees heavy with pomegranates.
“Where are we going?” she asked as they came around a bend in the path.
She looked up and came to a stop. In front of them stood a white tent, about thirty feet square. The opening had been tied up on one side and amazingly enough, there were two camels out in front. A guard stepped into their path, blocking their way.
He wasn’t dressed in a regular palace uniform. Instead, his chest was bare except for a sash and the gleaming blade of the large, curved knife he held close to him. His trousers were bound at his waist and ankles, and his feet were bare.
Heidi could only stare in amazement. The man was dressed as a harem guard, complete with the ceremonial knife, kept at the ready with the pointed tip barely brushing the man’s shoulder. But he couldn’t actually be a eunuch, she thought, confused by what she was seeing. Nor was he likely to kill any man who got too close and threatened her virtue. Still, she couldn’t suppress a shiver when the guard bowed and motioned for her to go into the tent.
“Only the princess,” he intoned as Rihana started to follow.
The servant woman bowed also, then turned and started back toward the main building of the palace.
Heidi took a couple of steps in the direction of the tent. In her head she knew that she was still on the palace grounds, barely twenty feet from the entrance to the garden. But she felt as if she’d gone back in time two or three hundred years.
Why had Jamal brought her here? She desperately wanted to hope, to believe that this meant he cared about her. Had Fatima been right about his relationship with Yasmin? Is that what he was going to tell her tonight? Her stomach lurched a couple of times, and she prayed that she wouldn’t throw up again anytime soon. That was not how she planned on telling Jamal that she was having his baby.
Taking a breath for courage, she stepped into the tent…and found herself transported back in time. The low furniture, the pillows, the scent of incense all conspired to make her believe that past and present had somehow merged together.
She looked around the tapestry-lined tent, then settled her gaze on her husband. Jamal sat cross-legged, dressed in traditional robes and headdress. Even though she recognized him, he appeared to be a formidable stranger. A shiver of fear rippled through her. To distract herself she studied the table. It was covered with piles of papers, several boxes and a set of keys. What on earth?
“Please come sit with me, my wife,” he said formally.
As she did so, settling on a cushion across the low table from him, he lit two sticks of incense and placed each one in a tiny stand at opposite ends of the table. Then he stared at her intently.
“Tonight and for always you are my one true wife,” he intoned. “Tonight, before God and the desert and all my worldly possessions, you are my one true wife. The possessor of my heart and the mother of my children yet unborn. Tomorrow and each tomorrow hereafter, through my death and into the life beyond, you are my one true wife.”
Heidi’s breath froze in her throat. The words lingered in the stillness of the tent, bringing tears to her eyes. She recognized those ancient words, first spoken long before the birth of Christ, when El Bahar was a land of nomads and men ruled by virtue of strength rather than wisdom. They had existed long before the written word and were spoken on the monumental occasion of a man disbanding his harem and relinquishing his right to have more than one wife.
With those words a husband pledged to have one true wife, regardless of who had gone before. They promised fidelity, even through death. After making such a promise, no El Baharian man could ever marry again—even if his wife died the very next day. Even more important, those precious words promised love.
She stared at the scattering of objects on the table. She recognized the keys to his many cars, the deeds to land and horses, bank statements. They represented all his worldly possessions. The boxes would contain family jewels given to him.
Let it be true, she prayed silently. She wanted Jamal to mean all of this.
“Why are you performing the ceremony?” she asked, still afraid to hope yet unable to stop the lightness that filled her.
“Because you are my one true wife, and I didn’t know how else to make you understand that.” Jamal’s gaze was intense, his voice sincere.
The tears she’d been fighting spilled over onto her cheeks. Jamal rose and came around to her side of the table and crouched next to her.
“I will never understand women,” he said, pulling her into his arms and holding her close. “I thought this would make you happy.”
“It does,” she murmured, clinging to him. “So very happy.”
“Then why are you crying?” He brushed her lips with his. “Never mind. I doubt I would understand.”
He sat on a cushion next to her and cupped her face. “You and I have several things we need to talk about. I want you to know that I mean this.” He motioned to the table in front of them. “Everything I said was true. You are my one true wife, Heidi. I love you.”
She threw herself at him, needing to feel his warmth surrounding her. Love. He’d said the word. It wasn’t just affection or caring, but love. True love. He’d spoken the words pledging himself to her through time. Not just in this life, but in any that would follow.
He lowered her onto the cushions and stretched out beside her. Then he drew her into his arms until they were touching from shoulder to thigh. He slipped one knee between hers and smiled at her.
“By your reaction I assume you think this is good news?”
She laughed through her still-flowing tears. “Of course.” She lowered her chin slightly. “I love you, too, Jamal.”
She risked a glance at him and saw fire flare in his eyes.
“Do you? Are you sure?”
She nodded shyly. “I have for a long time. I was afraid because I didn’t think you would ever love anyone but Yasmin. That’s why I became Honey. So that I would have a better chance at winning you. I think I was in love with you even then, although I didn’t recognize it yet.”
“My sweet, innocent bride. How foolish we’ve both been,” he said as he brushed the hair from her face and rubbed his thumb against her mouth. “I want to make something very clear. I do not love Yasmin. I’ll admit that there was a time, when we were first married, that I fell in love with her, but it didn’t last long. She wasn’t a very lovable person.”
She couldn’t believe this was happening—that she was in Jamal’s arms, and he was telling her he loved her. It was as if every dream she’d ever had just came true.
“I want to tell you about Yasmin,” Jamal said. “Actually I don’t want to but I think I should.”
Heidi was suddenly afraid. She had a bad feeling she wasn’t going to like what he had to say, but she forced herself to nod slowly. “All right.”
Jamal kissed her forehead, then rolled onto his back. He stared up at the ceiling of the tent. Lanterns hanging in the four corners cast light across the square open area, but they did little to allow her to see what Jamal was thinking.
“Yasmin was very beautiful,” her husband said slowly. “When the marriage was arranged and we met, she seemed excited and happy to be marrying me. She was attentive, affectionate, everything a young man could want from his bride-to-be.”
Heidi curled her fingers toward her palms. She didn’t want to hear this, but she knew it would be better for both of them in the end. Besides, if Jamal truly loved her now, then nothing about his past could hurt her.
He turned to look at her and smiled ruefully. “Unlike you, who announced at our first meeting that you were not interested in marrying me.”
Heidi felt herself flush. “I didn’t mean it in a bad way.”
“I know. And I’m not complaining. You’ve been honest about your feelings from the beginning. I never doubted where I stood. But Yasmin was different. Everything she said was a lie. She didn’t want to be married, although that is what she pretended. She had no interest in me. She wanted the title, the money and the position. After we had been married a few weeks, she revealed her true nature to me. Part of that was to make it clear she was not interested in having me in her bed.”
He stopped talking and looked away. Heidi sensed that this was difficult for him, and she touched his arm. “I understand.”
“No, you don’t,” he told her without looking at her. “You can’t. You’re too innocent, too good a person. She didn’t take lovers. In her way, she was faithful. But only because the thought of being intimate with anyone was repugnant. She wasn’t interested in having children, and she made it clear that she would prefer I never touched her again.”
His mouth twisted in a grimace. “The irony is that over those first few weeks, when she’d been living her lie, I’d made the mistake of falling in love with her. Once I realized the truth, I grew to hate her. By the time she died, I no longer cared about her at all.”
Heidi struggled to absorb all that she’d heard. She sensed that there was much more to the story than he was telling her and that eventually Jamal would confide in her more. But for now she knew enough to understand that her rejection of him on their wedding night must have sent him back to his time with Yasmin.
“No wonder you weren’t happy about me wanting a mental and spiritual marriage,” she said slowly.
He looked at her and smiled. “I wasn’t thrilled,” he agreed. “But you’ve since proven that your animal nature is as well developed as your intellect. It is one of your most charming features.”
She moved close so that she could cuddle against him again. He was right about her innocence. She couldn’t begin to know what that time had been like for him, nor did she have any idea about what it cost him to confess it all now. But she did know that telling her was an act of faith on his part.
“I love you,” she said, resting her head on his shoulder and sliding her leg over his. “I love you, and I want you. Always.”
Jamal wrapped his arms around her and pulled her on top of him. He cupped her face. “Stay,” he murmured. “Stay with me. Let me love you and love me in return. For always. Have my children. Share my life as I want to share yours. We can be wonderful together.”
Somewhere in the middle of his telling her about his past her tears had stopped. She felt the burning again and tried to blink them back.
“I’ll stay forever,” she promised. “I was so convinced you were still in love with Yasmin. Somehow when we talked about her the first time, everything got mixed up. I thought you were saying you were still mourning her and you thought…”
“I thought you were tolerating me to get what you wanted. The way she had.” He tucked her hair behind her ears and smiled at her. “That’s why I was so charmed by you being Honey. At that point you’d already married me, so you had the money and the title and the position. The only thing left to win was my heart. You made me very happy by wanting that as well. That was the reason I played along. Not because I wanted to make a fool of you. I never thought you were anything but wonderful, Heidi. You are my life. I would move the world for you if I could.”
Her heart was so full of love and happiness, she thought she might burst. “I actually like the world where it is, but thank you for asking.”
“You’re welcome.” His gaze sharpened. “I thought we might end our discussion by making love. We never did have a wedding night in a tent. What do you think? I took a chance and chilled a bottle of champagne for us.”
She shifted, moving a little lower until she felt the hardness of his arousal pressing against her. He wanted her. Jamal Khan, Prince of El Bahar, both loved and wanted her. She had never thought her life could be so incredibly wonderful.
“Yes,” she whispered as she pressed kisses against his mouth. “I want to make love with you now and as often as possible. I want to feel your body pressed against mine, and I want to feel you inside me. One of these days, if you’re very lucky, I might even perform that silly dance again.”
He smiled a satisfied, male smile. “I’d like that. Hold on while I get the champagne.”
He started to move, but she stopped him with a shake of her head. “I can’t have any.”
“Why? Are you ill?”
She grinned. “Not exactly. I feel fine most of the time. However, I’m going to put on a lot of weight and get thick ankles and maybe even be crabby. You think you’ll still love me then?”
She was trembling by the time she finished her speech. It probably wasn’t the best way to tell Jamal she was pregnant, but she wanted him to know, and she hoped he would be happy and—
He rolled her onto her back, then jumped to his feet and pulled her up with him. He clasped her around the waist and swung her up in his arms, spinning them both until the tent was a blur.
“You’re pregnant!” he announced. “You’re going to have our baby.”
“There’s nothing wrong with your brain,” she said, laughing. “I’m smart, you’re smart. This bodes well for the gene pool.”
“Heidi. Thank you.” He let her slide down until her feet touched the carpeted floor, then he pulled her close and kissed her. “A baby. That’s wonderful. You’ll be an amazing mother.”
“And you’ll be the perfect father. I think we’re going to be very happy together,” she told him.
Jamal stared into her eyes and smiled. “We already are, my love. We already are.”
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Chapter One

“Oh, Mommy, look!”
Liana Archer glanced up from the romance novel she’d been reading and stared out the airplane window. She saw a brilliant blue sky, an unforgiving sun and nearly a dozen men on horseback riding toward the plane.
“Don’t worry, Bethany,” she told her daughter absently. “It’s just—”
Liana’s eyes opened wide as she realized what she’d just seen. Men on horseback? When the pilot had announced that the plane would be delayed a few minutes because there was a problem at the gate, Liana had assumed there was a technical difficulty or another plane in their space. She hadn’t thought they were about to be assaulted by a herd of native tribesmen.
Not knowing what else to do, she clutched her nine-year-old daughter to her side. “We’ll be fine,” she said with a calmness she absolutely did not feel.
Someone else noticed the group of men. Conversation raced up and down the length of the plane. Several women began to scream. Liana’s heart jumped into hyper-drive, and her breathing increased until she thought she might pass out. Why was this happening? She’d been promised that El Bahar was the safest country in the Middle East. That the king was a good and honest ruler, much beloved by his people. She’d believed the information—otherwise she never would have subjected herself or her daughter to a move that had brought them half-way around the world. So what had gone wrong?
Before she could figure out an answer, the men reached the plane. They circled around, then she heard the sound of the forward door opening and the low, gruff voices of the tribesmen as they boarded the plane.
Both Liana and Bethany shrank back in their seats. At least they were in the rear of the plane, Liana thought grimly as she looked around for the exit by the tail. Maybe she could figure out a way to open that door, and she and her fellow passengers could sneak out to safety.
“Mommy?” Bethany’s voice was shaky and her face pale as she stared at her mother. “Are we going to die?”
“Of course not.” Liana brushed the blond bangs off her daughter’s forehead, then kissed her cheek. “I’m sure there’s a logical explanation for all this and we’ll—”
Several tall, dark men wearing robes and headdresses entered the main cabin. They seemed to be searching for someone.
“What do you want?” a passenger in a business suit asked, rising to his feet. “There are women and children on this plane. If you want hostages, at least let them go.”
The natives ignored him. About midway down the center aisle, they paused. One of them reached for a young woman and drew her to her feet. There was an exchange of conversation that Liana couldn’t hear, then the woman was led away.
Conversation exploded like gunfire. Several shrieks pierced the cabin, and Liana felt herself starting to shake. Dear God, what was happening? To think that one of the reasons she’d agreed to the job in El Bahar had been her love of sheik romance novels. But danger in the land of the sheik was much more interesting in a book. In real life, it was plain terrifying.
“Silence, please!”
A loud male voice bellowed over the din of hysterical passengers. Liana looked up and saw another of the native men standing at the front of the cabin. He was taller than the rest, and darkly handsome in a remote kind of way. He stood with his feet braced and his robe thrown back to expose the gleaming pistol at his waist. She swallowed, trying to console herself with the thought that if they were to be shot, at least it would be a quick death.
“I apologize for your fears,” the man said. He glanced over his shoulder, then shook his head. “A few of the younger men were a little too involved with their assignment and took the game to heart. My instructions were for you to be informed of what was going on before anything began.”
The man gave a low bow. When he straightened, he smiled. The smile transformed his appearance from remote to more appealing than should be legally allowed. “I am Malik Khan, Crown Prince of El Bahar. Welcome to my country. What you have just seen was not a kidnapping, nor were your lives in any danger. A young American woman employed at the palace had requested that her fiancé ‘rescue’ her from the plane. She thought it would be romantic to be swept away by a man on horseback.”
Prince Malik motioned to the left side of the plane. “As you can observe, she is well pleased with what happened.”
“Can you see?” Bethany whispered, still clinging to her mother.
Liana craned her neck as she looked across the cabin and out the far windows. She could just make out the young woman taken from the plane. She stood in the embrace of one of the tribesmen, and if their passionate kiss was anything to go by, she was plenty happy with what was going on.
“They’re kissing,” Liana assured her daughter. “I guess it’s what the man said. Just a joke that got out of hand.”
Bethany grinned, then touched her hand to her chest. “I thought my heart was going to jump right out of my rib cage.”
Liana smiled at her, then kissed her soft cheek. “Me, too, kid. There they would have been, flopping around on the floor.” She demonstrated with her hand, making a wiggly back and forth motion.
Bethany giggled.
“So you are recovered then, young lady? You are not afraid to enter El Bahar?”
Liana and Bethany turned as one. The tall prince stood next to their row. Bethany stared up at the man. “I would very much like to see El Bahar, but not if you’re going to cut off our heads.”
The prince winked at the nine-year-old. “I like your head just where it is. You will be safe here, I promise. In fact, if anyone bothers you, you tell him that you personally know the Crown Prince.”
Her blue eyes widened. “You’re a real prince? Like in Cinderella?”
“Exactly like that.”
The man’s gaze drifted over to Liana. She started to offer a polite smile and assure him that she, too, was fine, when their eyes locked.
His irises were the color of midnight. Liana felt the impact of their connection all the way down to her toes. Despite being one of the most sensible women she knew, she felt a jolt of attraction that nearly jerked her out of her seat. She found herself desperate to stand and beg this stranger to touch her and kiss her…right here on the plane if necessary. It was as if she’d been given a near lethal injection of a love drug. She couldn’t speak, could barely breathe.
Fortunately, the prince merely smiled and returned to the front of the plane without saying a word.
“He’s cool,” Bethany said with a smile. “Wow. I’ve met a real live prince. He’s nicer than I would have thought. And tall. Did you think he was handsome, Mommy?”
“Yes, I thought he was handsome,” Liana admitted, willing her heart rate to return to normal. They both watched as the prince and his men disembarked. The door closed, and the plane began to move toward the gate. In a matter of minutes, people were disembarking. Liana collected their carry-on items and stowed away her book. As she did, she glanced at the cover of her novel and told herself that whatever ailed the heroine in this book was apparently contagious. For one brief second she’d found herself attracted to a tall, dark, impossible man.
Just an aberration, she told herself as she and her daughter joined the slow-moving line that would take them to their luggage. Too much traveling or the fear or maybe too much coffee had zapped some switch in her brain. That was the only explanation for her instant and overwhelming attraction to a stranger.
 
Forty minutes later Liana and Bethany stood waiting to go through customs. Liana had convinced herself that she’d made too much of her reaction to the El Baharian prince. Her body had still been in shock from the danger. Her instinctive fight-or-flight response to those men boarding the plane had sent a number of chemicals pouring into her system. Any thoughts she’d had about the prince had simply been the result of a fear hangover. Nothing more. Men like him didn’t appeal to women like her.
“Ma’am? If you would please to come this way?”
Liana was jolted from her musings by a slight man bending over to pick up one of her suitcases.
“What are you doing?” she asked sharply. “Don’t touch that.”
The El Baharian customs area was a large open room with plenty of air conditioning and ceiling fans. Although the lines were long, they were moving quickly and seemed efficient. Security people moved through the crowd, and she was about to call for one when the small man bowed apologetically.
“I was sent to bring you to a shorter line,” he said, pressing his hands together in front of his chest. “You have a young child and I was told that you would prefer the process to go more quickly. Just over there,” the man said, motioning to a lone official at the far side of the building.
“Is that one of the customs lines?” Liana asked, wondering why no one else was going that way. She looked up and saw the overhead sign: Official Visitors and Residents.
“As much as I would like it to be otherwise,” she said with a kind smile, “I’m neither an official visitor nor a resident. But thanks for the offer.”
The little man pressed his thin lips together. He had dark eyes and a sparse beard. He wore an exquisitely tailored suit.
“Please, ma’am. You would be most welcome.”
A uniformed security guard appeared at her elbow. “It’s quite all right, ma’am. We’re just trying to speed up the process.”
“If you’re sure,” Liana said doubtfully. She allowed the two men to take possession of her luggage and lead the way over to the customs official.
“You don’t want to be in a faster line?” Bethany asked as she dragged her carry-on bag behind her. “You like waiting in here?”
“Okay, okay, I was just being careful.”
They came to a stop and waited while the uniformed officer began to check their passports. Liana glanced around and was surprised to see that no one else had been directed to this particular line.
“I don’t understand,” she said, looking at the small man, then the security guard. “Why me and not them?”
“Because I requested it.”
Liana recognized the deep, resonant voice. Even before she turned to look at the gentleman who had just joined the party, she felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand straight up. She was tired, hungry and had spent the past twenty-four hours traveling halfway around the world with her nine-year-old daughter. She was not in the mood to be played with…even by her own body.
But all the temper in the world couldn’t counteract the feeling of heat that swept through her, or the faint trembling in her arms and legs. She raised her gaze and stared directly into the handsome face of Malik Khan, Crown Prince of El Bahar.
The prince offered a low bow. “We have not been formally introduced. I am Prince Malik and you are…?” He reached for her passport.
“Liana Archer. This is my daughter, Bethany.”
“Hi,” Bethany said, beaming up at him. “Do you really live in a palace?”
“Absolutely. With my two brothers and their wives. Lots of princes and princesses. Oh, and my father, King of El Bahar.”
Bethany’s blue eyes widened. “And you have your own horses and gold, and lots of people bow to you all the time?”
Malik grinned. “Not as much gold as we would like and people don’t bow all that much anymore. It makes it difficult for them to get their work done if they’re bowing all the time.”
Malik motioned to the customs official, who quickly stamped their passports, then ushered them through without so much as a glance at their luggage.
“Welcome to El Bahar,” Malik said.
Liana was still speechless at seeing him again, not to mention the effect of her misplaced physical reaction to his presence. She was too exhausted to figure out what was wrong with her, so she was determined to ignore it. Yes, the prince was tall—probably six foot two or three. She was five foot eight and he towered over her. Or maybe it was his headdress that gave him the illusion of height? She studied him and decided that his clothing might emphasize his power, but it didn’t add anything that wasn’t already there. Nope, Prince Malik was tall, strong and intimidating. But then maybe all princes were. She didn’t travel in royal circles much.
“Why did you do this?” she asked, jerking her head toward the long, slow-moving lines of people still waiting to go through customs.
Malik shrugged. “I wanted to apologize for scaring you and your daughter on the plane. I assure you, that was not our intention.”
His gaze was steady and direct. She tried to ignore the way he seemed to be seeing into her soul by looking at his individual features. Perhaps if she could find fault, he wouldn’t be so intimidating.
Unfortunately for her, Prince Malik was physically quite flawless. He had wide-set eyes and a straight nose. High cheekbones cut through tanned skin. His mouth was firm and a little stern, but there was the faintest hint of a smile tugging at the corners. He was the kind of man who would look good with his likeness on a stamp…or the side of a mountain.
“So, Liana Archer, why are you in my country?” he asked.
“I’m a new teacher at the American School.” She shifted slightly and saw that the customs official, the little man in the well-fitting suit and the security guard were all still within earshot. None of them were overtly listening to the conversation, but Liana didn’t doubt they were catching every word.
Malik frowned. “You are not.”
“Excuse me?”
“You are not a teacher,” he said folding his arms over his chest. “Women teachers are old and unattractive. So why are you really here, and where is your husband?”
She’d been warned that while El Bahar was more forward thinking than most Middle Eastern countries, the nation still had particular ideas rooted in the past. Obviously this was one of them.
The combination of her lingering attraction, the odd welcome they’d received on the plane and the tiredness she saw in her daughter’s face made Liana speak without thinking.
“Look, Your Highness, I can’t see that it’s any of your business, but for what it’s worth, I’m not married anymore. I can’t do anything about my age, but if you’d like I’ll work on popping out a few warts to make me more unattractive. Would that be sufficient?”
Behind her, she heard a collective gasp from the three men. Belatedly, she thought that sarcasm would probably not be welcomed by the Crown Prince. A vision of years in a desert prison followed by a slow and painful death filled her mind. She took a step closer to Bethany.
But instead of getting angry, the prince simply smiled. “Would the warts be on your nose?”
“Is that where you’d like them?”
“I’m not sure. I’ll have to consider the matter.” Then he snapped his fingers—literally—and a porter appeared with a cart.
Minutes later, Liana and Bethany were in the back of a cab speeding away from the airport. Prince Malik had let them go without doing anything more than wishing them well.
“Remind me never to try to be witty in front of royalty again,” Liana murmured as she leaned her head back against the seat.
“He wasn’t mad,” Bethany said confidently, snuggling up to her mother. “Prince Malik liked you. I could tell.”
“How nice,” Liana said automatically, even though that wasn’t what she felt. She was not the least bit interested in the prince’s affections, thank you very much. She liked her life too much to mess it up with wishful thinking. She had plans and goals, and they did not include a dalliance with royalty—despite her body’s reaction to the man.
When the cab began to circle around toward the clearly marked exit, Liana realized she hadn’t told the driver where they were going.
“Do you know the American School?” she asked him. “That’s where we need to go. I understand there is a main office by the housing complex?”
The dark-skinned man met her gaze in the mirror and gave her a friendly nod. “Yes, ma’am. I know the place well.”
“Good. Although I have directions, if you need them.”
“No. I go there many times a week. Most of the teachers there don’t have cars.”
Liana had been told the same thing. Many of the teachers there were, like her, expatriates on two- or three-year contracts. While the generous salary meant that purchasing a car wouldn’t be a problem, most teachers didn’t bother. Apparently public transportation was reliable and inexpensive, and it saved the trouble of buying at the beginning of the stay, then selling at the end.
“So what do you think of El Bahar?” she asked her daughter as the clean, air-conditioned cab moved onto the main highway.
The city was stretched out in front of them, with the Arabian Sea to the left. It was a darker blue than the sky—nearly the color of cobalt. Lush plants came right down to the edge of the highway, although in the distance she could see the barren land that was the beginning of the desert.
“I like it,” Bethany announced. She sniffed. “The air smells sweet, like flowers or perfume. Do you know what it is?”
“No.” Liana inhaled the scent. “A flower of some kind, I would guess. We’ll look it up on the computer.”
Along with a furnished two-bedroom condo, her contract had stipulated that she would be given a laptop computer, with Internet access, for use at home as well as in the classroom. All utilities, except for the phone, were included. The American School had made her a very generous offer, and Liana was pleased to be in El Bahar at last.
“Just think,” she told her daughter. “You can tell all your classmates that you’ve already met the Crown Prince.”
Bethany grinned. “You think they’ll believe me?”
“If they don’t, I’ll be a witness.”
The cab moved past a group of high-rise buildings between the highway and the sea. Liana remembered her research on the country and suspected this was the financial district. El Bahar had a stable economy that encouraged outside investors.
Up ahead the highway split and the driver took the road leading into the city. In a matter of minutes they were driving through a unique world that was equal parts modern buildings and ancient stone structures. Up ahead stood the last remnants of the wall that had once guarded the city, and beyond that a white glittering building jutted out toward the sea.
“It’s the palace,” Bethany said, pointing toward the large building. “I recognize it from the pictures.”
“Lovely,” Liana agreed. “I wonder if our condo is close to it? I remember reading that there are tours of the gardens. We’ll want to do that right away.”
Bethany glanced at her. “Maybe we’ll see Prince Malik again.”
“Sure,” Liana agreed, even though she doubted the truth of that statement. Would a Crown Prince bother with a tour group on his grounds? There was no way he would have time. No, their lone encounter with royalty was over and, for her, it had been more than enough.
The driver wove through streets that narrowed, then drove through impressive open gates. A long curved driveway circled through trees and blooming plants she couldn’t identify.
Liana straightened and glanced around. Okay, so maybe the condo used by the staff of the American School had really impressive grounds. Or maybe this was part of the school itself. Or maybe a park. That was it. They were driving through a park and…
They rounded a curve in the drive. In front of them was the white building they’d admired just a few minutes before. Up close it was even more impressive, with several stories and wide balconies. A dozen or so guards stood at attention by a huge double door.
“Mommy? Where are we?” Bethany asked.
Liana didn’t have an answer. Either the condo was much nicer than anything she was used to, or their driver had just brought them to the royal palace.
She looked at the man behind the wheel. “There’s been a mistake.”
He shook his head and grinned. “No mistake. His Highness said to bring you home, so here you are. Welcome to the royal palace of El Bahar.”
Before Liana could decide what to do next, a tall man in a gray suit strode out to the cab and opened the door.
“Good,” Prince Malik said. “You’re here. Come, we’ll get you settled.”


Chapter Two

Liana couldn’t tell if they were in a really big foyer or a smallish living room. She decided it was probably the former, because this was, after all, a palace, and she doubted it had smallish anythings.
A bubble of hysteria threatened to choke her, even as she told herself it would be best for everyone if she stayed calm. Screaming like a crazy woman wouldn’t do anything except upset her daughter.
Without her even being aware of leaving the cab, she and Bethany had been ushered out of the car and into this mystery room just past the main double doors. She could hear conversation behind her and had the bad feeling that their luggage had been removed from the cab and taken who knows where.
This isn’t happening, she told herself firmly. Really. We’re not being kidnapped, nor is this anything more than a simple misunderstanding.
“Mommy, look!”
Liana followed Bethany’s gaze as her daughter stared up at an oval ceiling depicting the night sky. Glittering stars twinkled down at them, and, on what she assumed was the east side of the room, the first hint of sunrise glowed faint pink against the inky darkness. The entire picture was edged in gold paint. Or maybe real gold…she couldn’t tell. The walls were the same dark color as the ceiling, but the color came from hundreds of tiny tiles. More tiles covered the floor in a pattern showing a dragon guarding a kingdom she suspected was El Bahar.
“You think the ceiling is something,” Liana murmured, “look at what you’re standing on.”
Bethany did so, then jumped back to study the large, dangerous-looking creature.
“I stepped on his tail,” her daughter whispered. “Do you think he’s mad?”
“People have stepped on more than that,” Prince Malik said as he walked into the room. “Welcome. I trust your cab ride was pleasant enough?”
“It was fine,” Liana said, determined to ignore the way her blood seemed to sing as it flowed hotter and faster throughout her body. Yes, the prince was rugged and fabulously good-looking—and well, a prince. But she refused to let herself be distracted by him. By any of this. And how had he had time to get to the palace ahead of them, let alone time to change his clothes? Or had he been wearing that gray suit under his robes?
“You will find the palace very comfortable,” Prince Malik said.
Liana wasn’t sure if he was making a statement or issuing an order. Not that it mattered. “It’s lovely. The palace, I mean,” she said. “Impressive and not where we want to live.”
Bethany came up beside her, and Liana put her arm around her slender daughter. “I am a teacher for the American School. As such, I was promised housing there. I don’t know why you’ve brought me to the palace or what you hope to gain by it, but I insist that you allow us to go there now.”
Malik waved his hand, as if brushing aside her comments. “You’ll be much happier here. The rooms are larger and you may explore as you like. Transportation will be provided each morning and evening to take you to and from the school.”
Liana felt as if she had a bit part in a bad movie, but she was determined not to give in to her threatening hysteria before she had all the facts. “Have we been kidnapped?”
Malik looked insulted by the question. “Of course not,” he said, drawing himself up to his full and impressive height. “I am Crown Prince Malik Khan of El Bahar. I bestow on you the honor of being my guest at the royal palace.”
Liana pressed her lips together, not sure how to respond to that. A soft, snuffling sound interrupted her thoughts. She turned and saw a golden retriever hovering just outside the main door. Its tail wagged frantically, but it didn’t step inside the palace.
Bethany caught sight of the dog and clapped her hands together. “Mommy, can I go pet the dog?”
Liana glanced at Malik. “Is it friendly?”
“Yes. Sam belongs to my nephews, all of whom are much younger than Bethany. He’s very good with children. She will be safe.”
Liana nodded at her daughter. “Go ahead, but stay within sight of the open door.”
Her daughter walked slowly toward the retriever, holding out her hand for the animal to sniff. Sam took a quick whiff, then licked the offered fingers, all the while wiggling with excitement at the thought of a new playmate.
Liana took the opportunity of her daughter’s distraction to step closer to the prince, not because she wanted to be even more under his spell, but because she didn’t want Bethany to hear what she had to say.
“We are not staying here,” she informed Malik. “I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but your conduct is completely unacceptable. I am an American citizen and a guest of your country for the next two years. As such, I expect to obey El Baharian law. In return I wish to be treated with respect and courtesy, neither of which includes holding me anywhere against my will.”
“You do not understand,” Malik said patiently. “It is better for you to be at the palace.”
He looked too intelligent not to get her point, which meant he wasn’t listening. It was a trait shared by many men. Perhaps it was exacerbated by his royal status. Regardless, she had to get through to him.
Liana opened her mouth to speak, then closed it. A whisper of a memory drifted through her mind. She tried to shake it off, but it would not be denied. Then, despite the potential peril of her situation, she couldn’t help laughing softly.
“Your Highness, you do not want to play this game with me. I’ve seen the movie.”
He frowned. “What are you talking about?”
“The schoolteacher brought to the foreign country, the man in the royal house who refuses to let her have her own house. You are not the King of Siam and I am not Mrs. Anna. But if you have any thoughts of recreating that situation, may I take this moment to remind you that not only does the king never sleep with Mrs. Anna, he has the misfortune to die at the end.”
She’d thought Prince Malik might look shocked or disapproving. Instead he startled her by leaning close. “We all die in the end, Liana,” he said, his warm breath tickling her ear. “And make no mistake, I will have you in my bed.”
“If you keep saying things like that, you’re going to scare the poor woman to death.”
Both Malik and Liana turned at the sound of the female voice. An attractive woman with curly light brown hair and wire-framed glasses approached. She wore a chic green dress that screamed designer, and there were the most amazing pearls around her neck. The woman shook her head at the prince.
“I can’t believe you’re using lines like that, Malik. Haven’t you ever heard of subtlety?”
He drew himself up and glared down at the woman. Even though she wore high heels, he was a good six or seven inches taller. “I am Malik Khan, Crown Prince of El Bahar—”
She dismissed him with a wave and turned her attention to Liana. “Pay no attention to that speech. All the princes give it and we’ve learned to ignore them.” She held out her hand. “Hi. I’m Heidi, wife of Jamal, the middle of the Khan brothers.” She glanced at Malik. “You’ve already been tormented by my brother-in-law. What is it about these sheiks? Give them a little power and they want to run all over everyone.”
Liana shook hands with the charming American and gave her a trembling smile, along with her name. She couldn’t remember ever being in a more confusing situation. She felt as if she’d landed on a strange planet…and in a way she had. El Bahar was a very different place from her native California.
“I’m pleased to learn one can disagree with a Crown Prince and live to tell the tale,” she said.
Heidi grinned. “Malik isn’t so bad. He talks tough, and he’s a fairly decent Crown Prince, but underneath all that, he’s basically a nice guy.”
Malik made a sound low in his throat. “You, woman, tread carefully around me.”
“Or you’ll have me beheaded. I’ve heard the threat before.” Heidi leaned close to Liana and lowered her voice. “Actually, he’s an excellent ruler and everyone respects him tremendously, but he can be a bit imperious on occasion.”
Liana had had first-hand experience with Malik’s imperiousness. “I’ve already seen him in action,” she said. “I don’t belong here. I’m a teacher with the American School.”
Malik shook his head. “She is my guest.”
Heidi looked from one to the other. “Interesting. What happened? You saw her at the airport and decided you liked the looks of her, so you brought her home?”
Malik looked faintly uncomfortable with the question. “I am the Crown Prince. I do not answer to you.”
Heidi glanced at Liana. “Let me guess. You don’t want to be here.”
“Exactly.”
“Well, Malik needs a willful woman in his life—even if he would never admit it. He’s a bit on the stuffy side, and being challenged by a woman would help make him more human.”
“I am not stuffy—”
“I’m not anyone’s woman—”
Liana and Malik spoke at the same time.
“This is all your fault,” she said, glaring at him. “Did you really bring me here because you liked the looks of me?” A voice in her head whispered it was actually a nice compliment, but she ignored the voice. She also ignored the steady thunder of her heart as she fought against her lingering attraction. “I’m not a puppy.”
“I never thought you were.”
Liana wanted to stamp her foot in annoyance. Nothing was going the way she wanted. She turned to Heidi. “Can you help me? I’m here to work and that’s all I want to do. If I could just get to the American School everything would be fine.”
Before Heidi could answer, Bethany stepped into the foyer. She walked over to her mother and leaned against her. “I’m tired, Mommy. Are we leaving soon?”
“You see,” Malik said. “The child needs to rest. While you stand here arguing, you’re wasting time. Heidi will show you to your rooms.”
Heidi raised her eyebrows at her brother-in-law, but otherwise didn’t protest. “Actually, Liana, it might be easier to give in to this tonight. You’ve got to be exhausted from the long trip. In the morning you can gird your loins and fight the battle anew.” She touched Liana’s arm. “Seriously, you are perfectly safe here. This is a royal palace and all guests are treated with the utmost respect.”
Liana didn’t know what to do. She had the feeling that if she gave in on this point, nothing in her life would ever be the same. The smart move would be to insist that she be taken to her condo immediately. But she was tired, as was Bethany. Then there was the tiny detail of spending the night in a real-life palace. That sort of thing had never happened to her before, nor was it likely to happen again. Was she going to turn down this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity because of her pride?
“All right,” she murmured. “If you’re sure it won’t be any trouble.”
“None at all,” Malik said. He offered a low bow, then disappeared down a long hallway.
“Who was that masked man?” Liana murmured.
Heidi heard her and laughed. “The princes take some getting used to. Come on. Your room is through here. Don’t worry about the luggage, someone will bring it along.”
“You okay with this?” Liana asked her daughter. “Do you mind spending the night in the palace?”
Big blue eyes, so much like her own, stared up at her. Bethany smiled. “Mommy, if I stay in the palace, I get to pretend I’m a princess.”
“Oh, you’re right. Well, that makes this very special, huh?”
Bethany nodded, then looked at Heidi. “Are you really married to a prince?”
“I sure am,” Heidi said. “Which makes me a princess. We have a little boy who is also a prince.”
“Wow.” Bethany’s big eyes got bigger. “Do you have a crown and everything?”
“You bet.”
Heidi led the way down a long hall. As they followed, Liana wondered about the woman who was being so kind. She dressed like a regular person—no robes or veils—and her voice had an American accent. Liana would bet that there was an interesting story in her past. If she was going to be here longer, she might want to ask about it. But Liana and Bethany would be leaving the palace in the morning, so there wasn’t going to be time to make friends.
“You’re here to teach?” Heidi asked as they passed through a carved archway.
Liana glanced around them, barely able to answer for all the wonders she saw. Open doors allowed her to see into great rooms with high ceilings and western-style furniture. She caught glimpses of gardens and fountains. Every few feet they walked by a small alcove that displayed some fabulous piece of art, be it a tapestry or glass-ware or a statue. The floor beneath their feet was marble, and much of the wall space was tiled. No doubt parts of the palace were hundreds of years old.
“I, ah, teach math,” Liana said absently as she took in the beauty of the El Baharian palace. The air was cool and faintly scented with flowers. “High-school-level algebra and geometry. Sometimes, if I have a bright group, I start them on calculus.”
Heidi smiled at Bethany. “I guess with a mom who’s a math teacher, you don’t get to say you don’t understand it, do you?”
Bethany giggled shyly and clung to her mother’s hand. “No, I like math.”
“Good for you.” Heidi stopped in front of a single door carved with a relief of a gazelle. She pushed it open and stepped into a suite of rooms. “These will be yours,” she said, motioning to the airy space.
Liana and Bethany followed her, then came to a stop in the center of the main room. In front of them were floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out over the Arabian Sea, light-colored furniture collected in two separate conversation areas, and double French doors leading out to a balcony that was almost as large as the living room. Nearly as amazing as the view was a mural on both the left and the right wall of the room. Tiny tiles had been cut and pieced together to create a herd of Arabian horses racing across the desert. The horses were depicted nearly life-size, with manes and tails flying out as fast hooves thundered across the sand.
“Oh, Mommy, look!” Bethany cried as she raced over to stand in front of the right mural. She reverently touched the tiny tiles. “Horses! Beautiful horses.”
Just then two servants appeared with their luggage. Heidi pointed down a short hallway and the men disappeared. Seconds later they reappeared, without their burden of suitcases, then bowed and left as quietly as they’d come.
“You’ll find the horse motif continues throughout the suite,” Heidi explained. “It’s one of the features of the palace. All the guest quarters have a theme. I thought with your daughter being at that horse-loving age, you two would enjoy this suite.”
Liana felt stunned, as if she’d been drinking, or hadn’t eaten in a couple of days. “This is a regular guest room here at the palace?” she asked. “There are more suites like this, just standing empty, waiting for company?”
Heidi nodded. Her hazel eyes filled with compassion. “I know it’s a lot to take in, but you’ll get used to it. There are frequent guests at the palace. Some visiting dignitaries prefer to stay at the beachfront hotels, but others like the warmth and history of the palace.”
“I see why,” Liana murmured. This was the most magnificent room she’d ever seen. She could only imagine what the bedrooms and bathrooms would be like.
“The balcony is a common one,” Heidi went on to explain. “There aren’t any other guests staying here at the moment, so you shouldn’t see anyone, but don’t be alarmed if someone walks by. Actually, on this level you can make a complete circuit of the palace via the balcony. I recommend the walk in the evening. It’s very lovely.”
“Thank you, I will.”
Heidi started to leave, then paused. “I know it’s terribly rude to ask, but how well do you know the prince?”
“I don’t know him at all.” Liana recounted the events on the plane and at the airport. “Instead of taking us to the American School, the cab brought us here. I don’t understand what happened.”
“Obviously you caught Malik’s eye,” Heidi said.
Then he can have it back, Liana thought to herself, although she didn’t say it aloud. “I can’t believe that,” Liana said. “I’m just a teacher.” Didn’t sheik princes fall for movie stars and models?
“You’re very attractive,” Heidi said. “Tall, blonde, blue eyes.”
Yes, she was those things, Liana admitted, but she was also about twenty pounds overweight and not the least bit interested in being fashionable. She preferred comfort to style. She’d been described as passably pretty, which she believed to be true. No, she was many things, but not someone to garner the attention of a prince.
“There has to be something else going on,” she insisted.
“Why do you find it so hard to believe that Malik could want you? Aren’t you interested?”
“Not really,” Liana said honestly. “I’ve reached the point where I don’t want another man in my life, and even if I did, I wouldn’t want someone like Malik. I would never be very good in the position of wife number three or four.”
Heidi smiled. “Ah, but this is El Bahar. The tradition of four wives is not allowed. Men have only one wife, and Prince Malik isn’t married.”
Liana told herself she wasn’t the least bit tempted. Sexual attraction was one thing—marriage quite another. “If I ever marry again, I want my husband to be interested in an equal partnership. Not likely with a Crown Prince.”
Heidi nodded. “You’re right there.” She looked around the room. “I’ll leave you to unpack, then. If you need anything, simply pick up the phone and ask for it. Someone will be by later to take your order for dinner.” She walked to the door and paused there. “It was very nice to meet you both. I hope you enjoy your stay in El Bahar.”
With that, she was gone.
“She’s very pretty,” Bethany said, staring after Heidi. “I never thought I’d meet a princess or stay in a palace. This is like an adventure in a book, isn’t it, Mommy?”
“Sort of,” Liana agreed, somewhat cautiously. “Let’s explore the rest of the suite and see what sort of arrangements the palace makes for its visitors.”
They walked down the short hallway and found two bedrooms, each with its own bath. The smaller of the two rooms was still big enough for a queen-sized bed, a desk, a dresser and a large built-in wall unit that housed a state-of-the-art television and DVD player. There was also a collection of movies in a drawer underneath. The attached bath was larger than their kitchen had been back home. The towels were thick enough to double as a mattress in a pinch and there were a collection of bath products by the oversized tub. Small versions of the mosaics in the living room continued here on the walls and floor tiles.
Liana’s room was even more impressive. The king-sized bed took up barely an eighth of the floor space. The four-poster monstrosity required a step stool to reach the mattress. Crisp white linens gave the room a cool air, and fresh flowers added to the ambiance. Her bathroom was huge, with a tub large enough for a committee meeting. Instead of the horses, her bath was decorated with a floral design. In addition to the baskets of bath products, Liana found an array of makeup, brushes and body lotions…all unopened, but calling her name.
“Wow,” she said as she finished her tour.
Bethany tucked a blond strand of hair behind her ear. “I like it here, Mommy. Maybe we can stay.”
Liana grinned. “Wouldn’t that be nice? To live like princesses?” She pulled her daughter close and hugged her. “Maybe you could insist all your classmates bow to you.”
Bethany giggled. “Especially the boys.”
“Of course. All the boys. And some of the girls. The ones who aren’t friendly.”
Still laughing, they returned to Bethany’s room and started to unpack. They’d barely begun the job when there was a knock at the door.
“Stay here,” Liana said as she hurried toward the front room.
Was it Malik? Had he come to talk to her? She found herself in the uncomfortable position of being both hopeful and fearful. Which was crazy. The man was handsome and high-handed, nothing more. Besides, in the morning she and her daughter would be gone, and she would never see him again.
But first you have to get through the night, a voice in her head whispered.
She opened the door and saw an attractive woman in her thirties standing in the hallway. She had dark hair and eyes.
“I’m Dora Khan,” the woman said. “May I come in?”
“Of course.” Liana stepped back to allow her to enter. “Did you say Khan? So you’re…”
“The wife of Khalil, the youngest of the king’s sons.”
Dora wore her dark hair swept up in a chignon. She had perfect skin and her dress was as stylish as Heidi’s. Apparently princesses knew how to shop, Liana thought with a brief flash of wistfulness. She tried not to think about how rumpled her jeans and shirt were after nearly twenty-four hours of travel.
“I just wanted to tell you that I heard about what Malik has done,” Dora said. “I know you’ve been dating for a while, but this is high-handed even for him—to force you to live at the palace when you want to stay at the American School. I understand you have a daughter. Obviously you’re trying to protect her from the scandal this would create.”
Liana blinked twice. “Excuse me? What on earth are you talking about?”
“Your relationship with Malik. I was led to believe that you’ve been seeing quite a lot of each other and that’s the reason you came to El Bahar.”
Were they all crazy, or was it her? Had crossing all those time zones affected her brain? She looked at the attractive woman standing in front of her. “I met the Crown Prince earlier this afternoon when he and several other men barged onto the plane and took away one of the women. Apparently she was engaged, and that was her idea of a romantic welcome back to El Bahar.”
Dora looked confused. “You just met him today? Then what are you doing at the palace?”
“My question exactly.” She recounted the events of the afternoon, starting with the customs line-up and finishing with her entrance into the suite.
“How strange,” Dora said slowly. “This isn’t like Malik at all.” She gazed at Liana speculatively. “It’s been a long time since Malik has shown any real interest in a woman. His father will be pleased.”
Liana held up her hands in a gesture of protection. “He’s not interested. He can’t be. He doesn’t know anything about me. I’m not sure why he did all this, but please be aware that I’m leaving in the morning, just as soon as I get this mess straightened out.”
“Of course.” Dora continued to study her. “Well, welcome to El Bahar, Liana. I’m sure you’ll enjoy your time here.” She smiled. “If nothing else, it’s going to be interesting. Let me know if I can do anything to help. If you really want to leave the palace, I can arrange it. Just say the word.”
“I will, thank you.” Liana watched her guest leave, then closed the door behind her. How odd. Who could have told the princess that she and Malik were involved? She’d only been on the palace grounds an hour or so. Had Heidi hinted at something or was it Malik himself?
The idea of the arrogant Crown Prince laying claim to a relationship that didn’t exist was so ridiculous as to make her laugh. Except that the situation wasn’t exactly humorous. It was more…intriguing, she thought to herself as she remembered her unexpected response to being in Malik’s presence. Something about him was appealing. Not so much his money and position—both of those would be more off-putting, at least for her. She was willing to admit he was plenty handsome. There was something about his height. Or was it his dark eyes? The way they seemed to see into her soul without giving away anything of their own….
She shook her head. “Stop fantasizing about a guy you don’t even know,” she told herself. “You’re leaving in the morning and you’ll never see him again.”
There was another knock on the door. Liana sighed and pulled it open. A tall, thin man with a white beard stood in front of her. He wore a suit with an odd pin on the lapel.
“Let me guess,” she said before she could stop herself. “You’re the king of El Bahar, and you’re here to congratulate me on my pending engagement.”
“No, ma’am. I’m the butler and I’m here to see what you and your daughter would like for dinner.”
 
By the time they’d finished unpacking, had eaten the wonderful meal delivered to their suite, and Bethany had taken her bath, it was after nine. Jet lag had hit them both and Bethany barely made it between the sheets before falling fast asleep.
Liana stood at the foot of her daughter’s bed and watched the sleeping girl. Her head might be spinning with confusion and exhaustion, but her heart was true and on course, as it had been from the second she’d found out she was pregnant. From that moment to this, everything she’d ever done had been with her daughter’s best interests in mind.
Bethany was her entire world. She’d come to El Bahar because of her daughter, and she would gladly travel greater distances if it was the right thing for Bethany.
“I love you,” she murmured, even though her child couldn’t hear her. Then she walked into the hallway and shut the door.
Liana couldn’t remember ever being so tired in her life, yet she didn’t want to go to bed. An odd restlessness gripped her. She walked into her bedroom and thought about taking a bath. Deciding that a shower would be quicker, she first crossed to the French doors that led to the wide balcony. They unlocked easily, and she found herself moving out into the evening.
Instantly she was assaulted by the wonderful scents of the desert. The ocean, the sand and the hundreds of plants on the palace grounds combined to create a unique aroma that energized her. Even with her eyes closed she would know she was in a foreign land.
El Bahar. For years she’d heard about the country but hadn’t given it any more thought than the North Pole. She’d never planned to visit. Her budget didn’t allow for much in the way of world travel, and she and Bethany had contented themselves with the occasional weekend trip down to Sea World and the famous zoo in San Diego. Then she’d found out about an opportunity to teach here, and she’d seen the job as the answer to so many problems.
So here they were, in El Bahar. Living in the royal palace, if only for the night. Thinking of the palace made her think of Malik and his odd behavior. Why had he brought her here? And why had he told his sister-in-law that they’d been dating? Or had that come from Heidi? She felt as if she’d stepped into the middle of a play, but no one had told her the story or bothered to give her a script.
Who was this man, this Crown Prince who meddled in people’s lives with all the impunity of a child rearranging blocks?
She crossed the width of the balcony and leaned against the broad stone railing. Floodlights illuminated the gardens below. She could make out a large fountain and several paths. Even though the afternoon had been warm, the evening air was cool and carried with it a lovely sea breeze.
Very exotic, she thought, closing her eyes to inhale the sweet scents from the garden. Magical El Bahar. Just like in her romance novels. Now all she needed was the handsome prince to appear.
“Good evening,” a male voice said.
Liana spun toward the sound and found herself staring up at Malik. Be careful what you wish for, she thought, not sure if she should laugh or run for safety.


Chapter Three

“Are you enjoying the night?” Malik asked.
“Sure,” Liana told him, trying not to notice that her body had begun to melt with each step of his approach. If he moved any closer, she was going to be little more than a puddle on the tiled floor of the balcony. “It’s very pretty. What are you doing out here?”
“I willed you to join me.”
He spoke with such seriousness that Liana couldn’t help laughing. “I thought only vampires willed women to do their bidding. Crown Princes can too?”
“Absolutely.”
He stopped next to her and leaned casually against the railing. He still wore his gray suit and it still fit perfectly. The fabric seemed to emphasize the breadth of his shoulders and his white shirt gleamed in the night. His features blended together in the shadows until it was difficult to make out the firm shape of his mouth or the high cut of his cheekbones. Nonetheless, his good looks made him far too lethal for her safety.
“I’m not going to be easily persuaded,” she told him honestly. “I doubt you’ll get what you want from me.”
“Don’t be so sure. I can be very patient.”
They were teasing, right? This was El Baharian flirtation? Liana wasn’t so sure that Malik knew this was a game.
“Patient?” she repeated, questioning his choice of word. “Whisking me off to the palace before asking my permission is hardly the action of a patient man.”
“Agreed, but it was effective. I’m interested in results, as well.”
“Look, Your Highness, I’m not sure what you’re expecting from me, but let’s clear up a few things. I’m not interested in a fling of any kind. It’s not my style.”
His dark eyes regarded her steadily. He stood close enough for her to inhale the masculine scent of him—and darned if it wasn’t plenty appealing.
“What is your style?” he asked.
“I don’t have one.” She bit her lower lip and figured she might as well get everything out in the open. “Look, I appreciate your attentions. They’re very flattering, even though they make no sense. I mean, I’m not a fashion model, right?”
She went on without waiting for a reply. “The point is, I’m not looking for romance. I’m here to do a job.”
“At the American School. I know.”
“No, you don’t.” She turned until she was facing him. “This job is important to me. I’m a math teacher and I love what I do, but it’s not the greatest paying job. I have a young daughter and we’re pretty much on our own. It’s up to me to provide for her future. When I heard about the school, I was intrigued because the salary is generous and the living expenses are all provided. In two years working here I can save enough to fund Bethany’s college education and still have enough left over for a down payment on a small house back home. That’s what’s important to me—my daughter’s future and our joint financial security.”
“I see.”
Malik continued to stare into her face. It was most disconcerting, she thought, especially when his attention seemed to become as tangible as a touch. It was almost as if his fingers were stroking her cheek, her nose, her mouth. Her lips actually began to tingle, as if he’d kissed her.
She swallowed against the sudden dryness in her throat. What was wrong with her? Jet lag only explained so much of her wild and strange attraction to Malik Khan.
“You have your life planned out,” he said at last. “Very forward-thinking of you, although it sounds lonely.”
She wrinkled her nose. “If you’re talking about love, I’m not interested. Been there, done that.”
“I understand. You’re a widow who mourns the unexpected and premature passing of a much-loved husband.”
She rolled her eyes. “Not exactly. I’m divorced and my ex gets on my nerves. I have no intention of going through that again.”
“There’s a small bench just past that bend in the balcony,” Malik said. “Would you please join me there for a few moments before you retire for the evening?”
His old-fashioned courtesy disarmed her. What had happened to the imperious man who insisted on getting his way? Knowing that Bethany was safe asleep, she found herself moving in the direction he’d indicated. Worse, Malik put his hand on the small of her back where the individual fingers seemed to burn against her suddenly sensitized skin. She wanted to shiver. She wanted to move closer and rub against him like a cat. She wanted to beg him to touch all of her in the most intimate way possible.
The wayward thoughts made her stumble, and she sat down barely in time to prevent herself from falling on her face. She had to get a grip, she told herself. Okay, so there was a chemical attraction between her and Malik. Or maybe it was all on her side. She couldn’t tell. Either way, she had to be very careful that she didn’t make a fool of herself.
“Why did you bring me here?” she blurted before she could stop herself.
“I find you attractive.” Malik settled next to her on the bench. They weren’t touching exactly, but he was close enough to make it hard for her to think.
“But I’m not attractive. I don’t wear a bag over my head or anything, but I’m firmly in the average category.”
Malik shrugged. “We’ll have to agree to disagree on that. I find you unique.”
Yeah, right. “Is it a blond thing? I mean, most of the women in this part of the country have dark hair.”
She wore her hair to her shoulders in layers that let the natural wave give the style body.
Malik had reached forward to touch one of her curls. “It’s not a blond thing,” he told her. “Tell me about your ex-husband. Why are you divorced?”
“Because Chuck is thirty-one going on twelve.” She sighed at the thought of Bethany’s father. “He isn’t a bad man, he’s just too caught up in his dreams to be much of a husband or a father.”
Liana allowed herself a small smile. “He was great fun in high school. He always had the fastest car around.” She glanced at Malik. “That’s what he wants to do with his life—race cars. He works to raise money to buy new engines and tires and whatever else cars need to go faster than is safe. When we were first married, we had a great plan for our lives. But then I got pregnant, and we found ourselves parents before we’d finished growing up.”
“Your daughter seems very smart and well-mannered.”
“I love her,” Liana said. “For me, Bethany was a blessing, but Chuck found being a father too confining. He would head off to the race track every chance he got.” She shifted on the stone bench. “I have some blame in what went wrong. I was raising a child, working and I’d returned to college. I couldn’t figure out a way to make it all work out, so my marriage suffered. Chuck came last more often than not. We’re equally at fault, I think.”
“How did you become a teacher? Did your parents help you?”
“Not really. My mom did some babysitting for me, but my folks are retired and not around much. They don’t have any extra money. I made it happen myself. It took me a long time to get through college and then to earn my teaching certificate, but I did it.”
“You sound like a strong woman.”
“I’m not a quitter. And I don’t believe in fairy tales.”
“Nor do I.”
Which brought her back to her earlier question. Why was she here? But she didn’t ask it this time. She was sitting in the magic of the desert night with a handsome prince. It was a moment she wasn’t ready to completely destroy. If this were Hollywood, Malik would take her in his arms and kiss her senseless. Unless it was an R-rated movie, in which case he would do a lot more.
She found herself shivering at the thought of being close to him. Chemicals, she decided in an attempt to think her way out of a situation entirely controlled by hormones, were more powerful than she’d ever given them credit for.
If only he weren’t so good-looking. If only she had a little more experience with his kind of man. Although, as a single mom living in a small town seventy miles due east of Los Angeles, she hadn’t had much opportunity to run into many princes. So where exactly would she have practiced?
Was he going to kiss her? Was he going to try and make love with her? The thought sent heat flooding through her body. She’d never had a one-night stand in her life, and she wasn’t about to start now. In fact, she’d only ever been with Chuck, but there was something about Malik that made her want to throw caution to the wind and….
“Heidi tells me you’re not married,” she blurted out, then could have cheerfully cut out her tongue. Talk about a dumb thing to say.
“That’s true.”
“So you’re the perennial bachelor, using your princely charms to seduce women?”
Unexpectedly, he rose to his feet. “Thank you for your company this evening, Liana. I’ve enjoyed talking with you very much.”
And then he was gone. Liana stared after him, her mouth open, her eyes wide. What had she said, she wondered, completely stunned by his sudden departure. Had she insulted him with her teasing? But he did try to use his princely charms on women. Why wouldn’t he?
“The rich really are different,” she muttered as she stood and headed back to her bedroom. “And confusing, and the sooner we’re out of here, the better.”
 
Malik paced the length of the living room in his suite. He’d left the French doors open, and the scent of the Arabian Sea just beyond the palace drifted in. He drew in a deep breath, hoping to chase away the lingering fragrance of the woman.
Liana Archer.
What the hell had he been thinking, bringing her here? He’d dragged her to the palace without her consent, as if he were some barbarian. His behavior was irresponsible. Worse, just a few minutes ago he’d wanted to rip the clothes from her body and make love to her right there on the balcony. He’d wanted to be inside her, plunging deeply until they were both so lost and mindless with passion that even time stood still.
The image in his head was so powerful, he felt himself growing aroused. The need produced an ache. Not surprising. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been with a woman. Casual relationships were an easy pleasure he did not allow himself. As the Crown Prince of El Bahar, he was held to a higher standard than everyone else. He could not risk exposing himself or the country to the potential disaster of an exposé in the tabloids—or an unexpected pregnancy.
He felt as lost and out of control as a ship in the middle of a violent storm. In truth, he felt violent. If he couldn’t have the woman—and he couldn’t—he wanted to punish, to destroy. He wanted to inflict and feel physical pain. He wanted to move, to run, to force his muscles to work past the point of exhaustion, to make his lungs gasp for breath. He wanted to feel anything but the desire that threatened to rip him apart from the inside.
Why did you bring me here? Liana had asked him the question and he’d been unable to answer. The truth would have terrified her. He’d brought her to the palace because he’d been unable to let her go. In that moment on the plane, when he’d first seen her, he’d felt something. A connection, a link that was so powerful, it had nearly pulled out his soul. Not once in his life had he ever been so emotionally exposed. Not even with Iman—his wife.
He paced to the windows and back, telling himself that in the morning he had to let the woman go. He had no right to keep her. He might be the Crown Prince of El Bahar, but in these modern times he would not be allowed to kidnap an American citizen, no matter how much he might want to do so.
He ached. Not just to make love, but for so much more. He saw his brothers with their wives, and he envied the emotional intimacy they shared, an intimacy he would never be allowed to experience. He longed to be just like everyone else, and that was the one thing he could not have.
So he’d brought Liana here, if only for the night, because of the unexplained desire he felt for her. Because for their brief time together he could pretend that he was like other men, that he might meet a woman, find her attractive, date her and perhaps even fall in love.
He could allow himself this fantasy for a single night, knowing it could never be. He’d learned his lesson well as a boy, and now he lived it as a man. No one breached the walls that surrounded his soul. His wife never had, although she hadn’t much tried.
Iman. Just thinking about her changed his passion to anger. He welcomed the transformation. He forced himself to remember how badly it had all started and the tragedy of how it had ended. The saving grace was that he’d never loved her. He’d never loved anyone. He never would.
But not loving couldn’t take away the wanting, and reality prevented him from having that which he needed. So he continued to pace alone in his room, desperately forcing himself to ignore the ache, the need and the loneliness which had, over time, become his closest friends.
 
Carl Birmingham was unfailingly polite and sympathetic, but so unhelpful that Liana wished she could throw a chair through the window. At least then her frustration would have an outlet. As it was, she had to sit quietly in her seat across the desk from the American School administrator and grit her teeth to keep from screaming.
“It seems to me,” he was saying in a calm voice, “everything would be so much easier if you would simply accept the Crown Prince’s invitation. You said you were told this morning the Prince wished you to remain as his guest. Is that so terrible?”
Carl Birmingham, a portly man in his mid fifties, leaned toward her and smiled. “Have you considered the great honor? You are a visiting American teacher being invited to reside in one of the greatest palaces in the world. You have the opportunity of becoming a close friend of the royal family.”
Liana wondered why she’d thought anyone would understand. Apparently the situation was strange only to her. Everyone else thought she should be grateful that Malik intended her to continue to live at the palace.
“I do appreciate the honor,” she said, careful to keep her tone level. “However, I never asked to live at the palace. All I want for my daughter and myself is the housing we were promised in my contract. A two-bedroom condo. Just something of our own.”
Mr. Birmingham straightened the papers on his desk, then glanced at her. “Of course if you feel you and your daughter are in physical danger, the situation must be rectified at once. I did not realize you felt threatened.”
Liana sighed. “It’s not that. I’m not worried about being attacked in the night, it’s just…”
How could she explain the sensation of being overwhelmed by a force larger than life? Malik Khan was a man used to getting his way, and for reasons that made no sense to her, he’d plucked her from obscurity to be the focus of his considerable attention. While she was flattered, she was also very nervous. Her own attraction to the man made her vulnerable. Not to mention the fact that no one looked forward to being used then discarded.
“Ms. Archer, the American School exists because of the support of the royal family,” Mr. Birmingham explained. “Prince Malik sits on the board of directors. He was instrumental in changing our policy so that teachers could be chosen based on skill rather than gender or marital status. Not many years ago, a single woman would not have been invited to join the staff.”
“Why should that matter? I’m good at what I do, with or without a husband.”
“I agree. But we are both Americans. Life is different here in El Bahar. The country is very progressive, but it is still foreign, with different laws and a different culture.”
She was beginning to get a message, and she didn’t like what it said. “You think I should live in the palace.”
“Ms. Archer, I would never presume to tell you what to do. However, we are talking about the Crown Prince. He is a powerful individual, while you are simply one teacher.”
Liana leaned back in her chair and bit back a scream. Basically she was trapped. Her generous contract had a clause that allowed the school to dismiss her for almost any reason. In return, they had to provide a return ticket and three months salary. While that would keep her and Bethany from starving while she looked for a job back in California, it wouldn’t do anything about funding her daughter’s college education, or providing them with a down payment on a house.
“Look at it this way,” Mr. Birmingham said with a smile. “Prince Malik hasn’t shown much interest in a woman for years. Not since…” His voice trailed off.
“Not since what?”
He shifted on the seat. “Yes, well, not since the unfortunate incident with his wife.”
“His wife? But Princess Heidi said he wasn’t married.”
“He’s not. He was, but Princess Iman is no longer with us.”
Liana thought about asking how the woman had died, then figured it wasn’t her business. Nor did she care. What was important was where she was going to live.
“You want me to stay at the palace,” she said flatly.
Mr. Birmingham shrugged. “You are welcome to move into your provided housing. The unit will be kept available. I cannot tell you what to do, Ms. Archer. It’s your decision.”
Liana nodded. “Thank you, Mr. Birmingham. I won’t take up any more of your time.”
With that she rose to her feet and left the room. Once she was in the hall, she swore softly under her breath. She was trapped. Well and truly trapped. If she made too much of a fuss about living at the palace, she could lose her job. Not something she wanted before she’d even had a chance to start.
 
Malik glanced out the window of his office and told himself he was simply checking the weather. He wasn’t actually keeping watch to see if Liana had returned from her first day teaching at the American School.
He knew that she’d already spoken with the administrator about her living arrangements at the palace. Carl Birmingham had phoned earlier to relay the details of his talk with Liana and had emphasized the fact that he’d informed Ms. Archer of the great honor the Crown Prince had bestowed upon her. If this were a hundred and fifty years ago, Carl Birmingham would be one of those annoying personal assistants to the crown who spent his entire day parroting back the monarch’s words and bowing as he walked.
Malik frowned. He would have had a whole lot more respect for the man if he’d challenged Malik’s actions. Who was the prince to keep this woman in the palace? Malik leaned back in his chair and stared mindlessly out the window. He was playing a dangerous game, and it couldn’t go on much longer. He would have to allow Liana to move into the American School’s housing.
But not just yet, he told himself. Perhaps tomorrow, or maybe at the end of the week. For now he wanted her close by. Even though she was unlikely to want to speak with him or see him, he liked knowing she was within the palace walls, that if he were to command that she be brought to him, she would be forced to appear.
He was a fool, and that was something he’d always tried to avoid being. He wished he could explain why he was so interested in this woman. What combination of features, personality and fate had made him act so out of character? Perhaps Fatima had cast a spell on him.
Malik grinned at the thought of his very practical grandmother dabbling in love spells. Fatima was too down-to-earth to have patience for such things. No, he was going to have accept responsibility for his actions all on his own.
A flicker of movement caught his attention. He looked up and saw Liana’s young daughter moving in the direction of a stable. He allowed himself a faint smile. No doubt she wanted to see the many horses there and perhaps find out about riding one.
Despite the meeting due to start in ten minutes and the pile of work still awaiting his attention, Malik rose to his feet and left the office. He informed his startled male assistant that he would be out for an hour or so and please to reschedule the meeting for a more convenient time. Then he hurried toward the stables on the far side of the palace.
Less than five minutes later he found young Bethany Archer gently touching the soft nose of a bay. The child had changed from her school uniform into jeans and a T-shirt. Her hair was about three shades lighter than her mother’s, and she’d pulled the blond strands back into a braid. Her nose wrinkled as she gazed earnestly at the gelding, petting him with a wistfulness that betrayed her heart’s desire.
“Do you ride?” he asked.
The girl jumped and spun toward him. “I was just saying hello,” she said as she took a large step away from the stable door and tucked her hands behind her back. “I’d never hurt them.”
He held in a smile. “I know that.”
She glanced up at him. “Are you angry? I didn’t exactly let my mom know I was coming to see the horses because I was afraid she’d tell me no. So I said I wanted to look around. You know, get to know the palace. Then she said to stay inside and not to wander too far or get in the way.” Her mouth twisted slightly. “Grown-ups have too many rules. And they never write them down. Sometimes the rules change. My mom’s real good about keeping the rules the same, but not everyone is like her. Don’t you hate it when that happens?”
Blond bangs fell to her eyebrows, emphasizing the blue of her irises. He could see a lot of her mother in her. She was pretty and smart and probably the most charming child he’d ever met.
“I do hate it,” he said solemnly, even though he wasn’t sure what he was agreeing to. “So you like horses?”
She nodded. “Very much. They’re lovely. I’ve always wanted to ride. Where we lived, back in California I mean, there was a lot of horse property. Old Mr. Preston used to give riding lessons, but they were expensive. I was going to think up ways to earn money this year so I could take some. He’s got ten horses. A couple are old, but the rest are nice.”
He motioned to the long row of stalls. “Would you like to meet my horses?”
She pressed her hands together in front of her thin chest. “Sure. How many do you have?”
“There are a half dozen or so for riding. I also own some race horses, along with breeding stock. The horses are a hobby of mine.”
Her eyes had widened. “So you have way more than Mr. Preston.”
“I would think so.” He led the way, walking down past a few stalls, then stopped in front of an oversized pen. “This is Alexander the Great. He’s my favorite riding horse. He likes attention, so it’s safe to pet him. In fact, he’s a bit vain. If we ride by water, he likes to go slowly so he can stare at his reflection.”
Bethany giggled, then slowly reached up her hand to touch the black stallion. Alexander snuffled her palm and gave a snort of disgust.
“He wants a treat.” Malik pointed to a small bin set against the center of the far wall. “You’ll find oats in there. You may feed him a handful, but no more. Too much will make him sick.”
Bethany nodded, then ran over to collect the treat. She carefully flattened her hand to feed the horse and was rewarded when the animal consented to be petted. The girl sighed with pleasure.
“When I grow up I want to own lots of horses. I’ll ride all day and learn to jump and it will feel like flying.”
Her blue eyes sparkled as she spoke of her dreams. There was color in her pale cheeks and an energy that made him feel old. Had he ever had such simple hopes for his own future? Doubtful, he thought. He couldn’t remember a time when he hadn’t known he would someday rule El Bahar. But Bethany’s life was very different. He envied her her freedom, all the while knowing that even if given a chance he wouldn’t change his destiny.
“You’ll need to start by learning how to ride,” he said. “I would be happy to teach you.”
She stared at him and pressed her lips together. Her entire body quivered with excitement. “Really? You’d teach me on one of your horses?”
“Yes. I have an old gelding who has just the right temperament. He has a white star on his forehead, which makes him very handsome, although he’s not vain like Alexander here.”
“Thank you,” Bethany breathed reverently, then tilted her head and gave an exaggerated grimace. “Except I have to ask my mom, and I’m afraid she’ll say no.”
“Why would she do that?”
“I don’t know. Moms can be difficult sometimes.” Her expression brightened. “But maybe because you’re a prince and all, she won’t mind so much.” Bethany smiled. “I asked about you at school today and everyone says you’re going to be king of El Bahar one day.”
“That does seem to be the way things are going.”
“I think it would be very romantic to be a princess, but my mom doesn’t agree. You don’t exactly fit into her plan.”
Of that Malik was sure. Liana’s plan included enough money for a house and her daughter’s college education. From what he could tell, the single mother had tried to think of everything. He doubted a royal prince had figured into her expectations.
“I would still be happy to teach you to ride,” he said. “If you would like.”
“Oh, I’d like that very much. I’ll ask her right away.”
“Fine. If it’s all right with your mother, we’ll start tomorrow when you return from school.”
Bethany shrieked and jumped, gave him a quick, unexpected hug, then tore out of the stable as if her shoes were on fire. Alexander snorted his displeasure, but Malik didn’t agree with the horse’s assessment. To his mind, Bethany was a most charming young lady who admired him. Now if only he could find a way to make her mother as much of a fan.


Chapter Four

Liana paced around the living room, muttering under her breath. She could not believe this was happening to her. She felt as if she were trapped in some Victorian novel, perhaps as a governess newly arrived, only to find out that her employer had murdered his wife and was now raising the knife toward her. Ridiculous. Malik might be arrogant and annoying, but he wasn’t threatening her life, even if it did feel as if she was well and truly trapped.
She couldn’t get Carl Birmingham’s words out of her head—he’d said Prince Malik was a member of the board of directors at the American School. Not to mention the fact that she should be honored to be the prince’s guest.
“Honored,” she grumbled as she paused in front of the French doors to the balcony. “Yeah, right. Next he’ll be telling me not to worry my pretty little head about it.”
Her gaze settled on the view before her. The blue Arabian Sea stretched out to the horizon. It was dark and vivid and probably the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. Slowly, she turned in a circle, taking in the exquisite horse murals, the expensive furniture, the objets d’art. The bedrooms were just as lovely and spacious, and was she crazy to want her own place rather than accepting the hospitality of a royal prince?
She was a single mother from San Bernardino. Her dad was a retired postal worker, her mom, a homemaker. Liana’s sister worked as a hairdresser. Liana herself, the only one in the family to make it through college, taught high-school math. And here she was complaining because she’d caught the attention of the Crown Prince of a wealthy and respected nation.
“Maybe I am insane,” she said aloud. “Maybe I should just give in and stay here. It’s not so horrible. After all, the food is great, and there are hot and cold running servants.”
Liana sank onto the sofa and took a deep breath. As tempting as the palace might be, she couldn’t stay because nothing was going to be that easy. She didn’t know why Prince Malik had brought her here, but she doubted it was because he thought she would be a great ornament. Did he expect her to sleep with him? Was this all about sex?
Liana bristled at the thought. In this day and age women were not kidnapped to be placed into a harem. At least not women like her, with twenty extra pounds settling on her hips and thighs and a body with the still-visible marks of childbirth.
No, she told herself. A handsome prince like him would want perfection. And he’d have plenty of choices—what with women falling all over him everywhere he went. Liana had felt the powerful chemistry of his attraction. She, too, had been all a-twitter at the thought of being close to someone like Malik. He’d made her heart race and her blood boil and whatever other fabulous phrases filled the pages of those romances she so adored reading. At least between the covers of those books, the women always found a wonderful man and sexual fulfillment. If only life were that tidy.
But it wasn’t, and, regardless of her wayward hormones, she had no intention of falling for Malik, either in or out of bed. Not that he was going to ask her, which brought her right back to where she’d started…what on earth was she doing here?
The suite door opened and Bethany sailed inside. Her bright eyes and glowing skin told of a wondrous adventure. Liana smiled and patted the cushion next to her on the sofa. “Come tell me all about it,” she told her daughter.
Bethany plopped down next to her and gave an exaggerated sigh. “There are so many horses,” she said, leaning against Liana. “Rooms and stables of them. They’re all big and pretty and Prince Malik was there and he introduced me to his favorite. Alexander the Great is a very vain horse. He looks at himself in the water, admiring his reflection!”
She gave a giggle of delight, as if a vain horse were a wondrous thing indeed. Liana was less amused. “Prince Malik was with you?” What on earth had he been doing in the stable?
Bethany nodded. “He talked to me and everything.” She straightened and looked at her mother. “He’s very nice. He said that he would like to teach me to ride and I told him that I had to talk to you first and make sure it’s all right, but I know it is because he said he has a very special horse that is perfect for a girl like me and I wouldn’t get hurt and you really wouldn’t mind, would you, because you know I’ve wanted to ride forever.” She paused to draw in a much needed breath. “It’s all I’ve ever wanted in the whole wide world.”
Blue eyes stared beseechingly up at her. Liana grabbed hold of the anger flaring inside of her. None of this was her daughter’s fault, she reminded herself. Bethany was an innocent in whatever game Prince Malik might be playing with them both. But she couldn’t ignore the fury building inside her. How dare that man use her daughter to get to her? Riding lessons. Yeah, right. Every good prince gave them to absolute strangers on a regular basis. It was probably part of their training.
She forced herself to smile at her daughter and smooth her bangs from her face. “I think learning to ride is a wonderful idea, and if it doesn’t work out here, I’ll check into it in the city. I’m sure there’s a stable close to the American School. Even with all the money we need to save, I’ll bet there’s enough left over for lessons.”
Her daughter opened her mouth to protest, but Liana stopped her with a shake of her head. “I need to talk to the prince first, Bethany. While I’m gone, please start on your homework. After dinner, I thought we’d watch a movie. Would you like to pick it?”
Bethany’s natural good nature asserted itself. “You won’t forget about the riding lessons?”
“I promise I won’t.”
“Okay.” Her daughter kissed her cheek, then stood and skipped out of the room. She paused in the doorway and glanced back at her mother. “I looked this morning and there are Disney movies on the shelves in my room, along with The Little Princess.” She giggled. “Maybe we should watch that one.”
Liana looked at her daughter. Bethany was a pretty child. She still had freckles on her pert nose, and with her slender, athletic body, in a few short years she was going to be a heartbreaker. But for now she was still a little girl. Liana would do anything to protect her, even risk an international incident…or her job.
“The Little Princess sounds great. Will you be all right while I’m gone? I should be back in about twenty minutes.”
“I’m nine!” Bethany reminded her. “I’m not a baby.”
“I know. You’re practically a grandmother. Promise you’ll stay in the suite.”
“Promise,” Bethany called in a sing-song voice as she headed off to her room.
Liana waited until she heard the door close, then she rose to her feet and went in search of Prince Malik.
 
The palace was huge, and, in a matter of minutes, she found herself completely lost. All the long corridors looked similar enough to confuse her. By the time she’d passed the stone nymph fountain for the third time, she knew she wasn’t going to be able to find her way on her own. Of course, her journey was hampered by a lack of knowledge about her destination.
Finally Liana spotted a young servant and stopped the woman. She explained she was looking for Prince Malik. Complicated directions followed, ending with Liana being escorted to a large set of double doors.
“Here, ma’am,” the young woman said with a smile. “Prince Malik. Good evening to you both.”
“It won’t be a good evening for him,” Liana muttered as a way to gather her suddenly lacking courage. “I plan to tell him exactly what I think of him. How dare he thrust himself into our lives like this and expect…” She verbally stumbled as she realized she had no clue about his expectations, except a burning certainty that they couldn’t possibly either be acceptable or match her own.
That decided, she pounded on the door.
She fully expected to be let into a suite of offices and then to have to explain her presence to a host of secretaries and assistants. Instead, Prince Malik himself opened the door. The sight of him disconcerted her, as did his state of dress.
Liana stared and swallowed and vowed that this time she was going to ignore the heating, melting sensation filling her body. It’s not as if the man were naked, or even close to naked. He wore black slacks and a formal white shirt. He’d been in the process of slipping in cufflinks when he’d answered the door.
Dark eyes locked with hers and the intense expression there nearly caused her not to notice his still-damp hair and the clean look of his freshly shaven face. He was a handsome man—too handsome for comfort—and she had the most disconcerting urge to offer to finish fastening his cuffs for him.
“Liana,” he said, faint pleasure lacing his voice. “This is a surprise. I was on my way out for the evening.”
“I can tell,” she told him, firmly squashing the irrational flare of jealousy that ripped through her. Going out, was he? As in, with a woman? Fine by her. She didn’t care. In fact she was pleased he was going out because then he wouldn’t be around to bother her. Not that he’d been a bother, but he was keeping her here against her will which meant the bothering bit was bound to occur sooner or later.
“I have something to discuss with you, Your Highness,” she said, stepping into his suite. “While it won’t take very long, I consider it most important.”
“Of course you do,” he said with a smile, then motioned for her to take a seat on one of the large sofas in his living room. “And please, call me Malik.”
The request disconcerted her, which made no sense. She found herself slightly off balance and trying not to be intimidated by the luxury and grandeur of his living room.
He had the same view she did, although from a different angle, as his rooms were at the far end of the palace. There was no mural. Instead beautiful paintings covered the plain cream walls. She recognized a couple of the pieces from photos in books. Malik seemed to favor Impressionists, although there was a smaller collection of modern pieces in the dining area to their left.
Between the opulence, her racing heart and the heat rolling through her body like the tide, she was afraid she was going to pass out right there on the thick Oriental carpet that was probably older than the United States and worth more than a car. Then she remembered why she’d come in the first place.
Facing him and planting her hands on her hips, she said, “I don’t know what rules you’ve lived by in the past, nor do I care. I suppose you’re used to having your way and damn the consequences. Let me assure you I’m not someone to be trifled with, and I don’t care if you’re a prince or a king or the ruler of the universe. You will not use my daughter in your traitorous scheme. She is a wonderful, intelligent, active girl who deserves to be treated with respect. How dare you play with her emotions?”
Malik stared at her for several heartbeats. “Are you quite finished?”
“I haven’t even gotten started. I’m not afraid of you or your power. They mean nothing to me. It’s bad enough that you’ve brought me and Bethany here against our will. As I’m sure you know, I’ve spoken to Mr. Birmingham at the school and he’s informed me that you’re a member of the board. The inference was very clear. Either I do what you say or you have me fired. I can accept all of that, but to think you’d sink so low as to use an innocent child to get what you want. It’s disgusting. How dare you try to weasel your way into her affections—bribing her by offering to teach her to ride? She might be young and inexperienced and therefore gullible, but I am not.”
“A weasel?” Malik questioned. “Interesting choice. I’ve not seen a weasel, at least not in person. Now meerkats are something different. I’ve seen them in Africa. On a tour.”
He spoke blandly, as if they were discussing the weather.
Liana wanted to stamp her foot in frustration. “Are you even listening to me?”
“To every word, more’s the pity.” He took a step toward her and loomed over her. “The problem is you’re not making any sense.” With that, he wrapped his arms around her and drew her close.
Liana was so stunned she actually stopped breathing. All the air left her lungs, but she couldn’t seem to draw any back in. She went willingly because she couldn’t command herself to move away. No messages were getting through to her nervous system. What was he doing and why was he doing it? She hated being this close to him, hated the way…
Suddenly, his mouth came down on hers. The action shouldn’t have surprised her, yet she couldn’t believe it was happening. The warm pressure of his lips moved against her in a way that left her feeling branded and impossibly aroused. His grip on her was firm and unyielding, forcing her up against him until they touched completely from shoulder to knee. Her breasts flattened against his broad chest and her hands were trapped between her hipbone and his thigh.
She told herself to protest, to object, to squirm and pull away…but it had been a long time since a man had done this to her, and she was too weak to fight him.
Malik shifted, freeing her arms. He used one hand to brush against her back and the other to cradle her head, as if he feared she might pull away.
There was something about his lips—the heat, the firm softness, the way he took control while at the same time inviting her to come along on a sensual journey she couldn’t begin to imagine. Or maybe it was his body, right next to hers, hard and unyielding to her feminine curves. Her breasts felt so good pressing against his chest. Her nipples were hard points of desire. Her hips seemed to be pulsing and thrusting of their own free will. She didn’t understand her body or herself for not pushing away. In fact she found herself raising her arms until they encircled his neck. She drew herself up on her toes so that her body fit better against his.
He was kissing her with slow, sweet kisses that were almost innocent, yet incredibly seductive. The masculine scent of him surrounded her, filling her with an intoxication that she knew she would remember for the rest of her life. It was not just that she would now be able to find him in the dark—she would crawl over broken glass for the privilege of inhaling that scent one last time before she died.
Then he brushed her lower lip with his tongue. One slow, deliberate act of passion that nearly made her cry out. Without thinking she parted her lips to admit him, aware that she was crossing a line, and that once she did so, there could be no retreat. She wanted him with a desperation that left her shattered and afraid. Yet, as he entered her, she welcomed him with darting brushes of her tongue against his.
And then whatever civility still existed between them disappeared, burned to dust by the explosion that rocked through her like lightning cutting through a tree. She shook violently as he invaded her mouth. No longer gentle or smooth, he plunged and explored like a man on an urgent mission. He discovered the secrets of her mouth, what made her surge toward him, what made her gasp. He buried his fingers into her thick hair and moved them up and down her back. He slipped lower and cupped her behind, squeezing the full curves and making her pulse against him in a way designed to make them both think of the ultimate act of love.
She found herself wanting to tear off her clothes, to expose herself to him so that he would know how much she wanted him. She thought about them making love right here, on the sofa, or perhaps on the dining-room table. She needed him the way she needed air, and knew that if she didn’t have him right now, she wouldn’t survive.
The sense of being out of control was so unfamiliar that it shocked her into stepping away from him. Without wanting to, she raised her fingers to her mouth and pressed them against her throbbing skin. Her body still trembled and the heat continued to pour through her, arousing her to a fevered pitch.
“I can’t,” she whispered, not sure if she meant she couldn’t do that again, or if she couldn’t bear to stop.
Malik’s dark gaze was unreadable, his expression as hard as his body had been. He seemed to be caught up in his own private hell, and she wondered if she’d been the only one to feel the fire between them. What a cruel joke of fate that would be—that the first man to make her understand what all the fuss was about when it came to passion was also a man who was immune to her. Could that be possible? Had she been the only one to feel the intensity of their connection?
“I don’t need your daughter’s help to get your attention, Ms. Archer, and I’m disappointed you would think that of me,” Malik said in a low, steady voice. “I offered to teach Bethany to ride because I enjoy her company. For no other reason.” Then he turned on his heel and walked down the hallway of the suite.
Liana stared after him. Was that it? Had the bastard just been trying to prove a point? He’d certainly made an impression on her—and not one that she wanted to repeat. How dare he act so…so…She swore silently in frustration when she couldn’t complete her thought.
She took a single step, then another. Gradually her breathing returned to normal. That kiss. It hadn’t just exposed her to passion, it had redefined her world. It wasn’t supposed to be like that, she thought in confusion. She was thirty years old. She’d been married, had a child. Nothing about what went on between a man and a woman should be new to her.
And yet it was. It was a very different world than the one she was used to.
Still reeling from all that had happened, Liana managed to make her way back to her own suite. At least Malik had more than proved his point. He didn’t need Bethany to get Liana’s attention. Another couple of kisses like that and she would spend all her time rubbing against him like a cat. It was disgusting what she’d been reduced to. Here she’d been worried that all he would be interested in was sex. Now she found herself hoping that was the case. Just over twenty-four hours in a foreign country and already she was not herself.
She turned the doorknob and entered the room. All right, so maybe she’d over-reacted. She would simply put the incident behind her. It wasn’t going to be repeated; she would be on her guard to make sure of that. After all, the last thing she needed was to spend her day as some Middle Eastern Prince’s sex slave. In the meantime she would tell Bethany that riding lessons with Malik were fine and—
Liana realized there was a strange older woman sitting in her living room.
“Good evening,” the woman said, rising to her feet. “I hope you don’t mind that I made myself at home, but at my age, it’s difficult to stand for long periods of time without experiencing some discomfort.”
“What? Oh, of course, it’s fine,” Liana said, caught off-guard for the second time in a single night. “I’m Liana Archer.”
“I’m Queen Fatima, the king’s mother and Malik’s grandmother. Welcome to the great palace of El Bahar.”
The next few minutes passed in a blur. Somehow tea and biscuits appeared. Liana found herself acting as hostess in a room where she felt very much an out-of-place guest. Fatima—like her son, she had insisted her title be dropped—was a tall elegant woman of indeterminate age. Her silvering hair had been swept up into a chignon that was reminiscent of a different era, although her clothes were contemporary, flattering and obviously haute couture. Her pale blue dress looked to be silk and the pearls around her neck were large and perfectly matched.
By contrast, Liana still wore the dress she’d put on early that morning, and a day of teaching had done nothing to improve its bargain-store appearance. She tugged on the hem and smiled brightly.
“The palace is very beautiful,” she said as she held her tea in one hand and a biscuit in the other.
“I’m glad you think so,” Fatima told her. “There have been some modernizations, but all in all, it hasn’t changed that much since I was brought here as a young bride.” She smiled. “You must promise to come visit me in the harem. It’s very lovely and peaceful there.”
Liana had just taken a bite of her biscuit. Now she choked as it went down the wrong way and it was several minutes before she could speak again. “Harem?”
“Of course. I’ve kept all the original mosaics and much of the furniture. The gardens are as lovely, although most of the parrots are gone.” Fatima sipped her tea. “Parrots were always kept around the harem so that men could not hear the voices of the women and be tempted to climb the walls.”
“I see,” she said, even though she didn’t. Harem. “So there are women there? Women kept for the princes?” She deliberately kept her voice sounding mildly interested so that the queen would not guess her repugnance at the thought of females on demand for any group of men. She’d thought that El Bahar was a forward-looking country, but obviously she’d been—
“I’m the only resident of the harem now,” Fatima said blandly. Her calm expression gave Liana the uncomfortable feeling that the queen knew exactly what she’d been thinking. “The harem as you would define it was disbanded a year or so after I was married. King Givon, my son, never kept any women there for himself and none of the princes do either. So it can be a bit lonely for an old woman like myself.”
Despite her embarrassment at being caught out with such obvious questions, Liana couldn’t help laughing. “I doubt anyone thinks of you as an old woman, Fatima. You are too elegant.”
“Thank you, my dear. One tries one’s best. Now, enough about my life. Tell me about your relationship with my grandson. I’ve heard several different rumors, and I’m not sure which one to believe.”
“There’s nothing to tell,” Liana said, refusing to think about the kiss they’d just shared. While it had been amazing, it didn’t mean anything. She quickly recounted her meeting with Malik and how she’d come to be at the palace rather than the teacher residences at the American School.
“Most intriguing,” Fatima mused. “Not like Malik at all.” She regarded Liana thoughtfully. “Malik is a great many good things, but he’s not what you Americans refer to as a people person. He’s generally reserved. Heidi, his sister-in-law, can get through to him. She always has. I believe it’s her irreverence for his authority, and the fact that she treats Malik like a regular person.”
“He is a regular person,” Liana reminded the queen. “He has exceptional responsibilities, but that doesn’t make him any less human.”
“Really…” Fatima took another sip of tea. “How interesting you should think so. Most of Malik’s acquaintances would not agree with you. They would say he was quite removed from the rest of us.”
Probably because they hadn’t been kissed by him, Liana thought humorously. There was nothing like a passionate embrace from a handsome prince to remind a woman that he was very much a mortal man.
“So how are you adjusting to life in El Bahar?” the queen asked.
As far as smooth transitions went, it left much to be desired, but Liana was determined to play along. She found herself liking the grandmother of the Crown Prince.
“I’ve never lived in a palace before,” she admitted. “It has its benefits, as well as its drawbacks.”
“The palace is very beautiful,” Fatima said. “You and your daughter must visit me in the harem for tea. Perhaps on Saturday.”
“That would be nice.” Liana answered politely even as she wondered if they would still be here on Saturday. Just because she’d had a moment of mind-stealing passion didn’t mean that she’d changed her views on having her own place. If Malik thought he could seduce her into staying at the palace, he was going to find himself very startled when she left.
Fatima smiled at her. “I hope you’re going to be very good for my grandson. He needs that.”
“Because he misses his late wife?”
Fatima’s friendly expression faded as if it had never been. Her expression hardened just as Liana had seen Malik’s do. Fatima stiffened, then set her teacup on the table.
“I will not speak of that woman,” the queen announced as she rose to her feet. “She might have been of royal blood, but she was not worthy of the house of Khan.”
“I’m sorry,” Liana said quickly. “I didn’t mean to say anything offensive about Malik’s late wife.”
“You did not. You could not, as you are unaware of what happened.” Fatima smiled tightly. “Do not trouble yourself, child. While Iman will never be dead enough to suit me, she is out of our lives and we are the better for having her gone. I have trespassed on your hospitality long enough. I bid you goodnight.”
With that, Fatima departed, leaving a very bemused Liana staring after her. The rich and royal truly were different, she thought, feeling slightly bemused and very confused by all that had happened.


Chapter Five

The girl caught on quickly, Malik thought with some pleasure. After three days, Bethany was fearless on horseback, which meant their riding lessons had been successful. He wanted her to learn the mechanics of a good seat and a combination of gentle firmness with which to guide her mount rather than have to overcome any terror at being on top of such a large animal. She was a natural, taking to the saddle with the balance of someone born to the sport.
“I want to gallop across the desert,” she said with a small pout as they circled the large training ring. “This is boring.”
“This is practice,” he told her patiently. “You would not like falling and breaking a bone. Casts are uncomfortable and itchy.”
The pout turned into a grin. “What did you break?”
“My arm. Twice.”
Blue eyes gazed at him. “Mommy says that to make a mistake once is good. It means we’re stretching ourselves and learning something new. But to make the same mistake again is really…” Bethany pressed her lips together and didn’t finish her sentence.
Malik wondered if her reticence was good manners on her part, or a sudden realization that he was a prince and it didn’t do to call him stupid. He hoped it was the former because he liked being with Bethany. The majority of her charm came from her intelligence and her artlessness. She didn’t know the first thing about having a conversation with a member of the royal family. To her, he was just an adult who had agreed to grant her wish of learning to ride.
“My father told me the same thing,” he said solemnly. “He also forbade me to jump my horse again.”
She frowned at him. “But if you broke your arm twice, that means you didn’t listen to him.”
“You’re right. And I paid the price.”
She mulled that over. “I think I’ll listen to my mom and to you. I don’t want to break anything.” She eyed the gate of the training corral, then sighed. “If we can’t go out, can we at least go faster?”
“Of course.”
She flashed him a grin of pure pleasure, then urged her horse into a trot. The patient gelding did as she requested, bouncing her along in a bone-jarring gait that made her thick, blond braid dance up and down on her back.
“Try cantering,” Malik called. “It’s more comfortable.”
Bethany’s expression changed to one of concentration. She leaned over the horse’s neck and squeezed her thighs for all she was worth. Malik doubted the horse felt the pressure, but he sensed her intent and switched to the smoother stride. Bethany circled him around the ring, then executed a perfect figure 8 before slowing to a walk and moving next to Malik on his horse in the center of the ring.
“Can we go out of the ring tomorrow?” she asked.
“Yes,” he said. “I think you are ready.”
She beamed at him and together they turned toward the stable. The groom on duty opened the gate to let them through.
“I’m having the best time in El Bahar,” Bethany confessed. “I thought I’d miss home a bunch, but I don’t. I mean, I miss my friends and all, but I’m making new ones. Mommy promised I would and she was right.”
“What about your father?” Malik asked before he could stop himself. “Do you miss him?”
Bethany reined in her mount. They were on the tree-lined path between the corrals and the barn. Malik stopped next to her. He reached over and touched her arm. “You don’t have to answer that if you don’t want to,” he said. “I didn’t mean to make you sad.”
“I’m not sad,” she told him. “I don’t miss my dad very much because I don’t really see him.” She wrinkled her nose. “It’s kinda complicated, but the main thing is he’s really interested in racing cars. So all his free time and money goes into that. He would rather buy a new car engine than send child support.”
She paused. “Mommy always says it doesn’t mean he doesn’t love me, but instead that Daddy isn’t practical. He doesn’t understand that buying me shoes and stuff is more important than his race cars.” She shrugged. “I didn’t mind that so much, but I used to cry when he would promise to come see me on Saturdays and then he’d forget. Or he’d take me to a race and leave me in the pit all day by myself. I didn’t like that. It was scary and loud.”
Malik stared at her young face. She seemed too small and innocent to carry such burdens. He thought of Liana’s ex-husband and wished the man were a resident of El Bahar. The laws here were quite strict on these matters, and if Bethany’s father had missed even two payments of his child support, he would find himself living most unpleasantly in an El Baharian prison. Or if that could not be arranged, Malik would be pleased to take it upon himself to teach the man a lesson he would not soon forget.
“What did your mother tell you about that?” he asked.
“That Daddy still loves me, but he’s not really mature enough to handle the responsibilities of having a child. We decided, Mommy and me I mean, that it would be better if I didn’t see Daddy for a while. Not until he was ready to be there when he said.”
“I’m sorry.” Malik knew the words were inadequate, but didn’t know what else to say. He couldn’t comprehend a man turning his back on his responsibilities.
Bethany shrugged. “It’s okay, I guess. I want to believe that he still loves me, like Mommy says, but I don’t know. I mean if he loved me wouldn’t he want to be with me?” She looked up at Malik. “You wouldn’t forget to pick up your little girl, would you?”
“If I had a daughter like you, I would move heaven and earth to be with her,” Malik told her honestly.
“See, that’s what I thought.” She slumped a little in her saddle.
He felt badly that he’d upset her, but didn’t know how to fix the situation. “You have your mother,” he reminded her. “She loves you and always puts you first.”
Bethany perked up a little. “You’re right. That’s why we’re here in El Bahar. They pay a lot at the American School and there will be enough left over for college and for a house and everything.” Her expression turned wistful. “I wonder if we can get a house big enough for a horse.”
“It would have to be pretty big,” Malik said. “And no stairs. Not if you’re going to keep it inside.”
She burst out laughing. “You don’t keep horses in the house, silly.”
“But that’s what you said. A house big enough for a horse.”
“I meant the backyard.”
The laughter chased the sadness from her eyes and made her cheeks glow with lovely color. Malik found himself enjoying his time with Bethany. In many ways she reminded him of Heidi, his brother Jamal’s wife. Heidi teased him and treated him with the irreverence of a sibling. To him, she was the sister he’d never had. While the brothers were close, they were all acutely aware of their position in the El Baharian government and their duty to their country. That caused a certain distance. But Heidi would tease him about anything and not give a damn that he would one day rule El Bahar.
Bethany was like that. Part of it was her age. Children quickly forgot that they were supposed to be impressed. But most of it was her bubbly personality.
“Race you back to the barn,” Bethany said. “It’s not far,” she added quickly, “and I promise not to fall and break anything.”
“You’re on,” he said, turning Alexander so that he faced the path, then giving the horse a light squeeze with his thighs.
Although he could have easily won the competition, he instead kept pace with Bethany, as much to keep her safe as to make her feel that it was a battle to the finish. As their horses ate up the grassy ground between the trees and the stable, he remembered what it had been like when he’d been Bethany’s age. They were worlds apart.
At least Bethany had Liana on her side. Whatever the child’s father might have done wrong, her mother more than made up for it by giving the girl a warm home and unconditional love and support. What more could a daughter ask for?
 
“I really don’t have anything to wear,” Liana said, staring at the brief note. Fatima had invited her and Bethany to dine with the royal family, and her limited wardrobe was not up to royal standards.
“You’ll still be the prettiest one there,” Bethany said loyally. “Besides, Prince Malik is really cool. You’ll like him.”
Liana glanced at her daughter stretched out on the large bed in the master bedroom. The girl couldn’t put two sentences together without prefacing one of them with the phrase, “Prince Malik says.” No doubt Bethany thought the prince was “cool.” Liana, however, didn’t have the same easy camaraderie with the Crown Prince. In fact, in the past three days, she’d barely seen him.
And now this. An invitation to have dinner with him and his family. At least she assumed Malik would be there. Liana briefly closed her eyes and prayed he would be. She didn’t want to have to dine with two princes, their wives, a king and a queen mother, all without the presence of the man responsible for her being there in the first place.
“This is insane,” Liana said, throwing her hands up in the air. “What are we doing here?”
“You’re looking for a dress,” Bethany said pointing into the closet. “Wear the blue one, Mom. It makes your eyes sparkle and you want to be pretty for Prince Malik.”
“It’s what I live for,” Liana agreed, as she drew the blue dress out and studied it.
The garment was silk and shimmery, with a simple boat neck and long sleeves. The soft fabric skimmed over curves and bulges, which was always a good thing. With her hair pulled up in a fancy chignon and her lone pair of good pearl earrings, she just might manage to get through the evening without making a fool of herself.
Bethany rolled onto her back and studied her fingers. “Can I paint my nails?” she asked.
It was a familiar question. “Nope.”
“Can I wear makeup?”
“No again, pip-squeak.”
“Oh, Mommy, why not? Can’t I be beautiful, too?”
Liana replaced the dress and headed for the bathroom to freshen her makeup. On the way she paused by the bed and leaned over to tickle her daughter. “You are already beautiful without all of that. If I let you become even more beautiful, you’d outshine every other woman so much that we’d turn to stone and you’d be left alone.”
Bethany shrieked with laughter. “Uh-uh,” she managed between giggles. “I’m not that beautiful.”
“Of course you are. And smart. And funny. In fact, I’m going to have to lock you in a tall tower when you turn sixteen, just so the boys don’t steal you away.”
Her daughter smiled and held her arms open for a hug. “I won’t leave you, Mommy. Not for a silly boy. Besides, I’m going to college, remember? And I can’t do that in a tower.”
“I guess not.”
She pulled her daughter close, savoring the familiar feel of skinny arms holding her tight. These were the moments that she would remember when Bethany was grown and gone, she told herself. The bits of magic that made it all worthwhile. Whatever else she might do with her life, Bethany would always be the very best of her.
 
This dinner was her worst nightmare, Liana thought nearly two hours later. The large table in the family’s private dining room had room enough for all, with Bethany sitting next to her and Malik directly across from them. The king sat at one end, and Fatima at the other, with Dora and Khalil next to Malik and Heidi and Jamal next to Bethany. The problem was everyone was being so darned nice, Liana thought frantically as she took another sip of her wine. Not that she wanted them to be rude or mean, but they were acting as if she were already a member of the family, or at the very least, a close personal friend. It was disconcerting.
She wanted to complain about the situation, but what was she supposed to say? “Could you please ignore me?” would be misunderstood by everyone. So she forced herself to keep smiling and was thankful that Bethany’s manners had always been exceptionally good.
“I heard a rumor,” the king said, glancing at Bethany, “that someone at this table beat Malik in a race back to the stables.”
Bethany laughed. “That was me.” She lowered her voice conspiratorially. “But I think he let me win. Prince Malik is a really good rider and his horse is fast. But I’m getting better and I’m gonna beat him on my own one day.”
King Givon nodded approvingly. “If you work hard, then you certainly will. Although I have to warn you, my son is a very good horseman.”
“And not one to be beaten by a girl,” Malik teased.
Bethany raised her chin. “Being a girl has nothing to do with it.”
Malik glanced at Liana. “That attitude would be your fault, I believe.”
“Thank you for the compliment,” she said blandly, trying not to notice how his dark eyes gleamed with a light that had little to do with humor and instead reminded her of the passion that had flared between them only three evenings before when he’d taken her in his arms and kissed her until she was breathless and shaken.
“I’ve decided we shall have a girl next,” Khalil said, placing his arm around Dora’s shoulders. “We have two sons and it’s time for a change.”
Dora turned to her husband. “What makes you think you get to choose?”
He looked insulted by the question. “I am Prince Khalil Khan of El Bahar.”
“As if that explains anything.” Dora leaned toward Liana. “The men in this house are insufferable. Khalil thinks he can get his way simply by announcing his title. As if the waters would indeed part simply to please him.”
“They would,” Jamal said cheerfully. “Happens every time I want them to.”
Heidi, Jamal’s wife, rolled her eyes. “This is all your fault, Your Majesty. You’ve turned reasonably intelligent men into impossibly arrogant princes.”
The king smiled. “To quote our honored guest,” he said nodding at Liana, “thank you for the compliment. I am the king of this great country. How else would my sons be?”
“How about warm and sensitive?” Dora asked.
King Givon dismissed her with a wave, but Liana saw the affection twinkling in his dark eyes. He obviously adored both his daughters-in-law. In fact, from what she could tell, the entire family was close.
All three brothers had similar dark hair and eyes. They were tall men, over six feet, with broad shoulders and trim yet muscular bodies shown off to perfection by tailored suits. King Givon had a bit of gray at his temples, but he, too, was a good-looking man well into his prime. Liana knew that he had been a widower for some years and wondered why he’d never remarried.
It was quite a gene pool, she thought as she gazed around the table. And both the married princes had chosen American wives. Although she vaguely recalled that Prince Jamal had lost his first wife, who had been from a minor Middle Eastern noble family, in a tragic traffic accident.
As much as they made her nervous, she was pleased to be part of the family, if only for the evening. Being with these warm, generous people made her think of her own parents, although their small, three-bedroom home in an older part of San Bernardino was a far cry from life in the palace. She could only imagine what her sister, the hairdresser, would say about her current living arrangements. Chrissie would squeal and laugh until she fell off her five-inch platform shoes.
Malik leaned toward her. “How are you adjusting to teaching at the American School?” he asked.
The room went quiet and everyone looked at her. Liana could feel herself blushing. “It’s only been a few days, but so far I’m enjoying it. My students are bright, which makes the school year more interesting, but also more of a challenge. In the advanced algebra class I’m hoping we’ll have time to start learning calculus.”
“You teach mathematics?” the king asked, as a servant entered with a tray of coffee and dessert.
“Yes. At the high-school level.”
“Have you always wanted to be a teacher?” Queen Fatima asked.
Liana felt like an observer at a tennis match. She had to turn to the other end of the table to answer the Queen Mother. “Yes. Since I was about Bethany’s age. Math was always my favorite subject. I never changed my mind.”
“Mommy wants to go back to college,” Bethany added helpfully, half distracted by the individual chocolate soufflés being placed in front of everyone. She touched the thick, warm sauce with the tip of her finger and quickly licked the skin clean, then grinned. “It’s yummy.”
“I’m so pleased you like it,” Queen Fatima said, then returned her attention to Liana. “More college?”
Liana nodded. “I would like to get my master’s and maybe even my doctorate degree. In theoretical equations.”
“What exactly are theoretical equations?” Malik asked, waving away his dessert and taking coffee in its place.
“You don’t want to know.”
He smiled. A slow smile that was a hundred percent masculine and equally seductive. Liana had the brief thought that she would be willing to give up her own dessert to see that smile again. Then she came to her senses and quickly dug her spoon into her treat.
 
An hour later Liana and Malik strolled through the lush gardens of the palace. Heidi and Dora had taken Bethany off to see their young children and Malik had offered to walk Liana back to her suite. Liana hadn’t been sure if the events had occurred spontaneously or if they’d been planned. She also wasn’t sure if she cared. After all, how many times in her life had she spent time in the company of a handsome prince? As long as she kept her head firmly on her shoulders and out of the clouds she’d be fine. Besides, real princes did not fall in love with schoolteachers, however much she might like the truth to be otherwise.
“What do you think of the gardens?” Malik asked as they passed a grove of orange trees. “Parts of them are centuries old.”
“They’re lovely,” she admitted, inhaling the sweet scent of flowers she couldn’t identify.
The evening air was warm and seemed to surround them in a gentle embrace. She smiled, knowing she was being fanciful. While she might tell herself to stay sensible, she couldn’t help hoping that Malik would kiss her again. She wanted to know if it had really been that wonderful or if she’d imagined the excitement and desire that had raced through her. Plus, except for that one kiss, it had been years since a man had held her in his arms. She’d forgotten how nice it was to be physically close to someone.
Malik half turned toward her as they walked. “Bethany is doing very well with her riding,” he said.
“So I’ve heard.” She smiled. “She likes to relive the lesson in exquisite detail.” Her smile faded. “You’re being very kind to her. Thank you. I’m sorry I jumped to conclusions before. About why you were doing it, I mean.”
Despite the lamplight illuminating the paths through the garden, Malik was more in shadow and she couldn’t read his expression. He gave a slight nod of his head.
“I like your daughter. I’m enjoying our time together.”
Liana believed him, although she was a little surprised. She wouldn’t have thought that a Crown Prince would have a good time with a nine-year-old girl. But then, what did she actually know about the royal set and their entertainment requirements?
“She talked a little about her father today,” Malik said.
Liana wasn’t surprised. “What did she say?”
“That she didn’t see him much when you were in California. That she’s sure he loves her, but he’s not practical enough to do things like send child support or visit regularly.”
Liana stopped in the middle of the path and folded her arms over her chest. “It’s bad enough that I made a mistake with my life, but I really hate that Bethany has to pay for it, too.”
“You mean your ex-husband?”
“Yes. While I have a lot of regrets about the marriage, I can’t regret her at all. Bethany is my life. But it’s horrible that Chuck is such a jerk about seeing her. I’ve reached the point where I don’t even care about the money, but in addition to not sending child support, he would set up weekends with her, then not show up.”
Liana sighed. “That was the worst,” she murmured. “Sitting with her by the window while we both waited. As it got later and later, she would try not to cry. Her effort to be brave nearly broke my heart. She didn’t make excuses for him, but I could see she wanted to. Finally I had to ask him to stop contacting her at all. The disappointments were horrible for her.”
She stopped talking and pressed her lips together. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to dump all that on you.” She wasn’t sure where the confession had come from. She wanted to blame it on the wine with dinner, but she’d barely had half a glass. Maybe the rich chocolate dessert had loosened her lips.
“Not at all. I’m glad I could listen,” he said. “Bethany is a special girl. It’s her father’s loss that he doesn’t want to spend time with her.”
She looked at him and smiled. “Thank you for saying that.” She glanced away and said, “Chuck and I were too young. Plus we weren’t really compatible, although I didn’t know that at the time. Still, my marriage gave me Bethany, plus I learned a lot. I learned that I want my next marriage to be a partnership between equals. With Chuck I was always the grown-up and he was the kid. I hated that.”
“I can see why. It would be difficult to be romantic while scolding your husband about some transgression.”
“Exactly.” She tilted her head and thought about the mystery surrounding Malik’s wife’s death. “So what did you learn from your marriage?”
Even in the shadows she saw his expression harden. “Not to marry an ugly, barren woman.”
She blinked. “That wasn’t exactly what I meant.”
“It remains the truth.” He motioned toward the path. “Shall we continue walking?”
“Sure.” She fell into step beside him.
“It doesn’t matter what I think about my first marriage,” Malik said. “The time is coming when I must take another wife.”
He spoke so matter-of-factly that Liana didn’t know what to do with the information. Especially given the way he’d kissed her a few nights ago. “Are you…um…seeing anyone special?”
“No. Nor does that matter. Like my first marriage, this match will most likely be arranged.”
That stopped her in her tracks. “You’re kidding?”
“I don’t see the situation as humorous,” he said, pausing beside her. “I am the Crown Prince of El Bahar. There are political ramifications to any marriage I make. When the time comes, I’ll do my duty.”
“I can’t believe we’re talking about this,” she said honestly. “An arranged marriage? What if you don’t like her or you don’t get along?”
“I have a duty to my country.”
She saw that he was completely serious. He would marry a stranger for the sake of El Bahar. While she admired his dedication, she wanted no part of it. “Your life is so different from mine. I can’t imagine living that way.” She waved her hand in a dismissing gesture. “You can keep your title and crown and whatever else you have. I’d rather have my privacy.”
“Don’t be so quick to judge, my prim friend. There are compensations for the lack of privacy.”
“Don’t call me prim. I’m not some dried up old virgin schoolteacher.”
“Agreed, but you are smug and convinced you know what is right.”
She didn’t know how to respond to that. She was pretty sure he was wrong. She wasn’t smug. At least she didn’t think so. But instead of entering into a debate, she asked, “What compensations?”
“Travel, wealth, power.”
“None of those really work for me. Anything else?”
“Just this.”
Before she knew what he was going to do, he bent over and took her in his arms. Despite the fact that they’d only kissed once before, she found herself slipping into his embrace as if she’d done it a thousand times. Her body pressed against his eagerly, her head tilted back and she found herself wanting to surge forward and take the kiss he offered. She knew that if his mouth didn’t touch hers, she would die.
Passion exploded with that first brush of his lips. He started with a gentle exploration, but she wasn’t in the mood to be seduced. Instead she wanted to be taken…and taken now.
She raised one hand to his head and tunneled her fingers through his hair. As she did so, she pressed on his head, urging him closer. She parted her lips and when he entered, she sucked on his tongue, teasing him, arousing them both.
Suddenly his hands were everywhere. On her back, her rear, her hips, then moving up toward her breasts. Their hips pressed together. She could feel the hardness of his arousal jutting against her belly. Between her legs heat and wetness made her ache with a need she’d nearly forgotten. It seemed a lifetime since she’d wanted a man and she knew she’d never wanted one as much as she wanted this one.
If he’d pulled her up against him, she would have wrapped her legs around his hips and clung to him. If he’d started undressing her, she wouldn’t have thought to protest the act, nor the intimacy that would surely follow.
Even as his tongued plunged into her mouth over and over again, she knew how it would be between them. Her breasts swelled and her nipples tightened. She gasped in anticipation as his hands moved higher and when he finally cupped the aching curves, she held in a scream of pure pleasure.
She was hot and ready. She was willing to do whatever he might ask, and damn the consequences. What was going on? This wasn’t her at all. This was—
He brushed his thumbs against her nipples. The jolt of electric pleasure was so intense her legs nearly gave way. Answering heat flared in her most secret place and she was afraid if he kept touching her like that, she might actually climax right there in his arms.
The thought was so startling that she jerked herself out of his embrace and stepped back.
“Stop,” she commanded, her breath coming in gasps. “I can’t do this with you.”
Malik’s dark gaze met her own. Except for his equally heavy breathing and the ridge pressing against his fly, he looked completely calm.
“Why are you upset?” he asked. “You enjoyed my attentions.”
“Yes, but it’s not right.” She pressed a hand to her flushed face and closed her eyes. When had the world gotten so crazy? “You’re a prince. I’m just some high school math teacher. This doesn’t make sense to me.”
“It makes sense to me.”
She opened her eyes and looked at him. “Is that what this is about? Did you bring me to the palace to sleep with me?” She felt a shudder of desire race through her and knew that she was right. She also knew that if she didn’t stop them both, she was going to give in without a second thought.
“Don’t bother answering,” she said quickly. “I get it. This is some kind of game with you. Playing with the hired help. You’re on the board of directors for the school, so I can’t even protest to my boss about you, or I risk getting fired.” She took another step back. “Is that how you do things here? Trap women into situations that are impossible, then take advantage of them? Can’t you leave me alone?”
Malik stared at her for several seconds, then nodded. “My apologies, Ms. Archer. It seems we have both misunderstood the situation. I won’t disturb you again.”
He turned on his heel and walked away, leaving her alone in the shadowy darkness of the beautiful garden. Liana stared after him and knew that she’d over-reacted, speaking without thinking. Except everything she’d said was true. He was taking advantage of her and the situation. The fact that she’d liked his attentions only made it worse.
If only he were a complete jerk, she thought, making her way toward the palace and the sanctuary of her room. But he wasn’t. He was charming to her, attentive to her daughter and she enjoyed his company…not to mention his kisses. More than enjoyed. And that was the danger. Because if Malik continued to press his suit, she would give in, and then where would she be?


Chapter Six

An insistent knocking woke Liana well before seven the next morning. She stumbled out of bed and into her robe, then made her way to the front door of the suite.
After the events of the night before, Liana hadn’t been able to fall asleep. Now she found herself with gritty eyes and a sense of exhaustion as she opened the door and peered blearily at the three servants waiting patiently in the hallway.
“Prince Malik sent us,” Rihana, a young woman in her mid twenties said. She gave a quick bob of a curtsy. “Sorry to wake you so early, ma’am, but he wanted to make sure we had you packed before you left for the school.”
Liana blinked several times, both to clear her vision and to give herself a second to absorb what she’d just heard. “Excuse me?”
“Prince Malik said to tell you that he apologizes for any inconvenience. If you will allow us to enter, we will pack your belongings. They will be taken over to the housing on the property of the American School. You will be in your own apartment by the time you finish with your classes.”
Rihana spoke politely enough but Liana could see that the young woman didn’t understand why anyone would want to leave the palace. At the moment, Liana sort of agreed with her. Why was Malik letting her go?
Then she remembered their conversation. And the accusations. Obviously Malik had been listening.
“Mommy? What’s happening?”
Bethany was already up and dressed, but then she’d had a more restful night. Liana smoothed her daughter’s long hair. “These ladies are here to help us pack. We’re moving to the housing by the American School today.”
In her plaid jumper and white shirt, a uniform the school required of all their students, her daughter looked older than her actual nine years. But at the thought of leaving the palace, tears filled her eyes.
“Mommy, I don’t want to go.”
Liana didn’t want to either anymore. But they didn’t belong here. “We’ve imposed on the royal family enough. We need to have our own place.”
“What about riding? Will I still be able to do that?”
“We’ll find a place near the school and you can take lessons.”
Bethany’s lower lip quivered. “It won’t be the same.”
“I know. But it will still be fun.” She turned to the three women still waiting by the open door. “I appreciate the offer, but we can pack ourselves.”
Rihana shook her head. “Prince Malik insisted. He said he didn’t want either of you to be late.” Her pretty face softened with a smile. “He also said to tell the little missy that he would still like to teach her about horses.”
Bethany’s tears faded as quickly as they’d formed and she clapped her hands together. “Oh, can I, Mommy? Please say yes. Please?”
“Of course you can still ride here. When the prince has time for you.”
What else could she say? Her quarrel was with Malik and his treatment of her, not her daughter. And she wasn’t about to deprive Bethany of a wonderful experience just because she, Liana, had to get some distance from the prince.
It would all be for the best, she told herself as she opened the door wide and let the women into the suite. She and her daughter would be much happier on their own. They would have a chance to make friends with the other teachers and their families, to take part in the organized tours and really see the country.
Liana was still busy convincing herself as she hurried toward the bathroom so that she could get ready for school. As she stepped into the shower, she had the wistful thought that she’d already seen more of the El Baharian royal palace than would ever be allowed on the most expansive tour.
 
The building that housed the staff of the American School had been built with comfort in mind. There was a large grocery and video store across the street and a burger and pizza place on the main floor. Liana’s fourth-floor condo was open and spacious. There were two bedrooms, each with its own bath. A study, gourmet eat-in kitchen, full-sized living room and a powder room for guests completed the floor plan. They had lovely views of a garden, along with the school’s playing field.
While the furniture was utilitarian and wouldn’t win any decorating awards, it was sturdy and looked comfortable. The condo had been decorated in shades of blue and beige, with light oak wood accents. The dining set was oak, as was the bedroom furniture. There were bright prints on the walls and a silk hanging in the small hallway.
A porter had carried up their bags and while Bethany settled herself into her room, Liana explored the kitchen. She opened cupboard doors and studied the dishes and cooking utensils available.
“There’s a popcorn maker,” she called to her daughter. “We could make a big batch of caramel corn after we go rent some movies.”
“Okay.”
But her daughter didn’t sound very enthused about the plan. If anything her voice held that “I’m humoring my parent” tone. But Liana knew they were going to be fine here. The rooms were large and airy. The other teachers had been welcoming at work and she was sure they would be just as friendly here in the condo. Besides, it was only for a couple of years. When they left El Bahar, it would be with enough money to buy their own house back in San Bernardino.
“What do you think?” she asked when Bethany strolled into the living room and plopped down on the blue-and-beige plaid sofa.
Her daughter had changed into jeans and a T-shirt. She put her bare feet on the oak veneer coffee table and shrugged. “It’s not the palace.”
“I can’t argue with that.”
Liana had a brief flash of longing for the marble floors and ocean views of her suite there. The horse mosaic had been a work of art. The palace had offered dozens of treasures to be found at every turn—the fountains in the main building and outside, the gardens, the artwork, the elegant dinners, the servants.
She sank onto the slightly frayed sofa and put her arm around Bethany. “Do you think we’ll be happy here?” she asked.
Blue eyes so much like her own regarded her thoughtfully. “We’re together,” her daughter said. “That’s what matters. I know you felt funny about living at the palace, even though I didn’t.” Bethany shrugged. “I just miss it.”
“You’ll have friends here. Girls your own age.”
Bethany smiled. “I’m not upset, Mommy.”
“I know. I’m simply pointing out that there are some advantages to this place.”
“There aren’t any horses.”
No princes either, although Liana told herself that was a good thing.
“What if I buy you a picture of a horse? Or one of those plastic ones? We’ll put it on the coffee table.”
“Mommy, that’s silly.”
Liana glanced around the room. “I don’t think it will fit in here as a permanent resident, but if you can get it in the elevator, I guess you could have a horse over to visit. Although it has to be potty trained or you’d have to keep it on the balcony.”
Bethany giggled and cuddled close. Liana hugged her.
“What do you want for dinner?” she asked. “There’s exactly nothing in the refrigerator so I was thinking we’d go to the grocery store across the street, buy sensible food, then order pizza from the place downstairs. What do you think? I haven’t had pizza in so long, I think I forgot what it tastes like.”
Bethany smiled up at her. “That would be nice. Thank you.”
“You are so very welcome.”
They hugged again and as Liana released her, the doorbell rang.
“I’ll get it,” Bethany announced as she sprang to her feet. She raced to the small foyer and pulled open the door. “Mommy, come look.”
Liana followed her daughter and saw a delivery man holding a huge spray of flowers. The arrangement was so wide, it barely fit through the door.
“I know who they’re from,” Bethany announced in a sing-song voice as her mother set them in the center of the kitchen table and opened the small card tucked in among roses and lilies and sprays of lavender.
Liana had a fair idea of the identity of the sender as well, and she noticed her hands shook as she opened the envelope. She read it over twice, noting the strong, no-nonsense handwriting of the Crown Prince of El Bahar.
“Prince Malik says that he hopes we’re settling in nicely and that he’s looking forward to resuming his rides with you tomorrow. He’ll be by at four to pick you up.”
“Yippee!” Bethany took the offered card and scanned it as she bounced around the room. “We’re going riding. I knew he wouldn’t forget. I knew it!”
Liana watched her and smiled, despite the faint sense of disappointment settling over her. She was glad that the prince meant to keep his word where her daughter was concerned. He was a very kind man. And the flowers were lovely. It was just…
She sighed. Okay, so she couldn’t make up her mind. On the one hand she’d been anxious to leave the palace and get into her own place. On the other hand, she was hurt because Malik wanted to see Bethany and not her.
Be logical, she told herself. Last night she’d practically accused him of sexual harassment. Of course he wasn’t going to see her again.
But what about the kisses, a little voice in her head inquired. Hadn’t they meant anything to him? Was he just going to walk away from all that fire?
Liana steered Bethany into her bedroom to finish up her homework so they could go food shopping. While she unpacked her own bags, she decided that she was being completely contrary. She couldn’t have it both ways. If she was interested in the prince in that way then she shouldn’t have made such a big fuss last night, or talked about leaving the palace. If she wanted her independence, then she had to put the memory of those magical kisses behind her.
Which meant she had to act like a grown-up.
“I really hate it when that happens,” Liana said with a grin. Life was much easier when one was allowed to behave like a child. But she didn’t have a choice this time. So she would be grateful for the prince’s kindness to Bethany and refuse to think about him ever again.
 
The following Friday, a week and a day after they’d moved into the condo, Liana found herself rushing around like a teenager getting ready for her first prom. All because Malik was due over.
Her plan of not thinking about the prince hadn’t worked well at all. Bethany never tired of speaking about him. Every sentence started with, “Prince Malik said….” Or, “when Prince Malik and I were riding we saw….”
Bethany’s school day ended about an hour before her own. There was on-site day care for the children of the instructors, and Bethany spent her time there until her mother was finished with her work. But on the days Bethany rode with Malik, she brought her riding clothes to school and changed there. Malik picked her up from the day care and returned her to the apartment. He didn’t come up to the condo often, and when he did, he spoke pleasantly but briefly, leaving Liana hungry for more conversation. She told herself it was just because he was an intelligent, articulate human being, but she knew she was lying. She missed seeing Malik and talking to him because of how he made her feel. She missed the palace, the gardens and the other members of the royal family. And if she lost any more sleep over the memory of those darned kisses, she was going to have to keep her eyelids open with toothpicks.
But today her classes had ended at noon, which meant Bethany was home and Malik was coming here before as well as after the riding lesson. In the past, when she’d invited him in, he’d made the excuse of being dirty from his ride. He couldn’t do that this time.
Liana paused in front of the mirror and checked her freshly applied makeup. “You’re pathetic,” she told herself, wishing she’d stayed on her diet long enough to lose the extra twenty pounds she’d carried since she’d become pregnant. Here she was fussing over her appearance as if Malik was even going to notice. She’d told the man to get lost and he’d listened. Did she think she could win him back with her charms now?
“A girl can hope,” she murmured to herself as she left her bedroom and went to check the living room. She’d thought about putting out a tray of snacks, but that seemed so obvious, and coffee was too datelike. Which meant she didn’t have any food or drinks to offer casually.
She kept coming back to the thought that if she’d liked him so much before, why on earth had she left the palace? Liana came to a stop in the center of the living room and for the first time admitted to herself that given the chance to do it all over again, she would probably stay. Even if princes did not fall for schoolteachers. Even if she allowed herself to slip into his bed she would only end up losing her heart to him and getting hurt.
The doorbell rang. Liana nervously smoothed her palms over her thighs, wondering if a silk shirt and tailored slacks was too dressy. Should she have put on jeans? she wondered as she reached for the handle and turned it. Or left her work dress on, even though it wasn’t one of her favorites and—
“Hello, Liana.”
The tall-dark-and-handsome cliché didn’t come close to describing Malik. His brown-black eyes mesmerized her until she was sure he could see clean through her. His broad shoulders looked strong enough to support the weight of the world and what single mother hadn’t at one time or another wanted someone with whom to share the load?
He wore a plain white shirt and riding jodhpurs. She didn’t even want to think about the boots, or how well they worked for her. She could feel her throat tightening as her mouth went dry. What was it about this man?
His sensual mouth turned up in a smile. “May I come in?”
“Hmm?” She realized she was leaning against the door like a mooning teenager and blushed. “Sure. Of course. Please, won’t you come in, Malik?” She stepped back to let him move inside, then closed the door and motioned to the living room. “Have a seat. Bethany will be right out.”
“Thank you.”
He settled on the plaid sofa and she was again forced to acknowledge that while this condo was serviceable, it wasn’t even close to a decent substitute for living at the palace. In truth, living there those few days had spoiled her. She’d decided the best way to handle the transition back to real life was to think of her stay at the palace as a lovely, once-in-a-lifetime, never-to-be-repeated vacation. Of course seeing Malik again brought all the longing back.
“You are enjoying yourself here?” he asked, looking surprisingly at ease as he leaned back in the sofa.
“Yes. Thank you. The privacy is very nice.” She gave him a quick smile as she took a seat on the loveseat opposite. “I’m willing to admit it’s not nearly as lovely as your home, but this is better for us.”
He raised dark eyebrows. “Why is it better?”
Because she very much wanted to slide next to him on the cushions and have him take her in his arms and kiss her soundly. Maybe even do more than kiss. Liana shook her head. She didn’t understand her reaction to this man. The instant heat and desire had never happened to her before, and she found it confusing. Although quite life-affirming. Still, she had to remember their respective positions and her goals for her and Bethany’s lives.
“Malik, you were very kind to both me and my daughter, but we don’t belong in your world. This is us.” She glanced around the room. “Simple, serviceable, but not the least bit royal. I found living at the palace confusing.”
“You should not have been confused. You were my guest.”
“I never meant to be ungracious,” she told him, forcing herself to meet his dark gaze. “That last night when I accused you of, well, of taking advantage of the situation. I know it wasn’t that, exactly.”
He looked at her with a steadiness that made it difficult to breathe. He hadn’t moved and neither had she, yet she felt as if they were physically closer. It was as if she could feel his heat and hear the sound of his heartbeat.
“What was it exactly?” he asked. “Do you know why I brought you to the palace? Why I wanted you to stay?”
“I don’t have a clue,” she whispered and had to swallow against a suddenly dry throat.
He smiled then. The slow, masculine smile that made her bones melt and her most feminine place swell and dampen in readiness for an act of pure possession.
“One day you will understand, Liana. And then we’ll talk about it.”
They were playing some kind of game, and she didn’t understand the rules. “Yes, well, I’m sure it will be great fun,” she said, feeling incredibly lame as she spoke. Talk about inane conversation.
Maybe she was bewitched. Maybe she’d fallen under the effects of an ancient El Baharian love potion or something. She leaned back and tried to relax. She was a grown-up; she could handle the situation.
Malik studied her. “Next weekend I’ve been invited out to dine with one of our nomad tribes. They make their homes in the desert, but once every year or so, they find their way into El Bahar and settle relatively close to the city for a few weeks. Their way of life hasn’t changed for hundreds of years and I enjoy the chance to spend a few hours living a more traditional life. I thought you might like to join me for the evening. The camp is three or four hours away, so we wouldn’t get back until very late. However, Fatima has already offered to have Bethany as her guest in the harem until the next day so you would not have to worry on her account.”
A thousand thoughts whirled through Liana’s head. Was it a date? Was he asking her out because he wanted to spend time with her? Elation filled her. But he was a prince. Why would he date her? Not that she was ugly, but she wasn’t young and thin and beautiful. Not a model or an actress or a princess. She was just a single-mom schoolteacher. So Malik couldn’t be interested in her in any romantic way. So why the invitation? Was he apologizing for keeping her at the palace? Was it—
“You have the most curious expression on your face,” he said. “What are you thinking?”
That she would rather die than let him know what thoughts filled her mind! Did she really care why he’d asked? Hadn’t she just spent the past week wishing she had the chance to see him again? Had she really always been this contrary? “That I would love to go. Thank you for asking.”
It was obvious Malik knew she’d been thinking other things, but he didn’t press her. “Good.” He hesitated. “As a sign of respect for the tribespeople, you’ll have to dress traditionally. Fatima has the appropriate clothes at the palace. Perhaps you wouldn’t mind getting ready there.”
Liana had visions of a bikini with harem pants, but hoped that wasn’t what Malik meant. No doubt she would have to be covered and veiled. After all she was entering a very different kind of world.
“Of course. I’ll wear whatever is right for the occasion.”
He rose to his feet as Bethany, in her riding clothes, ran in. “I look forward to it, then.”
Liana stood as well and tried to keep her feet pressed firmly on the ground, although she was sure her bright smile gave her pleasure away. “Until Friday.”
 
The blue silk shimmered like clear water in sunlight. Liana turned in the mirror and studied herself from different angles. The dress wrapped around her in a way that covered her completely, yet left her free to move. A sheer matching veil covered her hair. Fatima had already shown her the white velvet robe she would wear over the dress and the veil that would hide the lower part of her face from prying eyes.
“The nomads believe that if an unknown man sees one of their women, he’ll be tempted to steal her away. Or at least ravish her,” Fatima explained as she lined Liana’s blue eyes with kohl. “It is quite a compliment.”
“I’m sure the women appreciate their concern,” Liana agreed. “Especially the ones who don’t feel as attractive.”
Fatima smiled. “All women are beautiful. Didn’t you know that?”
Liana smiled. “A lovely philosophy, and one we in the west could learn from.”
Fatima rubbed a red stain on Liana’s mouth, then studied her handiwork. “Perfect. And in your case, it would be best to keep yourself covered, my dear. All that lovely blond hair is sure to be a temptation. Why, I would guess that Prince Malik could get two or three dozen camels for you.”
“As much as that,” Liana said, not sure if Fatima told the truth or not.
When the older woman stepped away, Liana looked at herself in the mirror. Her eyes seemed huge and mysterious, while her lips were dark with the stain. Between the eastern-style dress and the veil, she hardly recognized herself.
Maybe this was all a dream, she thought. After all, she stood in the middle of a harem talking about being sold for a few camels.
Fatima touched her arm and smiled. “You are loveliness itself, Liana. I hope you have a wonderful time with my grandson. Don’t worry about not speaking their language. The people of the desert are most expressive, and you’ll figure out what they’re saying. Besides, Malik will be there. He is fluent in their tongue.”
The queen drew the white velvet robe around her shoulders and fastened it at her neck, then draped the veil over her face.
“It ties in these two places,” she said, demonstrating how to secure the covering. “Although you’ll probably want to wait to wear it.”
Liana felt like an El Baharian princess. She was even going to meet her very own prince. What did it matter if it was only for the evening?
“Thank you for everything,” she said, turning and impulsively giving Fatima a hug. “You’ve been so kind.”
“My pleasure. And while you are off to the desert, I’m going to spend the evening with your charming daughter, who, I believe, is currently with the children in the nursery.” Fatima glanced at her diamond and gold watch. “Malik will be waiting for you. Enjoy, my dear. This will be a night to remember.”


Chapter Seven

“You look lovely,” Malik said as he held open the rear door of the limo waiting at the main entrance to the palace.
“Thank you,” Liana murmured, hating how nervous she felt now that she and Malik were together. She wanted to tell him that he looked pretty good, too, what with his robes and traditional headdress. The rich-colored garments emphasized his dark strength and made him appear even taller than usual.
She couldn’t remember a time when she’d felt more awkward—not even on her first date, back when she’d been all of sixteen and excited because Chuck Archer had asked her out to a movie.
“I’m a little surprised by our mode of transportation,” she said as she slid onto the butter-soft leather seat. “I would have thought we would need a four-wheel-drive vehicle.”
Malik nodded at the chauffeur hovering by the door, then moved in next to her. “Usually we would, but our friends have set up camp not that far from a paved road. Sandy will drive us out into the desert and we’ll walk the last quarter-mile.” He glanced at her shoes. “I told Fatima you would need sensible shoes. Did she listen and pass the information along?”
Liana held up one foot. Her sandals were flat and very comfortable. “She warned me to wear something I could walk in.”
“Good.” He gave her a quick smile, then looked up when the driver lowered the glass partition. “Yes, Sandy?”
“Are you ready to leave, sir?”
Malik nodded. “We’re in your capable hands,” he said pleasantly.
“I shall endeavor not to disappoint, sir.”
The glass closed silently as the car began to move down the circular driveway.
“Sandy has been with the family for years,” Malik said, motioning at the man barely visible through the smoky glass. “He’s originally from England, but he moved to El Bahar when he was in his twenties. My father prefers him to all the drivers. In fact, Sandy is the one who taught my brothers and I to handle a car.”
She looked at the silhouette of the fifty-something chauffeur and grinned. “Then I’m surprised he doesn’t have more gray hair.”
“Actually, so am I.” He shrugged. “Strong genes, I suppose.”
“I suspect one would need that to deal with you three princes.” When Malik opened his mouth to protest her teasing, she quickly changed the subject. “Tell me what will happen tonight.”
He drew his eyebrows together. “Do you really think I’m that easily distracted?”
“No, but I think you’re that nice a host.”
“First you try to trick me into changing the subject and now you flatter me. Obviously you need a good lesson in respecting royalty.”
“Obviously,” she murmured, not quite able to believe she was actually flirting with the Crown Prince of El Bahar. But up close, Malik seemed almost like any other man…aside from the incredible good looks and the fact that they were riding in the back of a limo.
“I shall think of something appropriate,” Malik promised, then gave her a wink. “Now, about the welcoming ceremony. We’ll be led into a large tent. Generally the women sit apart from the men, although, as you are my guest, they’ll make an exception. We’ll be fed, there will be a few speeches and then Bilal, their chief, will present me with a prize goat or camel.”
Liana had been listening intently, right up until that moment. She burst out laughing. “A goat or a camel? Are you serious?”
“Very.”
“But what will you do with it? There’s hardly room for it to ride back with us.”
Malik shrugged. “I’ll insist on holding a competition of some kind. A race or a game of skill. The prize will be my gift. So the tribe gets to make me a present of something of value without actually losing the animal. Customs are observed and everyone is happy.” He paused. “Are you thirsty? Would you like something to drink?”
Liana smiled. “That would be lovely,” she told him.
Malik opened the small refrigerator on his right and pulled out a chilled bottle of champagne. He removed the foil covering and the wire netting, then expertly popped the cork without spilling a single drop.
Once he’d poured them each a glass and handed hers to her, he set the bottle back in the tiny refrigerator, then touched his glass to hers.
“To a night unlike any other.”
She wanted to believe he meant their being together, but she knew better. Malik was talking about all that she would experience in the nomad encampment. “To the night,” she agreed.
She took a sip of the bubbly liquid. It was smooth and faintly sweet, yet tasted as light as if it were moonbeams.
Liana chuckled, then glanced around the spacious passenger compartment. The wood trim wasn’t simply a polished strip of walnut, but was instead inlaid in various pieces that created a beautiful spiraling pattern. Underneath her feet was the softest carpet she’d ever felt. She took another sip of the bubbly liquid and sighed.
“The rich really are different,” she said. “If you’re trying to get me to regret moving out of the palace, you’re doing a good job.”
Malik didn’t return her smile. Instead he set his glass on the small inlaid table above the refrigerator. “Do you regret your decision?”
She noticed he asked the question without actually issuing an invitation to return. Not that she blamed him. No doubt he’d gotten over whatever minor attraction had caused him to take her there in the first place.
“Regret is a strong word,” she said truthfully as she looked at him. “I’ve had a twinge or two, but most of the time I know it’s the right decision. I mean there were dozens of compensations, but Bethany and I need to be grounded in the real world.”
“The palace is real.”
“For you, maybe. Not for us. For me it was like living in Disneyland. It’s a great vacation, but on Monday morning there are still those pesky bills to pay.”
He shifted on the seat, settling into the corner and angling toward her. “Do you think my life is so easy? That I don’t, as you put it, pay my own bills?”
“I don’t know.”
She drank more of the champagne and was surprised to find she’d finished the glass. Malik poured her another, then leaned back against the leather.
“I guess I shouldn’t make assumptions,” she said, suddenly intrigued by his question. “Tell me what it’s like to be the Crown Prince of El Bahar. Is it wonderful?”
“At times. I enjoy representing my country when I travel. I have the satisfaction of knowing I can influence hundreds of thousands of lives for the better. I work hard, but I am well compensated by my life-style.”
It all sounded very nice. “What was it you once told me? Money, prestige, power?”
“All of that,” he agreed.
The champagne went down so easily, she thought as she swallowed another mouthful. “But it can’t be perfect every moment,” she said. “What aren’t you telling me?”
“Ah, you want the seamy side of life at the palace.”
He was teasing, but she didn’t return his smile. “I’m not saying it has to be seamy, but there are prices for everything. For example, I’ll bet you didn’t have a normal childhood.”
He shrugged. “It was normal for me. I was taken from my mother when I was four and raised primarily by my father and his ministers.”
Liana blinked. “Taken, as in, you didn’t see her anymore?”
“Not often,” he agreed blandly. “My father was concerned that I grow up to be a strong and self-sufficient man. I couldn’t be coddled by women all the time, running to my mother for every little scraped knee or bruised feeling.”
Liana remembered what Bethany had said—that Malik had broken his arm twice when he’d been a boy. “What about broken arms? Did you get coddled then?”
“I was fine.”
But he didn’t meet her gaze as he spoke, and she thought she glimpsed something lost and painful in Malik’s dark eyes. “Were all your brothers raised the same way?”
“No. Jamal and Khalil stayed with our mother until she died. Then they had a nanny and tutors. For them, the responsibilities of being a prince weren’t so all-encompassing. But then they weren’t going to grow up to rule El Bahar.”
Liana wondered if she could really read between the lines of what he was saying or if she was assuming too much. It all sounded very sad and lonely to her. She could picture a much younger Prince Malik being told that he had to be strong and brave, that he wasn’t allowed to cry or show weakness, no matter how much he hurt or how tired he might be. But was that reality or fanciful thinking on her part?
“What about now?” she asked. “Are you still held apart from your brothers?”
“We are close,” Malik said, staring past her out the darkened windows. “But their lives are different. I have the responsibility of the country’s oil production. I negotiate favorable terms with our customers, maintain our alliance with our neighbors. I also have my duties here, within the boundaries of El Bahar. My father is still a young man, but he is ready to have me take over some of his functions.”
“Sounds like a lot of work.”
“Perhaps, but it is all I’ve known. I am the future leader of my country. The people of El Bahar look to me to be strong and always to do the right thing. For them I am the lion of the desert. Powerful, moving forward, fearless.”
“I think you do a good job,” she said, then finished her glass of champagne.
Yes, Malik was a fine Crown Prince, but he was also a man. Who did he go to when he was tired of being the lion of the desert? Who held him when he was broken in spirit, if not in body? With whom did he trust his doubts, his hopes and his fears? For he had to have them. He was human, like everyone else.
“You must get very lonely,” she said.
Malik looked surprised by her comment. “In a palace full of people? Not possible.”
She wasn’t sure if he was denying it because he didn’t want to talk about it with her, or if it was because he really didn’t know how isolated he was. His entire life was designed to keep him apart from everyone else. Her heart ached for the young boy taken away from the loving support of his mother and given to the care of ministers designed to turn him into a man who wouldn’t dare feel any weakness, let alone show it.
How did Malik pass the long nights when the ghosts of the past seemed to lurk around every corner and the emptiness of the future loomed on for eternity? Or was she projecting? Maybe she was assuming that Malik was enough like her to long to have someone special in his life to ease the burden and make the good times even better.
It was the champagne, she thought, even as he poured her another glass. She’d been too excited to eat much that day so the bubbles and alcohol were going to her head.
“I’m very impressed with your daughter,” Malik said as he set the bottle back in the small refrigerator. “She’s going to be an excellent horsewoman. She’s also very bright. I enjoy her company.”
“Does that surprise you?”
“Yes. I’ve never spent any time in the company of children.”
“I suppose not.” She eyed his glass and tried to figure out if he’d filled it as well as hers, or was he still on his first drink? But she wasn’t sure, and it was suddenly so very unimportant.
“I’m sorry I accused you of using her to get to me,” she said earnestly. The words sounded slightly off to her ears. Was her tongue thickening? What had she been talking about? Oh, yes. “What I mean is, your relationship with her is separate from the one you have with me. Not that you really have one with me. She adores you, by the way.”
“I suspect I’m something of a father figure to her.”
“You need to have children of your own,” Liana told him. “Heirs and all that. Your brothers have children.”
“I know.”
He leaned toward her and took the glass from her hand. She wanted to protest its absence, but he was moving closer and she had the sudden thought that given the choice between drinking the bubbly moonbeams and kissing Malik, the kiss would win every time.
“So, have you forgiven me for bringing you to the palace?” he asked.
“Oh, sure. It was fine.” Malik momentarily swam out of focus, then reappeared. Was she drunk? On less than three glasses of champagne? She considered for a moment and decided it was very possible. She’d never been much of a drinker. “I mean I’m glad we stayed friends.”
He moved closer still, slipping his arms around her and lowering his head to hers. “Is that what we are? Friends?”
“Yes.” Her voice was a bare whisper.
“How disappointing.”
“Why? What did you want us to be?”
“I’m not sure.” His mouth brushed hers. “Perhaps something more…intimate.”
“That works, too,” she managed before his lips claimed hers in a molten kiss that left her breathless.
It was as it had been before, she thought hazily as the magical heat began to flood her body. In a matter of seconds she found herself aroused and hungry for him. Maybe it was the champagne, or maybe it was the man himself. All she knew was that he hadn’t even touched her with his tongue and her body was aching for them to make love.
The need increased when he brushed her lower lip, causing her to part for him. He entered her mouth slowly, but with a sureness that left her breathless. He explored her, returning to favorite spots that made her moan and writhe and clutch at him. His headdress prevented her from burying her fingers in his hair, so she contented herself with slipping them under his robe and exploring his strong, broad back.
Outside, the sun had set and all was darkness. Malik turned off the interior lights and plunged them into blackness. Then he placed his hands on her waist, shifting her until she straddled him, her thighs cupping his hips, her hands resting on his shoulders.
“Liana,” he breathed as he kissed her cheeks, her nose, her chin, then trailed down her neck to the folds of cloth that covered her.
He peeled away the first layer, exposing her chest down to the top of her bra. She felt a shiver of anticipation, then gave in to the gentle caress of his lips and tongue against her sensitive skin.
He licked the sweet valley between her breasts, then explored as much of her curves as were available to him. She found herself clutching his head in her hands, urging him to do more, yet half afraid he would unfasten her bra, exposing her to him. Despite the aching dampness between her thighs and the pressure in her breasts, she wasn’t sure she was ready to take that next step. After all, she barely knew Malik and she’d only ever been with Chuck, and what woman in her right mind made love in the back of a car with a prince?
As if reading her mind and understanding her indecision, he returned his attention to her mouth, kissing her deeply, making her writhe until her sensitized feminine place settled directly on the hard ridge of his arousal.
And then she was lost. She reached for his hand to draw it to her breast, more than willing to make love right here, right now. She would worry about the consequences in the morning. But as her fingers closed around his, the limo drew to a stop.
Malik sighed. “Talk about lousy timing,” he said, his words muffled against her throat. “With the privacy glass in place Sandy has no idea what we’ve been doing, so he’ll be around to open the door in about five seconds.”
Liana squeaked as she scrambled off him. He helped her smooth her clothes back in place, then gave her a wolfish grin. “I can’t tell you when I’ve enjoyed a car ride more,” he said.
“Yeah, right,” she mumbled, suddenly feeling awkward about what they’d done. “I’m sure this sort of thing happens all the time.”
The passenger door opened, but Malik ignored it. Instead, he cupped her face and forced her to look at him. “I’ve never done anything like this before. Not with anyone else.”
His gaze was steady, and, for reasons that made no sense, she actually believed him. A smile tugged at her mouth. “Good.”
 
The walk to the camp was shorter than Liana had expected. The night was clear, and hundreds of stars illuminated their way. Bilal, the leader of the nomad tribe, had sent scouts to guide them. She and Malik found themselves surrounded by short, powerful-looking men in traditional robes and carrying torches.
When they crested a rise, she could see the camp sprawled out below them. Dozens of tents circled three sides of a huge fresh-water spring. There were children running about, and open cooking fires. Goats and camels were kept in makeshift pens on the far side of the camp. She felt as if she’d found her way onto a movie set.
“Are they remaking Lawrence of Arabia?” she asked Malik.
He grinned. “This is the real world, not Hollywood.”
Perhaps, but it felt very surreal to her.
As their arrival was noticed, the tribespeople gathered around them. Conversation flowed in an unfamiliar tongue. Liana found herself surrounded by women and was suddenly led away.
“You’ll be fine,” Malik called after her. Liana wasn’t so sure.
The women took her into a large tent where their high-pitched conversation and frequent laughter made her smile as well. Using mime to communicate, they had her remove her robe, then gasped in wonder at the sight of her blond hair. She was fawned and fussed over, then found herself agreeing to having henna applied to her hands and feet. Sweet tea was passed around, and children were brought in to be named and shown off by their proud mothers.
Liana accepted all the attention with good humor and found herself thinking that there were parts of Malik’s world that she liked very much. Then she wondered if the prince was being made welcome in the same way.
 
“What the hell is all this?” Malik demanded after Bilal had bowed and offered words of respect.
Bilal raised his hands, palm up. “Why is the lion of the desert unhappy? I have simply done as you requested.”
Malik paced the length of the tent, then spun back to face the other man. “I requested a welcoming ceremony.”
“At first, yes. But later I received a message from the palace asking for the change. Is it not so?”
“It is not,” Malik told him.
“But Your Highness, you must,” Bilal insisted. “Your most faithful people have seen it written in the stars. She is your destiny. The foreign woman might come from far away, but she has the desert in her heart.” Bilal, a normally wise and conservative man, spat and muttered a curse. “She is nothing like the evil one.”
“No argument there,” Malik said, knowing that Bilal would have his tongue ripped out before he actually spoke Iman’s name. “But I can’t agree to this other thing.”
Bilal shrugged. “Perhaps you don’t have a choice. Perhaps this is already written. There can be delay, but not escape.” The older man placed a strong hand on Malik’s shoulder. “Come, let us continue as we have begun.”
Malik stared at the man who had been a second father to him. He didn’t want to disappoint Bilal or his people, but he also knew this was wrong. He had no right to play with Liana’s life this way. Who had requested the change? Was it his father? Fatima?
He shook his head and decided it didn’t really matter. He had to call it all off. If he’d thought Liana was annoyed with him for keeping her at the palace against her will, he couldn’t imagine her reaction to this if he let them go through with it.
“We can’t do this,” he said firmly.
Bilal shook his head. “We must. I told you. It’s in the stars. She is the one.”
Malik started to tell him no. He had to. It was wrong to make any other decision. Except…If the truth were told, he wanted Liana to be the one. He wanted this. Knowing how she would react and the price he would pay later, he was still willing to risk it all. Which made him a fool and a liar. For, by not telling her the truth, he was going to make her hate him. But at least he would have had her as his own…if only for a short time.
 
This was the oddest dinner Liana had ever attended. She and Malik seemed to be the center of attention as dish after dish of food was brought to them. They each tasted from the same plate, then the food was taken away and another brought in its place.
She found it hard to concentrate on her surroundings. When she’d first entered the tent, she’d had an impression of a bigger space than she’d expected. Tapestries covered the walls, and there were thick rugs underfoot. She and Malik had been led to large cushions where they’d knelt together in front of a low table. Bilal, the leader of the tribe had spoken, then touched each of them on the head.
She leaned over to Malik as yet another plate was set before them. “So, welcoming really means feeding to these people?”
“We’re nearly done. After the sweets are brought to us, we’ll be allowed to go.”
Just then a pretty young woman set a tray of dates in front of them. She motioned for Liana to take one and bite into it, then hand the other half to Malik. Liana did so.
“It’s very different than I expected,” Liana said as Malik chewed. “I thought it would be more of a party.”
“That comes later,” he said, avoiding her gaze. “But we aren’t expected to stay for it.”
That didn’t make sense. Weren’t guests supposed to be made welcome? “Because we’re outsiders?”
“Something like that.” Malik shifted on the cushion. “Bilal’s people are gracious, and they’ve offered us the use of a tent for the night. Or we can have Sandy drive us back to the palace.” Finally his dark gaze settled on her face. Fire leapt between them. “It’s up to you.”
Liana swallowed and was suddenly grateful her meal had been measured in single mouthfuls. A knot settled in her stomach and her thighs trembled. She glanced up at the people milling around, watching them, smiling encouragingly. She didn’t know all that much about El Bahar and even less about their nomadic tribes, but she wasn’t afraid. In fact, she’d felt very much at home with all the women earlier, even if she hadn’t been able to speak their language.
But that’s not what Malik was asking. He was, instead, asking her where she wanted to spend the night. At home alone…or with him. A shiver of anticipation rippled through her, but she held back and told herself to be sensible.
“Bethany—” she began.
“—is with my grandmother, probably staying up late and hearing wonderful stories about the harem. I doubt she’ll worry.”
Liana knew he was right. Bethany was staying with Fatima and didn’t expect her mother to pick her up until close to lunchtime tomorrow. Which meant she wasn’t going to know where Liana spent the night.
She looked at Malik. “What do you want to do?”
“I think you know that.”
She nodded. She did know. He had told her everything with his passionate kisses.
It had been so very long for her, she thought, as physical longing swept through her. While it was probably a mistake for her first affair since her divorce seven years ago to be with a royal sheik, she knew if she told him no she would regret it for the rest of her life.
She offered him a shaky smile and held out her hand. “I’ve never spent the night in a tent. Is it fun?”


Chapter Eight

Liana’s courage lasted right up until they left the large tent and entered a smaller one on the far side of camp. Once again there were tapestries on the walls and dozens of thick rugs underfoot, but instead of cushions and low tables and people, there was only a bed. A really big bed, obviously designed for much more than sleeping.
“Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God,” she murmured under her breath, coming to a stop just inside the entrance. “I don’t think I can do this.” She turned to Malik and stared at him. “Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve been with a man?” She was shaking all over and her voice carried a distinct tremor with the words.
“How long?”
“Years. Not since Chuck and I split up. I’ve been busy. I’ve been distracted. I think my sexual side has been on hold or something. But I haven’t minded very much. Occasionally I’d wish for a man in my life, but then I’d go out on a couple of dates and it was never very exciting, so I would give up until the next time I felt that way. Bethany keeps me busy, and I suppose I always thought I would get involved again when she was older.”
“We’re only going to be in the desert for one night,” Malik told her. “Is that going to make her old enough?”
“You’re laughing at me,” she protested, although she wasn’t really upset.
Malik took her hand and led her over to the bed. Once there he urged her to sit down, then settled next to her. He removed her veil and headcovering, then his own headdress.
“You don’t have to do this,” he said, even as he cupped her face in his hands. “I would very much like to make love with you tonight, but I’m not going to force you or even try to persuade you. It’s completely your decision. Sandy is still in camp and it would be easy for him to drive us back to the palace tonight. You could stay in one of the guest rooms or return to your own place.”
She glared at him. “If you’re going to be logical, I refuse to have this conversation with you.” How was she supposed to explain the conflicting emotions whirling inside herself?
“It’s not that I don’t want to be with you,” she said, hoping she sounded a little less confused than she felt. “It’s just…this is so strange. I mean, look at you.”
“Hard to do without a mirror.”
She made a face. “The thing is, you’re not just a guy I met and to whom I’m attracted. You’re a prince. That puts you way out of my league. I feel like I’m some backwater hick who doesn’t know how to play these games. What if you hate the way I make love?”
Malik stared at her. His hand dropped to his side. “You’re nervous.”
“Of course I’m nervous,” she moaned. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
“I haven’t made love with anyone in more than two years. Despite what you think about me, I don’t date models and actresses. I’m very careful about who I let into my life and into my bed. If anyone should be worried about embarrassing himself with a poor performance, it’s me.”
Two years? As in he didn’t have a mail-order bimbo of the month flown in to entertain him? “Really?”
He touched her face again. “Of course. I want you, Liana. I have from the first moment I saw you. Everything you accused me of is true. I did take you from the airport, using my position and power to keep you against your will. I wasn’t, as you put it, playing with the hired help, but I was making your life difficult. It was wrong and I apologize, because you deserve my respect. But none of that changes the fact that I wanted you then, and I still want you.”
Liana couldn’t breathe anymore. She’d only ever been with one other man, and while Chuck had wanted her, it had been his eighteen-year-old hormones talking. Chuck had been little more than a boy, while Malik was very much a man.
“You’re one of the most powerful men in the world,” she said slowly. “You could have any woman you want.”
“I want you.”
Wow. Talk about a great line. She didn’t even care if he meant it.
“Okay, but I have to warn you. I’ve had a child. That means my body isn’t perfect. And, well, I kind of never lost the last twenty pounds from my pregnancy, so if you’re imagining someone from a magazine, this is not going to work.”
“Is that a yes?”
She found herself staring at his throat and ignoring the flush on her cheeks. “Yes,” she whispered.
He wrapped one arm around her and lowered her onto her back. “Good. Because I haven’t been imagining being with someone from a magazine. I’ve been imagining being with you.”
And then he kissed her.
She should have been prepared for the impact of his lips against hers—after all, they’d kissed before, and she remembered that each time she’d be left gasping and aroused. But even with the warning of her past reactions, she still found herself falling into the middle of a powerful current and being swept away by the fire that flared inside her at the first touch of his mouth.
It was heaven. It was ten kinds of magic and she never wanted him to stop. Malik brushed back and forth, as if discovering her again. It was the same, and yet it was so very different. For one thing, she was on her back on a soft romantic bed in a tent in the middle of the desert. If she had the strength or will to open her eyes, she would see the tapestries and rugs and pillows. For another thing, Malik was pressed against her in the most delicious way. His body snuggled close to hers, one of his legs resting between hers.
She brought up her arms and wrapped them around him, holding him close even as he angled his head and touched his tongue to her lower lip.
A shiver rippled through her. The flames spread until every part of her was on fire. She found herself opening to him, welcoming him, savoring the tremors and the heat and the glorious melting as her body prepared to be with him. After so many years of denying her sensual side, she found that part of her was wonderfully awake and hungry for satisfaction.
Need swelled throughout her body. She had to be with Malik the way she had to breathe to stay alive. Closer, she thought, stroking his tongue with hers, then closing her lips around him and sucking. Closer and harder and faster and just plain more of everything.
He broke their kiss with a harsh gasp of breath, then rested one hand against her cheek. Laughter lurked in his dark eyes and pulled at the corners of his damp mouth. “If you’re so passionate, I won’t be able to control myself.” He touched a fingertip to her mouth. “That was an observation, not a criticism. I can feel the desire inside you and it creates a very physical response. But I don’t want to shock you by ripping off your clothes and simply having my way with you.”
She knew what he meant. The first time they made love it should be slow and tender and romantic. Lengthy, gentle touches, hours spent in discovery. She was sure that was what every other woman on the planet would want. But Malik had made her think about things she’d nearly forgotten. And the need he’d awakened could not be denied.
Even now she felt herself readying for him. Between her legs, the dampness grew. Her breasts were tight, swollen and aching with the need to be touched. Liana knew in her head that she would be completely fine if she and Malik didn’t make love right now, but in her heart, she thought she might very well die.
She slipped her fingers through his thick, dark hair and drew him back to her. “I don’t shock so easily,” she murmured just before she plunged her tongue into his mouth.
Malik held still for all of a heartbeat as her words sunk in, then he growled low in his throat and began to touch her.
His hands were everywhere. Her face, her shoulders, her hips, her thighs. He tugged at the folds of her blue silk dress, working it loose until he could unwrap it in the front and expose her to his gaze. Even as his tongue brushed against hers, his fingers searched for and found the tight points of her aroused nipples. He teased her, stroking and gently tugging, sending ribbons of need through her body to settle into the feminine core.
He reached behind her and unfastened her bra, then pulled it off and tossed it to the ground. Shifting slightly, he lowered his head to her breasts and kissed every inch of sensitized flesh. Liana found herself half rising off the bed as waves of sensation washed over her. She wanted…she needed…. She’d never been so desperately aroused in her life.
When his lips closed over her right nipple, she let out a moan that started in her belly. The pleasure was so intense. His fingers matched the movements on her other breast, forcing her to cup his head and hold him in place. It was too wonderful, too perfect. If he kept doing this, she would surely die.
“Don’t stop,” she begged.
“Never,” he promised, the word lingering on her skin.
He flicked the folds of the dress open and reached down to slide his fingers under her panties. As his hand moved over her stomach she thought briefly of stretch marks and those pesky twenty pounds. But before she could figure out what to do, his fingers were in her damp curls and searching for the center of her being. And then she didn’t care what she looked like because it felt too good to matter.
He explored her with the sensitivity and thoroughness of a man on a very important assignment. First he gently slipped into the protective folds of skin and found the place that would bring them both the ultimate release. He eased inside, first one finger, then two, moving in and out, making her writhe beneath him.
“So wet,” he murmured, still teasing her breast. “So hot and ready.”
He moved slightly, shifting so that he could kiss her mouth again. As he did so, his fingers found the tiny spot that was the center of her being. He brushed over it, making her jump. He circled the place, moving lightly around until he settled into a rhythm that made her gasp and plead and wrap her arms around him. Her hips began to pulse; her thighs trembled. She felt both hot and cold, and it was all too much.
He stopped suddenly and pulled off her panties. Then he slipped out of his robes. Underneath he wore a simple linen shirt and slacks. Soon he was out of those as well, and when his briefs hit the floor, she saw him in all his naked glory.
He was powerful and tanned, with broad shoulders and narrow hips. A light dusting of hair bisected his flat belly, drawing her gaze to his impressive, throbbing need. When she reached out to touch him, he drew back.
“I couldn’t stand it,” he said simply, returning to her side and lowering his mouth to hers.
His fingers trailed down, once again finding that one spot that made her strain toward him and beg.
He worked slowly, arousing her to a fevered pitch, then backing off until she was nearly calm. Again and again, she felt herself building. She moved her hands over him, discovering the feel of his warm skin and the way his muscles bunched at her touch.
She’d forgotten what it was like to be with a man, she thought hazily, as once again she spiraled higher and closer to the goal of her release. She’d forgotten about the warmth and the weight and sense of well-being. Except this wasn’t exactly what she remembered from her past. It was altogether much better.
And then he brushed over that one place and she couldn’t think anymore, because regardless of what happened in the rest of the world, her course had been set. She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him deeply, then shuddered as her body contracted and released in a rhythm that made her feel as if she were bathed in the most perfectly exquisite light. Pleasure rushed through her, emptying her of tension, of worry, of everything but the glory of having Malik touch her in this way.
He continued to touch lightly and evenly until she had finished her climax, then he moved over her and pressed himself against her.
He paused long enough to put on protection.
She would have thought there wasn’t anything left inside her, but as he entered her so very slowly, filling her, stretching unused muscles in the most delightful way, she found herself collecting to tense and release again.
She opened her eyes and their gazes locked. He breathed her name and shuddered.
She tilted her hips to accept all of him. He felt so right. She adored the weight of him, the way her body trembled and the building pressure that promised she was far from finished.
He bent low and kissed her, then raised himself again so he could watch her face.
The swift but gentle action made her body contract in an unexpected spasm.
“Again,” he demanded and she found herself doing as he wished, until she was caught up in a cycle that made her release with each thrust.
“I can’t,” she gasped, knowing that her body was no longer hers to control. “I’ll die of it.”
Malik said nothing. Instead he continued to move, watching her. She was sure he could both see and feel her releases. She felt wanton and sensual and more feminine than at any other time in her life.
And then he was moving faster, and she felt him ready himself. She prepared for him to thrust deeply one last time. He stiffened and groaned. Her body contracted around him, pulling him in, and she held him close as he relaxed against her.
Happiness filled her. Perhaps this wasn’t the smartest thing she’d ever done in her life, but she refused to have any regrets. Even if it was just for tonight, making love with Malik had been glorious.
“Not bad for two out-of-practice people,” she murmured, then nibbled on his earlobe.
“You were most adequate,” he told her teasingly.
She laughed. “As were you, my handsome prince. As were you.”
 
Malik sat in the low cushioned chair across from the bed and watched Liana sleep. After making love, they’d pulled up the covers and rested together in each other’s arms. But although she’d drifted off, he couldn’t stop the whirling thoughts in his head.
There was no excuse for what he’d done, he told himself. When she found out the truth, which would probably happen in the morning, there would be hell to pay. If Liana hadn’t appreciated his attempts to get her to live at the palace, she was hardly going to forgive his latest transgression. He should have more forcefully told Bilal no.
Malik closed his eyes. But instead of picturing the leader of the nomadic tribe, he saw Liana as she’d lain naked in his arms. He replayed the memory of how it had felt to slide into her waiting body. For that single moment, they truly had been one being.
She was so many things, he thought watching the way the faint light from a glowing lantern caught the golden blond in her hair. Beautiful, affectionate, intelligent, caring, humorous. How was he supposed to resist her? For a man who had lived alone for most of his life, the promise of her acceptance had been more than he could resist. He’d known it wasn’t going to last, that it wouldn’t last even now, but he’d been unable to walk away from her. For the first time in his life, he’d understood what it meant to be intimate—in more than a sexual sense.
So for this evening, and for as long as she would let him, he would pretend that it was real. That she cared about him and wanted him and that they were together. It wasn’t love. It could never be love. But it was as close as he was allowed. Surely his duties and responsibilities could excuse him this one time—for these brief hours—and he could be like other men.
“What are you thinking?”
He looked up and saw that Liana had awakened. She sat up, watching him, her hair mussed and her eyes still half closed.
“I’m thinking about you,” he said honestly. “About how we were together.”
“Oh, are you? And how was that?”
“Amazing.”
“Hmm, my thoughts exactly.” She pushed back the covers and rose to her feet. Naked, she crossed the carpeted floor and stopped in front of his chair.
He remembered that she’d worried about her body—that she’d borne a child and wasn’t as slim as she would like. But when he looked at her, he saw only perfection. The full breasts of a mature woman. Rounded hips, long legs and one or two marks that proved she was a fertile, vital goddess.
“You are a fantasy,” he said, leaning forward and pressing his mouth against her belly.
She cupped his head, then tilted his chin so that he stared up at her. “Somehow I think you’re the winner in the fantasy department,” she told him. “Very few men daydream about schoolteachers, but nearly every little girl in the world has dreamed about a prince.”
“A man from a fairy tale. Not someone real.”
“You’re real?” she said, teasing him with mock disappointment. “And here I thought you were the manifestation of every childish daydream.”
She sank to her knees and pressed her palms against his bare thighs. “Although the good news is if you’re real, you won’t disappear at midnight or whatever it is fantasy princes do when they leave.”
“It’s past midnight and I’m still here,” he said.
“Good, because if you were a fantasy, I might just shock you by doing this.”
He sat naked in the low chair. Liana gave him an impish smile, then leaned forward and took his rapidly swelling arousal in her mouth. The combination of movement, moist heat and her long hair brushing against his inner thighs made him swear aloud. He tensed as a wave of pleasure rushed through him. In less than a heartbeat he was as hard as he’d ever been. Pressure built quickly and purposefully and he knew he had to distract himself or he would give way in a matter of seconds.
He closed his eyes and thought of other things, but the relentless movement of her mouth as she raised and lowered her lips against him was more than he could stand.
“What are you doing?” he asked as he put his hands under her arms and drew her up from her sensual task.
“Just giving in to temptation. When I woke up and saw you sitting there all naked and thoughtful, it seemed to be an invitation.”
Malik rose and drew her to her feet. He studied her face. “You are a woman of many surprises.”
“Why? Because I enjoy making love?” She shrugged. “I’ve never been opposed to it, in the right circumstances. My experience was limited to my marriage, but while Chuck and I were getting along, I rarely told him no. If you’re going to complain that I’m too wild, it’s your own fault. While I’ll accept responsibility for long-denied desire waking up, you’re the one who made it so good.”
Her words made him swell with pride—in more than just his chest. He had a fierce need to claim this woman again, to take them both to paradise and back. They might have only this night, but he wanted to use every minute to his advantage.
“I want you,” he said, moving close and kissing her.
With their bodies still pressed together, and their mouths joined, he moved them toward the bed. When she tumbled onto the mattress, he followed her onto the yielding surface, but he didn’t kiss her again. At least not on the lips. Instead he did to her what she’d done to him.
He licked the soft, quivering skin of her inner thigh, then moved higher to her woman’s place. There he parted the blond curls and studied her beautiful body. He used his tongue to find all the places that made her gasp and call out his name, knowing that her body, unlike his own, could be coaxed by him to experience ultimate release, only to have it happen again and again when he was inside her.
He licked her thoroughly, plunging his tongue into her waiting depths. She was sweet and hot, and he knew he would never forget a single moment of their lovemaking—not in this life or the next. He circled that one point of need, teasing it until she trembled and pulled her knees back toward her chest.
“Malik, please,” she pleaded, her voice soft and shaking, her breath coming in gasps.
He slipped two fingers inside her and pressed up, stroking her from the inside as he matched those movements with his tongue. She cried out. The single sound tore through him like a blade, finding sanctuary in his heart. Then all was forgotten in the convulsion of her muscles as her body contracted in waves of release. She pulsed around his fingers and he moved against the beats, drawing out the moment to make it last longer. He touched her more and more lightly until she was still, then he rose over her and plunged himself inside.
She grasped him to her and spoke his name over and over, like a talisman against the dark. As he moved in and out of her, the contractions began again, the quick, deep pulses making a mockery of his attempt to make it last longer this time. Instead he found himself speeding toward his own release, lost in the pleasure and the welcome he saw in her blue eyes.
She was, for this one brief, glorious night, his very own. And he would lose her in the morning, with the surety and speed of sand slipping through an hourglass.
 
Last night had been, hands down, the absolutely most amazing experience of her life, Liana thought hazily, some time the next morning. She lay on the soft bed and stared up at the tent’s ceiling. She knew that she was grinning like a fool and she couldn’t stop herself.
“You’re not supposed to be able to do that to me,” she said lazily.
Malik had already risen and dressed. The man had more energy than was human, she decided, watching him pull on his boots.
“I would say we did it to each other.” He looked at her and smiled. “But if you want me to take all the credit, I don’t mind.”
She rolled over and onto her stomach and pressed her cheek into the pillow. “I’d been married and I didn’t know it could be like that. Obviously Chuck and I needed to take a remedial course in sex or something. I had no idea my body was capable of doing that.”
And with a virtual stranger, she thought, still bemused by all that they’d been through together.
“I’ve always thought those romance novelists were lying,” she murmured as Malik sat next to her on the bed and rubbed her bare back. “I mean they write about all that great sex stuff and I figured it was just poetic license. But now I have to say those ladies do their research.”
Malik leaned down and kissed her. “While I want to take all the credit for last night, I can’t. I’ve never experienced anything like it before, either.”
She turned to face him. The sheet didn’t travel with her, and she was naked under the covers. When she realized her breasts were now bare before his gaze, she found she didn’t much care. Especially when he began to gently stroke the full curves.
“So it’s chemistry?” she asked.
“Or fate.”
“Fate, huh?” She kind of liked the sound of that.
Liana closed her eyes, giving herself over to Malik’s sensual touch. Maybe she’d been hasty to assume they couldn’t have any kind of a relationship. Maybe a short-term affair wasn’t out of the question. She was going to be in El Bahar for two years, and if he wanted to be intimate with her for a few of those months, was she crazy to agree?
The trick would be to keep her heart firmly out of reach. She couldn’t risk caring about him. In fact, if she were completely honest with herself, she was already a little nervous about having bonded. She didn’t think she was the one-night stand type. So she would have to be careful to keep her heart firmly locked up. Still, it might be worth it. After all how often did a woman like her get to—
A young woman stuck her head into the tent. Liana dove under the covers while Malik rose. “Good morning,” he said. “Have you brought coffee?”
“Yes, Your Highness,” the woman said in slow, careful English. She nodded at Malik, then moved toward the low table and set down a tray.
She looked to be in her late teens or early twenties. The shapeless robe and veil over her face made it difficult to tell.
“Don’t worry,” Malik told Liana. “This is simply desert hospitality at its finest. It’s a great honor for her to serve us coffee.”
“Yeah, and she caught me in your bed. What on earth are the tribespeople going to say about that? Aren’t they fairly traditional in their beliefs about sex?”
Malik didn’t meet her gaze. “It’s not a problem.”
She opened her mouth to question him more, but the young woman claimed her attention by approaching the side of the bed. She stopped and knelt on the thick rugs, then, with a glance back at Malik as if confirming he would stay where he was, she dropped her veil and smiled.
“Good morning, Princess Liana,” she said, speaking slowly, as if reciting a prepared speech in a language that was difficult for her. “Best wishes to you on the event of your marriage to the lion of the desert.”


Chapter Nine

“Married? Married?” Liana knew she’d been repeating the word over and over, but she didn’t know what else to say.
“It’s not what you think.”
She glared at Malik from her corner in the rear of the limo. She’d been silent for the first hour or so of their trip, but she couldn’t contain herself anymore. “Are we or are we not married?”
“We’re married.”
“Then it’s exactly what I think.”
This was not happening, she thought frantically as she stared out the window at the desert stretching to the horizon. It was a horrible dream brought on by lack of sleep, or too much sex or something, because she refused to believe it was real. She and Malik could not be married because there hadn’t been a ceremony. She was sure she would have remembered participating in one and reciting her vows, but she didn’t.
Of course she didn’t remember much of anything from the last hour except getting close to hysteria and insisting they return to the palace immediately. She wanted everything settled as soon as possible, and she had a feeling that wasn’t going to happen while they were out in the desert. She wanted to get back to the safety of the city. Once there, all this would make sense. She would find out there had been some kind of a mistake. That was it. A mistake. And soon everything would be put to right.
“Liana, you have to let me explain,” Malik said.
She spun to face him. “Explain away. I would love to hear how you and I got married, because I sure don’t remember it happening. And let me assure you, I’m not going to sit idly by while you attempt to run my life again. I don’t know what this game is, but I’m not playing.”
Malik reached for her hand, but she pulled her arm out of reach. “Don’t touch me,” she said. “I’m not doing that again, either. You might be a wizard in bed, but I won’t let myself be caught in that trap a second time. I can be seduced, but I’m not stupid.”
He stiffened and glared at her. “I didn’t seduce you. I made it very clear that whether or not we made love was completely up to you.”
She pressed her lips together. Damn the man, he was telling the truth. “All right. I’ll give you that one. I did agree.” She’d more than agreed, she thought grimly, remembering their second time. She’d been the initiator. And it had been amazing. “But I never said I would marry you. This whole thing is probably a joke to you, but it’s serious to me. We’re talking about my life. I don’t appreciate being made a pawn in some twisted game.”
Malik started to reach for her hand again, then stopped. “I didn’t trick you,” he said, then paused. “At least, I didn’t start out that way.”
“How kind of you,” she said sarcastically. “So it was an accident?”
“Do you want me to explain or not?”
She pressed her lips together. “Fine. I’m listening.”
“I invited you to join me for a welcoming ceremony,” he began. “That’s what I expected to happen. But when we arrived I saw right away that Bilal had arranged a desert wedding instead.”
He stopped talking. She waited, but after a couple of minutes of extended silence she knew he’d finished. “That’s it? That’s all you have to say. Oops, there was a mistake? Did it ever occur to you to explain it to me? To let me in on what was happening?”
“I knew you wouldn’t go through with it.”
“No kidding!” She was so frustrated she wanted to toss him out of the moving car. “Of course I wouldn’t have gone through with it. I don’t want to marry anyone. I certainly don’t want to marry you! I can’t believe you just blindly led me into this situation. Who do you think you are?”
Malik straightened in his seat. Even though she knew it wasn’t possible, she would have sworn he grew taller and more powerful as he spoke. “I am Malik Khan, Crown Prince of El Bahar. I am the future ruler of this nation, and I have done you a great honor by taking you as my wife.”
She opened her mouth, but no words came. What on earth was she supposed to say to that? “Well, la de da,” she managed at last, although saying it didn’t make her feel any better. Fortunately, the limo had arrived back at the palace.
She waited until Sandy slowed the vehicle, then opened the door before he brought it to a complete stop and jumped onto the paved walkway.
“I want to see the king,” she demanded as she made her way past the armed guards at attention.
Malik was already behind her. He grabbed her arm and spun her around to face him. “What do you think you’re doing?”
“Getting this mess straightened out. There’s been a mistake. Obviously you and I aren’t really married. I don’t know what you think you’re doing but it’s not going to work.”
“Married?”
“Mommy?”
Two voices spoke at the same time. Liana groaned, then jerked her arm free and saw that Fatima and her daughter had come out to greet them. Bethany’s eyes were huge and her mouth quivered as if she wasn’t sure if she should smile or not.
“Mommy, did you really marry Prince Malik?”
“No, I did not,” Liana said, glaring at him, daring him to contradict her. “There was a little mix-up at the desert camp, but I’m going to see the king and we’ll get it all straightened out.”
“Malik?” Fatima asked inquiringly.
“There was a change of plans,” her grandson said dryly. “It wasn’t a welcoming ceremony after all. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”
Liana planted her hands on her hips. “Don’t try and pass your actions off on others. You’re the one responsible.” She looked at the queen. “Excuse me, Fatima, but where is the king? I must speak with him right away.”
“I’ll take you to him,” Malik said stiffly.
“I’ll see him alone, thank you very much.” Liana started toward the palace. “You’ve already done quite enough.”
But it wasn’t to be. Even as she started down one of the many hallways, Malik caught up with her and took her hand. No matter how she pulled, he wouldn’t release her. And to make the situation even more humiliating, she’d turned the wrong way, so they had to backtrack to get to the king’s offices.
“You’re leaving as soon as we get there,” she told Malik under her breath. “I will not have this conversation while you’re in the room.”
“Then you won’t be having it, because I’m not leaving.”
“We’ll see about that,” Liana announced, even as she thought to herself that it was unlikely she was going to get her way in this matter. After all, she hadn’t gotten her way in very many other matters where Malik was concerned—except for the issue of living on her own in the housing by the American School. And a lot of good that had done her, she thought grimly. Malik had let her go, only to trick her into marriage.
They rounded the corner and found themselves facing a large set of double doors. The royal seal filled the center of each door and two armed guards stood at attention. For a second Liana wondered if they would be allowed to enter, but then a male secretary came running up and opened the right-hand door for them, bowing and announcing Malik at the same time.
King Givon sat behind an impressively large desk. There were bookcases and a large sitting area by a window that looked over a stunning garden complete with a life-sized statue of an Arabian horse.
The king rose as they entered. “What an unexpected surprise,” he said, smiling at them both. “Miss Archer. I have missed having you here at the palace. I’m pleased you took the time to come and speak with me today.”
His polite greeting left Liana feeling momentarily off balance. She jerked her hand free of Malik’s and nodded at the king. “Your Majesty, I have a small problem and I need your help.”
Givon raised his eyebrows then glanced at his son. “Are you that problem, Malik?”
“Sir,” Liana interrupted, “I would most appreciate it if we could have this conversation without the prince being present.”
“I see.” The king motioned for her to take a seat on one of the low sofas by the window. “And, Malik, do you wish to stay?”
“Yes, Father.”
Liana forced herself to settle on one of the soft cushions when all she really wanted to do was bounce to her feet and pace the length of the impressive room. The rugs underfoot looked as ancient as El Bahar itself, yet, despite their age, they were rich with color. Each design appeared to be more perfect than the one before, yet she knew that every rug had a tiny flaw worked deliberately into the weave.
King Givon sat next to Liana and took one of her hands in his. “I’m sorry, my child. I would dearly love to grant your request of an audience without the presence of my son, but as he wishes to be here, I cannot deny him. I hope you’ll understand.”
She didn’t at all, but she doubted it would help to say that. Instead she nodded and stared at her hands. Her hands. Her breath caught as she took in the patterns of henna staining her skin. Her eyes closed as she remembered reading something about henna being applied to the hands and feet of a bride. Why hadn’t she remembered this yesterday?
“I can’t believe it,” she murmured, then looked at the king. “Something horrible has happened. I understand that Malik is your son and the Crown Prince, but I hope you will put your personal feelings aside and hear me out.”
“Of course.” The king nodded gravely.
Malik moved to the window where he stood with his back to them. She had no idea what he was thinking, and she didn’t care. “Yesterday I accompanied Prince Malik out into the desert.” She briefly recounted her expectation that she was to participate in a welcoming ceremony, and how she’d found out this morning that she and Malik had somehow been married.
“It can’t be true,” she said urgently. “I never agreed to any of it. Someone has made a mistake. I won’t be married to him. I can’t be. No one asked me if I wanted to marry him.”
The king patted the hand he held. “The ancient ways are different here than in the West,” he began. “A traditional desert wedding doesn’t require the permission of the bride, only that of her family.”
“But I don’t have any family here.”
Wise dark eyes so much like Malik’s stared into her face. “Without family to care for you—” he began, but Liana cut him off.
She pulled her hand free and rose to her feet. “I don’t need anyone to take care of me or my daughter. I do a fine job all on my own.” She pressed her fingertips together.
“That is true,” the king agreed. “However, the old ways don’t make allowances for a woman who can support herself. Instead, a woman without family will be married off to the first man willing to provide for her. Under those circumstances, her husband is held to a higher standard because the woman is without protection.” Givon smiled. “In our own way, we try to see that all are taken care of.”
Liana swallowed her frustration. Screaming at the king was only going to make him angry and what she really needed was the monarch on her side. Even so it was difficult to keep the sarcasm out of her voice. “So you’re saying that because I have no family, any man in El Bahar can marry me against my will?”
“Something like that. But, as I mentioned, these are the old ways. Things are different now.”
Relief flooded her. She sank back onto the sofa and for the first time that morning, smiled. “So we’re not married?”
King Givon glanced at his son, who still stood with his back to them. “Modern practices have taken the place of desert marriages for most people, however the desert arrangements can still be valid under certain circumstances.”
Liana swallowed. A knot formed in her stomach and she had a bad feeling about what the king was going to say. “What circumstances?”
“If you went through the desert ceremony last night and that was all, then the marriage can be annulled immediately. However, if the marriage was consummated, then I’m afraid it’s completely binding. At that point the couple is truly married for a month. After that time, they may consider a divorce, but not before.”
Liana couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t think, she couldn’t move. She could only stare at the king sitting next to her and press her lips together to keep from crying out in frustration.
“That can’t be it,” she whispered. “Anything but that.”
Givon’s bushy dark eyebrows raised slightly. “I see.”
Just two words, but there was a wealth of meaning behind them. Color and heat flooded her face. Liana sprang to her feet and mumbled an apology, then ran from the room. She pushed past the startled guards and ran until the king’s private office was far behind her, and she was again in a familiar part of the palace.
She stopped by a small fountain in an alcove. The splash of water sounded like tiny bells, but she barely heard the soft melody because of the harsh sobs clawing at her throat.
It couldn’t be true, she thought frantically. Someone was lying. In this day and age a man couldn’t really marry a woman without her permission, could he? Not even a Crown Prince. And even if it were so, why would Malik do it? And with her? Was he tricking her? Did he want to punish her for leaving the palace? But that didn’t make sense, she thought as she dashed away her tears. Of course, nothing made sense anymore.
She leaned against the cool wall and continued to sniff and smooth away her tears, all the while trying not to notice the henna staining her hands. What was she supposed to do now?
Liana slowly focused on her surroundings. She’d stopped in a little-used corner of one of the side corridors by the harem. She straightened and drew in a deep breath. She had more than herself to consider—there was also Bethany. This affected her as well. If it was true.
Liana knew only one other person she could ask about the marriage, so she walked around the corner and headed for the gold doors that marked the entrance to the harem.
Inside, she found both of Malik’s sisters-in-law as well as Fatima waiting for her. Bethany bounced to her feet and raced over to her mother.
“Fatima says that you’re really married to Prince Malik, which means you’re a princess,” her daughter said, beaming up at her. “Can I be a princess, too? Please, Mommy?”
Liana looked at the elegant queen. “So it’s true?”
Fatima rose to her feet and crossed the marble floor. When she was in front of Liana, she rested her hands on Liana’s shoulders, then leaned forward and kissed her on both cheeks. “Well, my daughter,” Fatima said. “I’m afraid you have married the Crown Prince.” A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “Of course, now that you have him, I can’t help thinking he will be the one to change, not you. You’re an excellent partner for my grandson.”
The queen was actually smiling at her, Liana thought in amazement. Both Dora and Heidi were nodding with approval. As for being partners, that wasn’t going to happen. Not if she could do anything about it.
“We’re not really married,” she said flatly, stepping back from Fatima.
“But the king called and said you are,” Bethany announced. “Just now. And Fatima was happy, and now Princess Dora and Princess Heidi are my aunts and Fatima is my grandma and I have a big family.” She clapped her hands together. “I’ve always wanted a big family, but till now it was mostly Mommy and me.” She looked at her mother. “What are you going to tell Grandma and Grandpa?”
“Oh, Lord,” Liana murmured. What was she going to tell her parents? Nothing for now, she thought. Nothing until everything was straightened out. If she and Malik were really married, then her parents would have plenty of time to deal with the fact that their daughter had married a prince. If she could get the situation fixed, they might never have to know.
Liana pressed her fingers to her temple. “I don’t feel too good.”
“Perhaps you should sit down,” Fatima said, leading her over to the sofa.
Dora gave her a sympathetic smile. “I’ll order tea.”
Liana looked at her. “I don’t think tea is going to help this situation.” She shook her head. “This isn’t really happening, is it?
Bethany plopped down next to her. “It’s okay, Mommy. You’ll see. You’ll like being married to Prince Malik. He’s really nice. When we go out riding, he always listens to me and talks to me. Not like some grown-ups. And now we can live here in the palace where there are horses and the babies. I’ll still go to school, of course, and I’ll study really hard and not be a moment’s trouble. Really. So you’ll like being here and will want to stay married to Prince Malik forever.”
Her own daughter had already bought the idea, Liana realized. She’d thought Bethany might be upset, but of course she wasn’t. For the nine-year-old, having Malik as a father was something out of a fairy tale. After all, he was a handsome prince who had taught her to ride a horse and now appeared willing to make all her dreams come true.
“I think I’m going to faint,” Liana said as all the blood rushed from her head and the room swayed.
“Deep breaths,” Fatima instructed. “You’re in shock, but you’ll get used to the idea.” She smiled. “You’re now married to a prince. That can’t be a bad thing.”
Liana wanted to disagree in the strongest terms possible. Of course it was a bad thing. She’d been tricked into marriage by a man she hardly knew. Nothing about her life had prepared her for this, and she didn’t want to be here. If she’d known what was going to happen when she came to El Bahar, she never would have left California.
She looked at the other women in the room. They stared back with varying degrees of concern, but no one was shocked. They weren’t appalled and bemoaning her fate. Was she the only one still based in reality?
Heidi leaned forward and smiled at her. “I know this must seem strange, but it’s not as bad as you think. After all, you get to be married to a prince. Imagine how wonderful it would be if you fell in love with him.”
Liana opened her mouth to speak, then closed it. There was no polite way to respond to that comment and she didn’t want to alienate herself from everyone at the palace. In love with Malik? Not her, not ever. If she were left alone with the man for more than three minutes, she would skin him alive…or worse. In love. That was ridiculous. Just because he was sort of attractive and fairly decent to her daughter. And the sex had been spectacular, she added grudgingly. More than spectacular. It had been intense enough to change the earth’s rotation. But that was lust, not love, and, as for the rest of it, she would never allow herself to care for someone who thought he could get whatever he wanted just by pushing other people around.
Besides, she had a life of her own. Which reminded her. “I have to get back to my condo,” she told Fatima.
“Of course. You’ll want your things.”
Liana didn’t want to think about the reality of having to move back into the palace. So she didn’t. “Actually, I was more concerned about my lesson plan. I need to go over it for Monday.”
Fatima patted her hand. “That’s not necessary, my dear. You’re the wife of the Crown Prince. You won’t be teaching anymore. In fact, you never have to worry about working again for the rest of your life.”


Chapter Ten

Not having to work again might be someone else’s fantasy, Liana thought grimly, but it wasn’t hers. She enjoyed taking care of herself. Being with Chuck had taught her not to depend on anyone else, and she didn’t intend ever to forget that lesson.
So she sat quietly through her tea with Fatima and the two princesses, and, when she could, she escaped back to the guest suite where she and Bethany had first stayed. There she made the first of her two phone calls. She was not about to accept her current situation without a fight.
However, thirty minutes later she was forced to concede defeat. The administrator of her school had congratulated her on her unexpected nuptials and had gone on to inform her that not only had her classes already been reassigned to other teachers, but that her account had been credited for her full two years of salary. Liana grimaced. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind as to where that money had come from, and if Malik thought he could buy her off, he was going to be surprised.
Her second call had been to the American consulate. While the man at the office had been sympathetic and understanding, he hadn’t been the least bit helpful. El Baharian desert marriages were legally binding. If she and the prince had consummated the union, then she was married for the next thirty days. After that time, she could pursue a divorce. Oh, and he had also suggested it would be very nice if she didn’t make an international incident about the issue. Relations with this very rich Middle Eastern country were most cordial and the United States government intended to keep them that way.
Liana got the message. This was her problem and no one was going to help her out of it.
No matter how many times she replayed the situation in her mind, it didn’t make sense. Why her? Men like Malik didn’t fall for women like her. She knew he wasn’t in love with her. And while the sex had been amazing, that had occurred after the so-called marriage ceremony. He was a prince. She was a schoolteacher. They did not belong together, so why had he done it? She glared at the phone, picked up the receiver, then slammed it down again. This couldn’t be happening, she thought frantically. She wouldn’t let it. When had she lost control of her life? Was El Bahar really so very different? Had she truly been trapped into marriage without her consent?
“Mommy, why are you mad?”
Liana hadn’t heard her daughter enter the room, but now she glanced up and saw her standing by the entrance to the suite. Familiar blue eyes stared at her in confusion.
Liana held open her arms and her daughter ran over to her. They hugged each other, then Liana settled the child on the sofa next to her and brushed her bangs out of her face.
“I’m not angry so much as frustrated,” Liana admitted.
“But Fatima says that now we get to live in the palace and I can ride horses every day.”
Liana pressed her lips together. When the situation was described like that and viewed from a nine-year-old’s perspective, what was there not to like? Bethany could live in a real castle, have a prince for a father and a bevy of aunts and uncles ready to spoil her at every turn.
If only life were that simple for adults, Liana thought sadly. “Prince Malik and I are married,” she admitted, although she hated giving in on that point. “But it’s not a permanent marriage. It’s like summer school. You know, shorter than a regular semester. Well this marriage is going to be shorter than most. Just a month. And when the month is over, you and I are going back to America.”
Bethany’s eyes filled with tears. “But I want to stay here forever. I want Prince Malik to be my daddy. He likes me and talks to me, and he’s never too busy or forgets to come get me. Please, Mommy. Can’t we please stay? I’ll be really good and Prince Malik will buy you flowers every day and you’ll never have to worry about having enough money to buy me school clothes and I’ll go to bed right on time every night, I promise.”
Her daughter’s pain cut through Liana like a knife. She knew that Chuck had let his daughter down, but until she heard Bethany glory in a man who picked her up when he said he would and took a few minutes to give her attention, she hadn’t realized how deep the wound went in her little girl. Tears flowed down Bethany’s cheeks and caused Liana’s eyes to burn as well.
How was she supposed to explain that what Malik had done was wrong? That no man, prince or not, could trap a woman against her will? But Bethany wouldn’t see marriage to Malik as a trap. For her it was a dream come true.
“I’m sorry,” Liana murmured, holding her daughter close. “I wish I could explain it better. We’re going to have to stay for a month, but that’s all. I want you to enjoy your time here, but don’t forget it’s just for a short time and then we must go home.”
Bethany pressed against her shoulder and sobbed as if her heart were breaking. Which it probably was, Liana thought grimly. Sometimes being a parent was the hardest job in the world.
“I’m going to pray every night that we get to stay,” Bethany said, her voice still thick with tears. “I’m going to ask God to change your mind and make you want to stay here.” She raised her head and sniffed. “Or maybe you could fall in love with Prince Malik and then you’ll never want to leave.”
And pigs could fly, Liana thought. In love with Malik? Yeah, right. In what lifetime? The man had bullied her from the moment she’d set foot in his country. He’d brought her to the palace against her will, he’d tricked her into marriage and now who knows what more he expected?
Liana swallowed against the sudden tightness in her throat. Bethany stared up at her with such hope that she couldn’t help wishing there was a way to give her daughter everything she wanted. Malik had been good to her daughter, she admitted grudgingly. He’d been consistent and patient. From what Liana could tell he actually liked spending time with her.
He was also incredible in bed, not that his skills there excused anything or made the slightest bit of difference to her. All right, so he was good-looking and intelligent. And maybe their talk on the way to the desert had given her some insight into the stress of his life. After all, where did a Crown Prince go at the end of the day? How did he relax and to whom did he talk? From what she’d been able to tell, Malik was very much alone. So she was the tiniest bit honored that he felt he could trust her enough to share some of his life with her. But that didn’t excuse one thing he’d done and there was no way in this lifetime that she was ever going to do something so incredibly stupid as to fall in love with the man.
 
Later that afternoon, Malik returned to his father’s office. They’d both had urgent business to take care of, but the conversation about Malik’s marriage to Liana Archer couldn’t be put off forever.
Malik knew the questions his father would have. Questions any sane person might ask. Why had he done it? Malik had asked himself the same question, but he wasn’t sure he was willing to share the answer with anyone. He could barely acknowledge it himself. Except for that one moment when he’d realized that Bilal had prepared for a wedding, not a welcoming, Malik had felt as if he could finally touch all he’d ever wanted. His decision had been impulsive. He might have to pay for it for the rest of his life, but he couldn’t regret it.
He walked into his father’s private office and found the older man waiting there, along with Fatima. He greeted them both, then stood in front of the sofa and braced his feet. An American expression came to mind—the best defense was a good offense. He glared at his father.
“You contacted Bilal and changed the ceremony,” Malik said.
King Givon shrugged. “I might have suggested something of the sort, but I never thought you’d go through with it.”
“Of course you did. Otherwise why bother?”
Fatima leaned forward. Elegant as always, the Queen Mother looked much younger than her nearly eighty years. “Malik, it’s been so long since you’ve showed any interest in a woman. We thought we would plant the seed in your mind that she might be someone worth pursuing.” She waved a slender hand. “If you’d married her and not bedded her, or if you’d at least told her the truth, the marriage could have been annulled.”
Malik drew his eyebrows together. “You meddled in my life and now you’re concerned because you got what you wanted?”
Fatima sighed. “It seems we might have misjudged the situation. Liana is not one to take kindly to being tricked into marriage.”
“I can’t blame her for that,” he said blandly.
“But you’re the one who tricked her,” Givon said forcefully. “Why did you do it?”
Malik shrugged. “I was surprised when I realized what Bilal was doing. I thought about taking Liana and leaving, or even telling her the truth and letting her decide.” He paused. “But she would have said no. There was also the matter of offending Bilal and his people. So I married her without her knowledge because I wanted her for my wife.”
“But she’s not going to simply allow this to happen,” Fatima said. “She’s furious, and I’m not sure I blame her. Our ways are not her ways.” She stared at her grandson. “Why this one? Why do you want this woman?”
He didn’t know how to answer that. “She intrigues me.”
“Heidi intrigued you,” the queen pointed out. “She saw past the title and duties to the man inside. Why is Liana different?”
Malik considered her statement. He’d known Heidi for years. As a teenager, she’d been a frequent visitor to the palace. Somehow his position had never impressed her. Even now she took great pleasure in teasing him unmercifully.
Malik smiled at the memory. “Heidi was always for Jamal,” he said. “Even when we were younger, I knew they belonged together. And even if they hadn’t, she and I would not have been right together. My feelings for her are purely brotherly. Nothing more.”
“You care for her very much,” Fatima reminded him.
“I know.” With Heidi he could feel almost human. It was an immeasurable gift.
“So, you have a month in which to win your new bride,” his grandmother said. “A month in which to make her fall in love with you and a month for you to learn to love her back.”
Malik nodded, agreeing with all but the last. He would do his best to win Liana—to make her fall in love with him. But he would never love her, or anyone. He could not. Love was a weakness he could not allow himself. That was a lesson he’d learned at a young age and one that had never left him.
 
Knowing he couldn’t put it off any longer, Malik went in search of Liana. They had to talk about all that had happened. By now she knew that she was no longer employed by the American School. She might have even called the American consulate. He wasn’t sure what they would have told her. Perhaps the truth—that in El Bahar, a desert marriage was still valid, and that for the next month she was his wife.
Wife. He turned the word over in his mind. He’d been married before. But Iman had taken that simple word—wife—and had made it into something evil. She had defiled their marriage bed and had humiliated him a thousand times over. Worse, she had weakened him in front of his countrymen. There could be no greater sin.
But Liana was not Iman, he reminded himself. He had seen the truth of Liana’s character reflected in the artless conversation of her charming daughter. A child repeats what it hears and learns, and Bethany spoke of a warm, loving woman with a generous heart. She confessed to times of loneliness and poverty, but only casually. Liana had given her child all she had. She could not be more different from Iman.
He paused outside the guest-room door. After knocking once, he entered and found her alone, standing by the French doors overlooking the Arabian Sea.
Sometime since he’d seen her last she’d changed her clothes, exchanging her traditional blue gown for jeans and a T-shirt. Her long blond hair hung loose about her shoulders and he couldn’t help remembering how it had felt brushing against his thighs the previous night when she’d knelt in front of him and taken him in her—
“What do you want?” she asked, continuing to stare out at the view. She hadn’t turned to face him, nor was there any anger in her voice. She sounded tired and resigned.
“Where’s Bethany?”
“She ran to tell the horses the good news. That she was going to be living in the palace and could see them every day. I’ve informed her that we’re only here until the month is up, but she’s hoping for a miracle.”
Liana slowly turned to face him. She wasn’t wearing any makeup and her skin was pale. Except for the henna staining her hands, she looked like a typical American woman ready for a casual Saturday of housework and errands.
“I’ve been standing here trying to make sense of it all,” she said, raising her gaze to his face. “The truth is, I can’t. Why did you do this, Malik? Why did you trick me into marriage?”
“I didn’t know the ceremony had been changed until we arrived in the camp. Once I realized what they were doing, I went along with them.”
“Why?”
“I needed a wife.”
She stared at him. “As simple as that? No explanations, or excuses?”
“Do you want to hear any?”
“Not really.”
“I thought as much. So why bother? I’ve told you the truth.”
“You needed a wife?” She shook her head in disbelief. “Okay, say I buy that. Why me? There must be hundreds, no, thousands of women more suited to the task. I don’t know the first thing about your world. I don’t have family connections or the training. My idea of high fashion is buying a cotton blouse that’s not on sale. I don’t know how to make political small talk with visiting dignitaries, and I’m sure not beautiful enough to grace a magazine cover.”
Malik studied her critically. Technically, she might not have the classic features of a beauty, but when he looked at her, he saw pure loveliness. The face of the woman with whom he could almost be himself. Someone worth bothering about.
“No man could be dissatisfied with your appearance,” he said.
“There’s a compliment.” She shoved her hands into her back pockets. “I don’t know what to say to you, or even what to think. My entire life is out of control.”
“Your life is very much in control.”
“Oh, yeah, and you’re the one doing the controlling. I hate that. Who gives you the right?”
“Ancient tradition allows—”
“Screw ancient traditions,” she said, interrupting him. She pulled her hands free of her pockets and approached him. “Who gave you the right to mess with my life and why on earth did you pick me?” She stopped a couple of feet in front of him and rubbed her temples. “Is that what the sex was all about? Did you do it just to keep me?”
How was he supposed to answer that? If they hadn’t made love, she would be free to leave him now. But that hadn’t been the reason he’d wanted to be with her. He weighed his options, then decided to speak the truth.
“If we hadn’t made love last night, I knew I would die.” Perhaps not on the outside, but certainly in his soul where the last vestiges of his humanity clung by a thread. Being with Liana had given him new life…if only for a short time.
She glared at him. “Great line. Did you think it up yourself?”
“It’s the truth.”
“Sure. And I’m the queen of…” Her voice trailed off. “Never mind. I might just be queen of something, after all.” She turned toward the window, then spun back to face him. “I don’t want this,” she told him. “I can’t believe I came half-way around the world only to end up with someone exactly like my ex-husband.”
Malik stiffened. “Do not compare me with him. We are nothing alike.”
“Aren’t you? Chuck made all kinds of decisions without consulting me. He took our savings, which we had in theory agreed was for a down payment on a house, and bought a new race car and an engine and tires. He never asked, he just did what he wanted. Frankly, I can’t see that you’re any different.”
“I have taken nothing from you,” Malik reminded her. “You have only gained from knowing me.”
“If we’re talking about the money you had placed in my account, you can forget it. I’ll be giving that all back. While it’s a generous payment for one night of sex, I refuse to be your whore for any price.”
He grabbed her upper arms. “Is that what you think? That I paid you to service me?”
Her eyes glistened with unshed tears. “What else could it be?”
“Perhaps it was my way of making sure your dreams were not affected by all that has happened. It is not my intention to have you go when the month is up, but if I can’t stop you I don’t want you to leave El Bahar without what you came for. The divorce would have provided you with a generous settlement, but I thought you might be stubborn about that. I thought you would at least take what you expected to have earned from teaching. If you return to your country with that money, then both you and Bethany will be taken care of. You will have your house, and she will have her money for college.”
He shook her slightly, but didn’t give in to the rage boiling inside of him. “How dare you imply I treated you as anything but a precious part of my life? I didn’t take you last night without regard for your feelings. I asked you. I had you choose what you wanted. If you had refused me, I would have walked away. I have honored you by marrying you and yet you accuse me of treating you in such a despicable way.” He thrust her from him. “You know nothing of me.”
“You’re right,” she said, her breathing coming in hard pants. “I don’t know you and I don’t want to. I had my whole life planned. Everything was fine. I do a damn good job taking care of my daughter and myself, and we don’t need you.” A single tear slipped down one cheek. “But we’re stuck with you now. So tell me what’s going to happen? What about Bethany and how this is going to affect her? She’s going to be destroyed.”
“Why? I care for her.”
“Isn’t that nice. Well, guess what? She cares about you, too, and living here is only going to make that worse. She’s going to start to have expectations.”
“I will be a good father to her.”
“Will you visit her when we’re back in California? Do you plan to fly in every other weekend? Don’t you realize that a month is plenty of time for her to get her heart broken?”
“I don’t want it to be just for a month. I want you both to stay.”
“Oh, that’s so nice,” she said sarcastically. “But this may be one of those times when you don’t get what you want.”
He refused to think about that. Liana was here and she was going to stay. Somehow he would convince her.
“You and Bethany will move into my suite today,” he said. “Someone has already been sent to pick up your things. I will give you a few days to settle in, and then I’ll be joining you in our bed.”
She bristled. “I don’t think so, Prince Malik. I might be stuck in El Bahar, but I’m not staying in the palace.”
“You are my wife. Your place is at my side. Besides, you don’t have a choice. The housing at the American School is no longer available to you.”
She blinked. “Because I don’t work there anymore,” she said slowly, as if it was all just sinking in. “Let me guess the rest of it. No one will rent a room to me if you tell them not to.”
“You are my wife,” he repeated stubbornly. “Your place is here.”
“I’ll go to the American consulate,” she said. “They’ll have to help.”
He wasn’t sure if she didn’t see that she had no choice or if she was determined to fight him to the end, regardless of her lack of options. He suspected the latter. Liana could be most stubborn. While that trait made things difficult now, he knew it would be a great help later in their life together. She would fight for what she believed, and when they had sons together her strength would help them to rule El Bahar with wisdom and courage.
Liana continued to stare defiantly. He touched her shoulder. “They will not help you.”
Her whole body stiffened, then she seemed to collapse upon herself. She walked over to the sofa and sank onto a cushion. “It’s not fair,” she whispered.
“Perhaps not, but we must live with the situation as it exists. We are married. Nothing can change that. Would it be so difficult to make the best of things?”
She raised her head. Fire glowed in her eyes. “You haven’t won, Malik. I might be here for the next thirty days, but when the time is up, Bethany and I are leaving.”
“No. You will fall in love with me and you will stay.”
Her lips curved into a smile, but there was no humor in her expression. “Want to bet?”
Now it was his turn to smile. She couldn’t know that he was betting his very life on her staying. She was his last hope. Only with Liana did he have a chance of surviving, of being a man rather than a machine. She had the key to his heart and if she walked away from him, it would stay locked forever.
But he didn’t tell her any of that. For one thing, she would never believe him. For another, he couldn’t imagine allowing himself ever to be that vulnerable to another person. He’d been raised to be autonomous. He was Crown Prince Malik and he needed no one.
“You will love me,” he repeated. “And you will stay.”
“You will rue the day you tricked me into marriage,” she retorted.
He met her angry gaze and knew that only one of them was going to be right. But which one?


Chapter Eleven

“Mommy is really mad at you,” Bethany confided the following day as their horses picked their way across the open desert.
Malik glanced at the child riding next to him. “I’m not surprised. She was angry last night when we spoke.” While Liana had conceded that it was necessary to stay in the palace, she’d not given in easily, nor had she moved into his suite. Instead, she and her daughter were back in their original guest quarters.
He tried not to think about the humiliation of being rejected by his wife less than twenty-four hours after their wedding. He knew there was talk in the palace, and soon it would drift out to the city. Still, he would survive this; nothing Liana could do would ever compare to Iman’s transgressions.
“You’re gonna have to do something,” Bethany informed him. “Otherwise she’s gonna stay mad forever.”
Malik stiffened in the saddle. “I’m Prince Malik Khan. I do not compromise.”
The nine-year-old looked at him. She wore her blond hair pulled back in a braid under her riding hat. The combination of light-colored hair and the black cap made her eyes appear even more blue than usual.
“If compromising means you’ve made a mistake, and you have to admit it, I think that’s what Mommy wants.” Bethany flashed him a smile. “She says she wants a lot of other things, too, but I don’t think she really means them. Especially not the part about cutting off your head and leaving it on a stick in the center of town.”
“How very visual,” he said dryly.
“Mommy has a great imagination. She can make really boring stuff interesting. That’s why she’s such a good teacher. Oh!” His riding companion brightened. “She’s mad about losing her job, too, and she’s even more mad about her getting all her money, even though she didn’t finish teaching.” Her voice lowered confidentially. “You’re kinda in trouble, Prince Malik. I didn’t know grown-ups could be in trouble like kids, but they sure can.”
He didn’t know how to respond. He understood that Liana was annoyed with him for tricking her, but she’d overreacted to the situation. After all, he was a prince, and he’d married her. It wasn’t as if he’d taken advantage of her then cast her aside. He had willingly given her his name, then set her up as his country’s future queen.
Yet in return she insulted him by refusing to move into his quarters. Didn’t she understand that he wanted her there? Not only so they could be lovers again, but because he wanted to think about her living where he lived. He wanted her fitting into his life, using his belongings, appreciating the art, enjoying the views, just being a part of his world. Was that so wrong? Couldn’t she see that he had not wanted anyone else to do that? Did she know what it cost him to open up enough just for this?
He stared at the horizon where the sun was barely visible in the cool, clear dawn. Sometimes his life felt as empty and cold as the desert in winter. Liana could be his sun—offering both warmth and light. Yet she turned her back on him and rejected him. Then he reminded himself that he should expect little else from her. The price of his position was isolation.
“I don’t understand why Mommy is so upset,” Bethany said a few minutes later when they’d turned the horses and were heading back to the stables. “I think she likes you, but she doesn’t want to say that. And she’s so mad now that she keeps talking about you being just like my dad.” Bethany glanced at him, her expression confused.
“You’re not like Daddy at all,” she said confidently. “You never forget our plans to go riding, and you’re never too busy to talk to me. You’re always nice, and we have fun. I told her that, too, but she said I’m too young to understand.”
Malik didn’t understand either, but he wasn’t about to share that with Bethany.
“I’m sure we’ll come to some agreement,” he said.
“I hope so, because I don’t want to leave El Bahar. I want to live in the palace and be a real princess.”
“I’ll have to see what I can do about that.” Bethany grinned. “Then everyone in school will have to bow to me, and I won’t have to do what the teachers say.”
“Unfortunately, little one, it’s not that simple. Sometimes being royal means doing a lot of things you don’t want to do, even when all your friends are going out to play. There are many responsibilities.”
Bethany sighed. “I guess it couldn’t be as wonderful as I think.” She glanced at him. “Is that why you married Mommy? To have her help with your responsibilities?”
“Some,” he admitted. “Some of the reason is that I didn’t want her to go away.”
“But she says we’re going away anyway, and in a month, not in two years like we were at first.” She frowned. “You’re gonna have to do something, Prince Malik. Because if Mommy doesn’t stop being mad at you, she’s not going to stay here at the palace.”
“I know.” The problem was he didn’t know what to do to change Liana’s mind. “Do you have any suggestions?”
She rolled her eyes. “I’m only nine. I don’t know about grown-up stuff like that. Except in those books she reads, the men are always getting the ladies to fall in love. And then they get married and live happily ever after. I think you forgot the in-love part. You should have done that first. Then she wouldn’t want to leave.”
They were by the stables. Malik slid off his mount, then helped Bethany down. “I suspect you’re right. I did do things backwards.”
“So make Mommy fall in love with you. It can’t be too hard. Those women in her romance novels are always falling in love. You could read one, then do what they do.” She beamed. “If you get it right, we won’t have to leave.”
Malik was not the kind of man to take advice from a book, but he couldn’t quite explain that to a nine-year-old.
“I’ll think about it,” he said at last.
Bethany hugged him, her small arms going around his waist. “I’ll try to talk to Mommy more,” she said. “So we never have to leave.”
Malik removed her hat and then smoothed her sleek blond hair. “I don’t want either of you to leave,” he said.
What he didn’t dare tell her was that she was part of the reason he’d married her mother. Not only was Bethany proof that Liana would be a good mother for his sons, but he’d actually grown to care for the child. She was intelligent and spoke her mind with a frankness he found refreshing.
Sometimes when he was with her, he allowed himself to forget all the responsibilities waiting for him when he returned to his world. In Bethany he saw how life would have been had he not been the Crown Prince.
So different, he thought, remembering all the afternoons he’d spent watching from the window as his brothers left the schoolroom to go riding or out to the souk with their tutor. But his days lasted long after the hours of study. When he had finished with his tutor, he reported to his father. In the afternoons, the king and his ministers trained him in matters of government. After dinner, there had been more lessons, or state events he was expected to attend. While his brothers had been free to return to their mother’s side to be cuddled and read to or sung to sleep, Malik had lived alone. He’d been deemed a man at the age of four and had been expected to act like one at all times.
Malik didn’t want that for his children, but he knew no other way. So he needed Liana to be the loving force in their lives. She would fight for them, protect them, even from him. She would make sure they knew what it was to love and be loved. With her as their mother, he wouldn’t have to worry that they would grow up with a black soul and an empty heart.
 
Liana felt she and Malik were still at a draw. He’d forced her to stay in the palace, but she’d insisted on living in guest quarters rather than moving into his rooms. She wasn’t teaching, but she also wasn’t a part of his life. Unfortunately, the victories weren’t very helpful, and after two days of pacing the length of her suite, she was ready to go crazy.
There was nothing to do with her day. She was used to always being on the run. Between teaching and Bethany and her house, she’d had a list of things to do that stretched into next month. Every day had been busy from the time she woke up until she fell exhausted into bed. But now there was nothing. Bethany was in school all day. The suite didn’t require cleaning—there were servants who got insulted if she so much as made her own bed. Someone else did the cooking. She had no friends and no one to talk to. Worse, she sensed that her marriage to Malik—not to mention their unusual living arrangements—was the subject of much gossip and speculation.
A part of her felt guilty that people might think badly of Malik because of her actions. But then she reminded herself what he’d done to her, and she got mad all over again, and that made her swear she wasn’t going to give in.
Her life had become very complicated, she thought to herself as she stared out at the beautiful view. She still didn’t understand why Malik had married her. Nothing about her screamed “great catch.”
She didn’t think he was madly in love with her. She thought he might like her and she was reasonably confident that he’d enjoyed making love as much as she had…at least she hoped so. But that was all temporary when compared with the act of getting married. Which brought her back to her original question of what on earth he’d been doing.
“I need some answers,” she said aloud and turned her back on the view. That was the problem. She had too many questions and not enough information. Therefore she had to go to the source and find out what exactly was going on.
That decided, Liana stalked out of her suite and made her way into the working wing of the palace. She remembered some of the way from when Malik had taken her to see the king.
After a wrong turn and detailed directions from an assistant, she found herself standing in front of an imposing desk, staring down at an official-looking man with short blond hair and wire-rimmed glasses. He was pale and slight, but with an air of importance that made her tug at the hem of her short-sleeved cotton sweater.
The man continued typing on his computer for what seemed like hours. Finally he looked up at her and raised his eyebrows. “Yes?”
“I’d like to see Prince Malik,” she said, trying not to sound as intimidated and out of place as she felt.
The man smiled, but the gesture wasn’t the least bit friendly. “I’m sure you would, but that’s not possible. At the moment he’s meeting with the king. Later he has a meeting with Prince Jamal. There is a parliamentary session this afternoon and a formal state dinner tonight. I just don’t see where I can squeeze you in.” He clicked three keys on the computer. “The prince might have something at the end of the month. Would that be convenient?”
Instead of answering, Liana looked around the room. She’d given the open space a quick perusal when she’d first entered, but now she noted the original oil paintings, the coat of arms on the far wall, the richness of the carpet and the odious little man barring her from her husband.
The truth hit her like a bolt of lightning. She’d really married a prince. A future ruler of a real country. Not just a wealthy man or a successful man, but an honest-to-God prince. What on earth had she been thinking?
“Well, do you want the appointment or not?”
Liana blinked at the man and shook her head. “No. Thanks.”
She backed out of the room and quickly made her way down the marble hallways. There were fountains and statues and priceless rugs.
She hurried back toward the more familiar section of the palace. When she rounded a corner, she saw the golden doors that marked the entrance to the harem. Gold, she thought, feeling dazed. These were solid gold doors that had been carved or hammered or whatever it was people did to gold to make it decorative. She traced the intricate pattern, then pushed her way inside. She wasn’t sure what she wanted here, she only knew that at least in these rooms the men weren’t allowed.
Liana shut the heavy door behind her and leaned against it. In front of her, Dora and Heidi sat on two sofas, talking.
Dora looked up and saw her first. She smiled. “You look terrified. Whatever has happened, we can help. Please join us.” She motioned to the tea set on the low table between them. “We sent Rihana to your suite with an invitation, but you weren’t there.”
Liana crossed the marble floor and sat down next to Heidi. She gave them both a wobbly smile. “I was at the other end of the palace. I wanted to see Malik, but his secretary told me I needed an appointment.”
Heidi wrinkled her nose. “Don’t get me started on Malik’s secretary. I don’t like Zachary very much. He’s too self-important for me. But I suppose he’s efficient. At least that’s what Jamal says.”
Dora shrugged. “I agree with you about him not being my favorite.” She looked at Liana. “Next time, tell him who you are. I suspect he didn’t know. Otherwise he would have let you right in.”
Liana wasn’t sure if that was the case, but she nodded because it was expected. Rihana entered then, carrying a tray of more tea and sandwiches. As the afternoon snack was served, Liana tried not to think about the fact that she was having English tea with two princesses in the harem of the palace in El Bahar. She felt as if she’d followed Alice down to Wonderland, only she had to contend with more royalty than just the Red Queen.
Dora passed her a cup of tea. “What on earth are you thinking? You have the most peculiar expression.”
“That I’m a nobody from a small town no one has heard of and I’m sitting here with two princesses and I’m married to a prince. How on earth did this happen?”
Dora brushed her comment off with a wave. “Don’t get caught up in the whole royalty thing. I was an executive secretary until I was thirty. Then I met Khalil. Now, Heidi here actually attended Swiss finishing school, which is pretty close to princess school if you ask me.”
“I didn’t,” Heidi said teasingly. She tucked a strand of long, light brown hair behind her ear and sighed. “Don’t let it get you down, Liana. I know that getting used to being in the palace and married to Malik is going to take some time, but it’s not so very horrible. You do have us to help, and you can take things as slowly as you need to.”
Liana studied both women. They were attractive and well-dressed in clothes that probably cost more than she paid in rent in a month. She wanted to believe that they had something in common, but it couldn’t be true.
“I don’t even know how I got here,” she admitted. “One minute I was teaching math at the American School and the next I was married to a prince.”
Dora sighed. “I don’t know all the details about what happened, but I think I know enough to understand how you feel. For what it’s worth, Khalil married me under false pretenses. It took a long time for us to come to terms with our marriage. Eventually I managed to tame him…or he managed to make me more wild, I’m not sure which.” Her mouth curved up at the corners. “Either way, we’re very happy.”
“She’s right,” Heidi said, leaning forward and touching Liana’s arm. “The Khan men aren’t easy but they’re worth the trouble.”
“You’re both talking as if I’m going to stay.”
“How do you know you’re not?” Dora asked.
Liana was so stunned by the question, she had to stumble for an answer. “I don’t know him. He doesn’t know me. I’m still clueless as to why he wanted to marry me in the first place. We have nothing in common. I don’t know how to be a princess. I’m the first person in my family to graduate from college. What on earth are we going to talk about? How will I keep from completely humiliating myself and Malik? Why would the people of El Bahar accept me?”
“All good points,” Heidi said calmly. “Sounds like you’ve been doing a lot of thinking.”
Dora nodded. “But you left out the most important question, Liana. What do you want from this marriage? Are you so very sure you want to leave Malik before you’ve found out what it’s like to be with him? I won’t disagree that he had no right to trick you into marriage or that you both have to take the time to get to know each other. But this is a wonderful opportunity. You need to be sure you’re not interested in this life before you turn your back on what you have. Once you walk away, there’s no returning.”
“She’s right,” Heidi said. “You’re stuck here for a month, right? Why not take the time to get to know Malik and learn about El Bahar? You don’t have to make up your mind today.”
They were both so calm and rational, Liana thought, slightly stunned by all they were saying. She was still reeling from the reality of her situation, so the thought of stepping back and taking some time to think things through hadn’t occurred to her. But according to all she’d learned, she wasn’t leaving for a month. Should she take that time and assess her situation?
“What have you got to lose?” Heidi asked. “If you find this isn’t what you want, you were planning to leave anyway.”
“You make it sound so simple.”
“Maybe it is.”
Maybe…but it wasn’t. First of all, she had Bethany to think of. The more time her daughter spent with Malik, the more the girl became attached to him. Then there were her own feelings to consider. For reasons she wasn’t willing to explore, she was a little cautious about getting to know Malik any better than she did. As if something deep inside warned her this man could be dangerous to her heart. The last thing she needed was to fall in love with him.
But the alternative was to spend the next few weeks hiding out in her room. Running away from a problem had never been her style. She wouldn’t have gotten through college and been able to raise Bethany on her own if she’d allowed fear to get in her way.
Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing to get to know the man to find out if they had anything in common…anything other than an ability to spontaneously combust when they got too close.
“Right now we’re barely speaking,” she confessed. “I wouldn’t know how to start getting to know him.”
Dora and Heidi looked at each other. “There’s a state dinner tonight,” Dora said. “Were you planning to attend it?”
Liana shook her head. “The first I heard about it was earlier when Malik’s secretary recited his schedule for the day. It included the dinner.”
Heidi smiled. “Gee, as the new wife of the Crown Prince, I think you should attend.”
“Obviously Malik doesn’t,” Liana said, suddenly hurt by the realization. “He didn’t say a word.”
“Did he have a chance to?” Dora asked bluntly.
Liana swallowed. “I guess not.” She looked at her new sisters-in-law. “Do you think I should go? I mean, would I be allowed?”
“Of course you’re welcome. But as to whether you should or not, that’s your decision.”
Liana pressed her lips together. If she wanted to get to know her husband, she was going to have to start to understand his world. In her mind, attending a formal state dinner was about as appealing as a foot surgery and a root canal on the same day. But it would give her an idea about what she was up against.
“I’d like to go, but I don’t think I have anything to wear.”
Dora smiled “That is the least of your problems. Between us, Heidi and I have dozens of gowns, many of which have never been worn. In fact—” Dora tapped her forefinger against her lower lip “—you’re a couple of inches taller than either Heidi or myself, but I do have a gown that is a little long. I haven’t bothered to have it taken up, mostly because I didn’t think the style would flatter me.” She patted her hips. “Those of us shaped like a pear have to worry about certain dresses emphasizing the wrong thing. But you’re more balanced.”
Liana was about to point out that she was also twenty pounds overweight, but she figured there wasn’t any point. Either Dora’s dress would fit or it wouldn’t.
“If that doesn’t work, I’ll bet we can find something else,” Heidi said encouragingly. “Then we’ll do your makeup and pin up your hair and you’ll really feel like a princess.”
Liana doubted that was possible, but she decided not to point out the obvious—that she was a nobody and would remain a nobody. Maybe she could fake being a princess for a night.
Dora rose to her feet and led the way out of the harem. “How do you feel about tiaras?” she asked, her expression serious.
Liana blinked. “I’ve never thought about them one way or the other.”
“Then you’d better start thinking about them because you’ll be wearing one tonight.”
 
An honest-to-goodness tiara, Liana thought three hours later as she stared at herself in the mirror. Actually she was staring at a woman who looked a lot like herself but was really someone else. She’d never known she could look this good!
Maybe it was the dress or the makeup or the diamonds glittering in her hair. Maybe it was a magic night, and she was caught up in the glow. Whatever the reason, she felt as if she actually looked like a princess.
The gown Dora had loaned her was midnight-blue velvet. The sweetheart neckline dipped low enough to show a hint of cleavage. The fabric smoothed over her body, emphasizing the good curves and hiding the bulges. Small capped sleeves left her arms bare, while the flowing fabric covered the rest of her to the floor.
After Liana was dressed, Heidi had seen to her hair, pulling it up and away from her face. Pins secured the elegant chignon in place. Her bangs had been curled and sprayed and behind them glittered a real diamond tiara. The gems sparkled, and that light added a glow to her eyes. Or maybe it was Fatima’s makeup. Liana had never been one to bother with cosmetics, but the king’s mother knew secrets that made eyes widen and skin seem porcelain perfect.
Liana’s gaze drifted over her reflection, taking in the color staining her cheeks and her mouth, the way her hairstyle made her neck appear long and slender. For the first time in her life she felt truly beautiful. Even if all the finery disappeared at midnight, she didn’t care. At least she’d had the experience of looking like a princess.
A knock at her door startled her. She walked slowly toward the entrance, her unfamiliar high heels slowing her down. But instead of finding Bethany or one of the servants waiting in the hall, she saw Malik standing there.
He wore a black tuxedo and white shirt. The combination of perfect tailoring and his impressive body nearly took her breath away. He was beautiful enough to star in all her daydreams for several lifetimes. Dark eyes regarded her thoughtfully.
“You look lovely,” he said.
She had to force herself to inhale before she could speak. “Ah, thanks.”
“I heard that you wished to attend the dinner tonight. We honor our neighbors to the east. Bahania is a country much like our own—a nation with a monarchy and a desire to maintain a hold on the past while moving toward the future. My grandmother is from that land.”
She nodded. Fatima had already told her a little about what to expect at the dinner. “Do you mind if I come along? You didn’t mention it to me, and if I’m intruding….” Her voice trailed off.
Malik’s expression hardened. “I didn’t tell you because you made it clear you weren’t interested in acting as my wife in any capacity. If that has changed, you are welcome to be at my side.”
He’d answered the question without telling her what he was thinking. But that didn’t surprise her. She’d hardly been open and friendly since finding out about their marriage. Not that he had any right to expect anything different from her. After all, he’d been completely wrong to trick her into marriage. Still, she was realistic enough to know that if she was really going to take the time to get to know the man, she had to stop being mad at him all of the time.
Before she could figure out what to say next, Malik thrust a wooden box into her hands. It was about the size of a loaf of bread.
“These are for you,” he said gruffly. “They are yours alone. They did not belong to Iman. What was hers was sold. I gave the proceeds to the poor.”
Liana had no idea what he was talking about until she opened the lid of the box and found herself staring at a collection of jewels. Diamonds, sapphires, rubies, emeralds and pearls lay tangled together. The display was so opulent, she had a fleeting thought that they couldn’t possibly be real. Yet she knew they were.
“I don’t know what to say,” she murmured in complete truthfulness. What did one say when presented with such a gift? Malik reached into the box and drew out a stunning sapphire and diamond necklace that he fastened around her neck. When he was done, she saw the matching earrings and put them on. Then she glanced at her reflection.
“I’m a stranger,” she said, looking at the sophisticated woman staring back at her.
“You are most worthy,” Malik informed her.
She met his gaze in the mirror and had the oddest feeling that he meant she was worthy for much more than attending the evening’s dinner. But how could he be sure? He barely knew her. She could be many horrible things he’d yet to discover.
Still, he held out his arm and she slipped her hand into the crook of his elbow. At least she had the next few weeks to find out the answer to that question…and many others. The most important of which was—would she stay?


Chapter Twelve

Liana managed to keep breathing right up until they walked through the open double doors of the ballroom, but when she saw the milling people and heard a loud voice announcing “Crown Prince Malik and Princess Liana,” she felt she would pass out from a combination of anticipation and fear. To make matters worse, every person in the room turned to look at them.
For the second time that day reality crashed into her with all the subtlety of a herd of wild Arabian horses. If she stayed married to this man, one day she would be queen.
“I suggest you start breathing,” Malik murmured into her ear. “If you smile and nod, they’ll start talking with each other again, but I promise, if you pass out, you’ll be the center of attention all evening.”
She sucked in a breath. “I don’t want that.”
Malik smiled at her—one of those slow, male smiles that was as sweet, rich and tempting as freshly made Christmas fudge. “Try to relax, Liana. You’re charming and very beautiful. No one but me is going to know how close you are to throwing up from nerves.”
She nearly stumbled on the smooth floor. She didn’t know which shocked her more. That he’d figured out how close she was to losing control, or his comment that she was beautiful and charming. Was that how Malik saw her?
She didn’t get a chance to mull over his words because she found herself swept into a river of introductions. The royal family formed a reception line with her tucked neatly between Malik and his brother Jamal. A uniformed officer introduced the guests to each of them. Liana shook hands with ministers, a visiting European head of state, the King of Bahania, all four of his handsome sons, along with his spirited-looking daughter. She was verbally admired, congratulated on her marriage and generally made to feel as if her marriage to Malik was nothing out of the ordinary.
Her mind whirled, her mouth hurt from smiling and she found out that her lovely dyed-to-match shoes had not been designed for over an hour of standing. Just when she was sure she wouldn’t survive another moment, everyone was invited to move into the dining room. King Givon and the King of Bahania escorted Fatima into the great hall. Malik and Liana went next, walking alongside the Crown Prince of Bahania.
If the ballroom had been awash with glittering lights and jewelry, the dining room was a fairyland of opulence. Thick brocade tablecloths fell to the floor. There were candles everywhere, the flickering light reflecting in the crystal and fine china. Exotic blossoms in different shades of red formed elegant centerpieces. In the far corner, a small orchestra provided background music and several dozen uniformed servers moved silently to assist guests to their seats.
Overhead, thousands of tiny white lights twinkled like stars against a darkly tiled ceiling. As in most rooms of the palace, the floors were marble. Liana found herself led to a table set up on a dais, where she was seated between Malik and the King of Bahania. They were to dine in full view of all their guests. She swallowed hard.
Malik leaned close. “What are you thinking?”
“That I really don’t want to spill my water or drop food off my fork in front of all these people.”
He reached under the tablecloth and found her hand. After squeezing her fingers gently, he released her, seemingly oblivious to the fire that flared between them with the light touch. “You’ll get used to it. Besides, once the meal is served, most people are more concerned with their own dinner and the conversation at their table than what is happening up here.”
She shifted so that her lips nearly touched his ear. “Am I supposed to make small talk with a king?”
“You’ve had conversations with my father.”
She wanted to point out that that was different, but she wasn’t sure Malik would understand. After all, he’d grown up in this world and it was all he knew.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “You’ll be fine.”
His steady gaze spoke of his faith in her abilities. Although she knew that she could very easily mess up, she found herself wanting to prove him right—for his own sake as well as hers. Oddly enough she liked that he believed in her and assumed she would do well.
She glanced around the room and smiled when she caught someone staring. A flash of movement caught her attention and she turned to see a young man speaking with a girl a few years younger. The teenagers stood awkwardly, as if they would run from each other at any moment.
The King of Bahania noticed her interest. “My youngest,” he said proudly. “He’s just discovering the charms of the gentler sex.”
“He’s very handsome,” Liana said and realized she wasn’t the only one noticing the innocent flirtation. Several other guests were observing the young prince’s activity with the girl.
How horrible to grow up in such a limelight, she thought, wondering what it must have been like for Malik. Had he ever had a moment’s peace or privacy? For the first time she considered that his emotional reserve came from self-protection. How else could he have learned to shield himself while being constantly the center of so much attention?
She remembered her determination to get to know the man who was now her husband so that she could decide her future logically rather than emotionally. Yet her heart went out to the small boy who had been expected to act like a man. Who had hugged him when he was afraid? Who had held him close and whispered that he was special and loved? And if no one had been around to offer that kind of support, did he still carry that emptiness inside himself?
She looked at her handsome husband, taking in his confident air and closed expression. He held so much inside. What would happen if he felt safe enough to share his heart? How would he respond? Perhaps she should take the time to find out.
 
They danced in the light of a thousand candles. Malik held his wife in his arms and spun her across the floor, only to gather her close and fight the need to kiss her. He was vaguely aware of the other couples, of the music and the voice of reason in his head reminding him he had a responsibility to dance with other women and make polite conversation with the visiting royalty from Bahania. What he wanted instead was to take Liana to bed.
He desired her. Worse, he needed her. He needed to lose himself in her lushness, to allow himself to find refuge in her answering passion. Desperation added a sharp edge to his desire, making him long to ignore protocol and duty and simply disappear with her. Instead he held her against him as the song ended and told himself that one more dance with her wasn’t so great a sin.
“You’re looking fierce about something,” she said, gazing at him, her eyes bright and her smile welcoming. “Compared to you I’m a pretty horrible dancer, but I was hoping you wouldn’t notice.”
“You’re doing very well.”
“I’m counting frantically in my head,” she confessed. “I guess you took lessons. Probably from the Russian ballet when they were in town.”
“Something like that,” he admitted, beginning to move to the soft, romantic music. “When this dance is over, we’ll have to change partners.”
The humor fled her face and her eyes flashed with panic. “Oh, great. I’ve never stepped on the toes of a visiting monarch. At least I’ll have something to write home about.”
Malik shook his head. “He’ll be charmed, as I am. You didn’t have any trouble speaking with him at dinner.”
“That’s because we were talking about Bethany. I mentioned how much she adored all the horses in your stable and we were off and running, so to speak.”
“The king is a great cat lover. Ask him about his favorites. That should be enough to get you through a dance.”
Malik took in Liana’s pretty features and the way her tiara caught the light. Tonight she looked every inch the princess, and while she was quite beautiful, he found he preferred Liana dressed as a regular woman. Or in nothing at all.
He closed his mind against that image, because he didn’t want to have to deal with the natural result. His blood already flowed so hotly that it would take no more than a light touch for him to become aroused.
“Is there some sort of briefing for these kinds of functions?” she asked, oblivious to his thoughts. “If I have to attend another one of these, I’d like to be a little more prepared.”
“Yes. The staff gathers complete files on all the guests. Had I known you were interested in attending, I would have made sure you were prepared.”
“Next time,” she said, swaying in time with him.
“Next time,” he agreed, even as he wondered if there would be a next time. After all, days moved by quickly. If she kept true to her word and stayed only a month….
But he wouldn’t think about that. He didn’t want to believe she was leaving him. He had just over three weeks to convince her to stay with him for always. Three more weeks, as his grandmother and Bethany had pointed out, to make her fall in love with him. An easy enough plan…if only he knew how.
 
“I had a very nice time,” Liana said awkwardly as they approached the door to her quarters.
When Malik had offered to walk her back to her room, she’d had high hopes for more than idle chit chat. After all, his smoldering gaze had followed her all evening while she’d danced with dozens of visiting dignitaries. She’d found herself stumbling over polite conversation as she imagined herself making love with Malik. But since leaving the ballroom, he hadn’t touched her once; maybe she’d simply imagined his interest.
Which made life more confusing, she thought as they paused in the hallway. Hadn’t he been the one promising to share her bed after she’d had a chance to get settled? Well, she was about as settled as she was going to get, so what was he waiting for?
“I’m glad you enjoyed yourself,” Malik said formally.
Wasn’t he going to do anything? Didn’t he want her anymore?
A more mature, braver woman would have asked. But she felt neither. Instead she sidestepped the issue. “Would you like to come in for a drink?” she asked. “Bethany is spending the night in the nursery with Dora’s two, so we wouldn’t have to worry about waking her up.”
She felt like a brazen hussy. After all, she didn’t doubt he could read the desire in her eyes. Her skin was hot and her face felt flushed. She’d been partially aroused since their first dance. Being so close to him and unable to touch him had been torture, but Malik had been politeness itself. Maybe he’d forgotten how it had been between them. Should she remind him or just let it go?
“A drink would be nice,” he said, as she opened the door and stepped inside.
Ah, a neutral response, she thought as she made her way to the fully stocked wet bar in a corner of the living room. He wasn’t giving anything away.
“Have a seat,” she told him, then reached for a bottle of cognac and waved it in the air. “Is this all right?”
“Perfect.”
He sat on the striped sofa, not at one end, but not exactly in the middle either. Which meant she had to decide how close to sit to him when she gave him his glass. She poured a splash into each snifter and sighed. Getting to know a man had always been complex. The intricacies of new relationships were one of the reasons she generally avoided them. Being with Chuck had been easy. They’d been young and had thought they were in love. Passion had allowed them to gloss over the rough spots. While she and Malik had shared plenty of heat, it wasn’t enough to allow them to mesh their lives with ease. Perhaps if he’d been just a regular man that might have been possible, but he wasn’t.
As she walked over to the sofa, she paused to open the French door leading to the balcony. Scented night air drifted into the room.
“I think it’s getting cooler,” she said as she handed him his glass. She settled herself on the same sofa, about as far from the right corner as he was from the left.
“I agree. Winters are mild in El Bahar, but the summers can be difficult until one adjusts.”
So they were going for scintillating and witty conversation, she thought humorously. Perhaps next they could do a fashion recap on who wore what to the party.
“We have our own version of the changing seasons,” he continued, after taking a sip of his cognac. “There are different festivals in the winter. The English garden is at its best in the spring when all the plants are blooming. When the wind is right, their scents travel as far as the main roads around the palace grounds.”
She started to say she couldn’t wait to experience it all but then she remembered she probably wouldn’t still be in El Bahar in the spring. It was mid-October. If she only stayed for her required month, she and Bethany would be home for Thanksgiving. Oddly enough, the thought made her sad.
“What do you think of my country?” he asked.
She shrugged. “I haven’t seen enough to form an opinion. The palace and the grounds are lovely, of course.”
He reached up and loosened his formal black tie. The dangling ends contrasted with the snowy white of his shirt and looked amazingly sexy.
“I would be happy to put a driver at your disposal,” he said. “You could go wherever you like.”
Her mouth twisted. It’s not as if she didn’t have the time to see all of El Bahar. Her days were pretty empty. “While I appreciate the gesture, Malik, I don’t think that’s going to be enough.” She set her drink on the low table in front of them and folded her hands together in her lap.
She gazed at him. “I’ve always been a busy person, and I’m more comfortable going and doing all the time. Right now I spend my days wandering around these rooms. Bethany is in school, and everyone else is busy.”
“What do you want to do?”
She didn’t have an answer to that. As much as she would like to return to teaching, she knew it was out of the question. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “Dora is busy with her political work, forwarding the rights of women, and Heidi spends all her free time working on ancient texts.”
“You said that you always wanted to continue your education. Obtain your post-graduate degrees. El Bahar has several prestigious universities. Two of them are right here in the city.”
“Yes, there’s that,” she said quietly. Except she wasn’t going to be around long enough to take one class, let alone get a doctorate.
“You are thinking there isn’t much you can do toward that in a month,” he said, his voice faintly accusing.
She felt herself flush and had to bite back a defensive retort. She had no reason to feel guilty, she reminded herself, even if she didn’t believe it.
He leaned toward her, his expression intense. Darkness filled his eyes until the pupils and irises were the same color and impossible to tell apart. “Is it so horrible here?” he asked. “Is that why you don’t want to stay?”
“No. Of course not. It’s just…” How could she explain the distance between them if he refused to acknowledge its existence? “I’m not sure I can fit in. I wasn’t raised to be a royal princess. While I’ll agree there are wonderful advantages, it can be a difficult life. I saw a bit of that tonight. Everyone was staring, and I was terrified I would put a foot wrong.”
“You were fine. Everyone adored you.”
“This time. But what happens when I say the wrong thing or accidentally insult a visiting dignitary? I don’t want to be responsible for starting an international incident.” She rubbed her temple. “I can’t figure out if you really don’t understand or if you just don’t want to. Didn’t Iman have any doubts?”
He stiffened. “I will not discuss her with you.”
“Of course not. Everything always goes your way, or it doesn’t go. Isn’t that right? You wanted to marry me and we’re married. You want me to stay and you expect that to happen as well. You don’t want to discuss Iman or how she died, or what was so horrible about your relationship, so we don’t.” She glared at him. “You can’t have it both ways. Either I’m your wife or I’m not. If you want me to take this seriously, you have to do the same. Circumstances do not bend to your will, however much you might wish them to.”
Malik put his glass on the table and stared at her. She half expected him to leave, but instead he rose to his feet and crossed to the French doors. Once there, he stared out into the darkness.
Tension radiated from him. Tension and something that might have been pain. For a moment she thought about going to him and wrapping her arms around him. Not because her body ached for his touch, but because he looked so alone standing there, as if once again the burden was his to bear, and no one was going to share the load.
But before she could decide if that was a sensible idea, he spoke, and his words immobilized her.
“Iman isn’t dead.”
Her lips parted. She tried to speak, failed, then tried again. “But everyone said…” She paused and recalled what had been said to her. They hadn’t actually said she was dead. “They implied she was dead.”
“A subtle difference, but there all the same. She has left El Bahar and will never return. That is what matters. While it would have been better for all of us if she had died, she did not.”
“I don’t even know what to say to that,” she admitted. “You’re sorry your ex-wife didn’t die.” A thought occurred to her and she gasped. “You are divorced, aren’t you?”
He glanced at her over his shoulder. “I assure you, my marriage to you was completely legal. Iman and I have been divorced for years.”
“Oh. Good.” Although if they hadn’t divorced, her problem would have been solved. Odd how she felt relieved to hear otherwise. She pressed her lips together. “Why are you so angry with her?”
He shrugged and returned his attention to the darkness beyond the balcony. “Anger doesn’t describe how I feel.” He paused. “Ours was an arranged marriage, as most are for those in my position. It was a disaster from the start. We had nothing in common. Despite that, I attempted to get to know her. I thought we could at least be friends. And perhaps with friendship would come caring.”
He hadn’t said love. Liana had the brief thought that he hadn’t experienced very much of that in his life, so he was unlikely to expect it in an arranged marriage.
“But that didn’t happen?”
“No. Iman was beautiful, but her heart was cold and ugly. She had been forced into our marriage against her will and she made no attempt to conceal her hatred both of me and the situation. When we finally consummated our union, I discovered that she’d already been with another man.”
A virgin bride might be an old-fashioned concept back home, but Liana suspected it was expected for the bride of a soon-to-be ruling monarch. “You couldn’t forgive that?” she asked.
He turned to face her. “I couldn’t forgive her lover following her here and continuing to claim her favors. I couldn’t forgive her for making a fool of me and, by association, my country. I couldn’t forgive the fact that many of the servants knew of her infidelities but were afraid to tell me the truth, and that rumors abounded in the souk where the street sellers told stories about the new princess. And I couldn’t forgive her stupidity and carelessness in allowing me and my father to walk in on her while she entertained her lover in our marriage bed.”
All the blood seemed to leave Liana’s head. She felt dizzy and confused. Malik’s stark words painted a clear picture of a faithless wife making a fool of her husband.
“The name Iman means faithful, but in her case it was a lie,” he continued. “When I realized the extent of her transgressions, I banished her and divorced her. Everything she had ever touched was destroyed and her name was no longer spoken here. She betrayed us all, for what is done to the Crown Prince is done to each citizen. I care not about what she did to me, but it is unforgivable that she so defiled the glory of El Bahar.”
Lines of tension stiffened his body, but his face was expressionless. Except for the clipped harshness of his words, he might have been discussing a current movie.
But Liana knew him well enough now to sense what the truth cost him. While she didn’t understand what it must have been like for him to have his wife’s infidelities spoken of throughout the country, she felt his pain now as clearly as if it was her own. Her heart ached for the proud man standing in front of her. He wanted only what was good and right for his country. He’d sacrificed himself in ways no one could ever truly appreciate. He was El Bahar, and he would give his all for the betterment of his people. His last thought, his last breath, would be for them.
His words echoed in her brain. “What is done to the Crown Prince is done to each citizen.” Which meant Malik’s humiliation was also theirs. Would he be humiliated if she left him? Would her legacy be as brief and painful as Iman’s?
She didn’t want to think about that. She didn’t want to know that she had the power to hurt him. But she couldn’t escape the reality of what telling her about his past had cost him. Malik was a proud man and he’d laid open his shame at her request.
“Thank you for telling me,” she said at last. “I appreciate knowing the truth and I promise to honor your confidence.”
He dismissed her with a flick of his wrist. “Even the street cleaners know the truth. There is no confidence to keep.”
She told herself he felt embarrassed by his past and that was why he treated her so casually.
“You asked me once what I learned from my first marriage,” he said. “I’m grateful I never loved her.”
His pain was so clear to her, she could have traced the still bleeding soul wounds. She saw the child who had been thrust into a frighteningly adult world and left to survive without comfort or affection. She saw a young man coming to terms with his sexuality in full view of an interested nation. She saw a husband who, despite his claims to the contrary, must have secretly hoped for someone to finally love him and share the burden of his office only to find himself rejected and then humiliated by his new wife. She saw a determined leader—a lion of the desert—alone. Untouched by kindness or love.
Without considering the consequences of her actions, she rose to her feet and crossed to stand in front of him. She wrapped her arms around him and rose on tiptoe to kiss him.
He grabbed her upper arms and thrust her away from him. “I don’t want your pity,” he growled, his eyebrows drawn together, his mouth a straight line.
Despite his obvious irritation, she smiled. “Malik, you inspire many emotions in me—mostly anger and frustration. I promise, I’ve never once felt pity.”
“Then why do you come to me now, after I’ve told you about the whore who was my wife?”
She slid her hands under his jacket and again pressed a kiss to his forbidding mouth. “Because you’re finally more man than prince. While the prince is scary and annoying, the man is very appealing. I would like to kiss him before he changes back.”
His expression softened and he placed his hands on her waist. “I’m not annoying. I’m considered charming and an enjoyable companion.”
“Yeah, right.” She gazed into his eyes and watched the first flickering flame ignite. “So, do you want to talk all night or could I interest you in something a little more physical?”
Dark eyebrows raised slightly. “Are you propositioning me?”
“Absolutely.”


Chapter Thirteen

Malika knew that making love with Liana again would be a mistake. While he kept Liana at a distance, he knew that he was safe. But if he allowed himself to touch her again, to be with her, to claim her, then he knew that he would be forced to expose himself in ways he never had before. And once he’d allowed the light of Liana inside himself, he could never again be content to survive in emotional darkness.
So, even as her mouth pressed against his and he felt himself growing aroused and ready, he resisted. If he held some part of himself back from her, he thought he might be able to contain his growing need. If he could channel the energy and make it all about sex, they would both survive.
Yet, even as he attempted to hold himself apart, to keep his mind clear and his touch impersonal, he felt the fire growing. It burned through his reserve, melting the edges of his being until they blurred and connected with the wonder that was Liana.
He cupped her face, then moved his hands to her hair. He unpinned her tiara, then freed the long strands from her elegant hairstyle.
“You were magnificent tonight,” he murmured as he kissed her soft cheeks, then her mouth. She tasted sweet and hot. Her lips welcomed him with nipping kisses, her tongue stroked against his, making it impossible for him to maintain his distance.
“I was terrified,” she whispered between kisses. “All those people staring and waiting for me to say or do something wrong.”
“No.” He raked his fingers through her long hair and kneaded her scalp. “They were watching because they were envious. All the women admired you and all the men wanted you. Tonight when they make love with their wives, they’ll imagine you in their beds.”
She drew back and looked at him—her blue eyes were bright with a combination of passion and laughter. “I don’t think so. I’m willing to admit that I clean up pretty good, and the dress was amazing, but I was just—”
He claimed her mouth to silence her. He plunged his tongue inside her, relearning the secrets of her mouth, her taste, her heat. He pulled her closer and she trembled in his embrace.
“You were everything,” he breathed. “Perfect and lovely. You are my wife.”
He felt her shiver. “Malik, do you have any idea what you do to me?”
He knew because he felt the same uncontrolled passion growing inside himself. As much as he wanted to jerk up her dress and sink himself into her right now, he wanted to make it last between them forever. He wanted to touch and taste every inch of her body. He wanted to lick her all over, then have her do the same to him. He wanted to dip his tongue into her waiting heat and have her take him in her mouth, then he wanted to be on top of her, plunging home, claiming her, marking her. He wanted to spill his seed in her again and again until her body had forgotten what it was like to be with any man but him. He wanted to brand her with his kisses and his touch until she existed only for him—as he would exist only for her.
He kissed her mouth, then moved lower—trailing a damp path down her throat and onto her chest. The sweet taste of her skin made him hungry for all of her. With fingers that weren’t as steady as they should have been, he lowered the zipper of her dress and pushed the velvet off her shoulders and down to her waist.
She wore a lacy bra that teased by hiding her tight nipples. He saw the puckered flesh pushing up against the fabric. Supporting her weight, he urged her back, until her breasts thrust up toward him. He leaned over her and took one nipple between his teeth. He gently moved back and forth, making her skin harden and her breath come in short gasps.
“Malik,” she sighed, holding on to his shoulders. “You’re making me crazy.”
“Good.”
He brought her back to a standing position. Her face was flushed, her eyes glazed. He knelt at her feet and tugged off her dress, then had a little breathing trouble of his own when he realized she wore a garter belt and stockings. He swallowed hard and ignored the pressure between his legs. A voice in his head screamed for him to take her now, to free himself and plunge into her, carrying them both to paradise. Instead he forced himself to gently tug off her panties, leaving her in stockings and a bra. Then he drew her to the sofa and had her sit.
Kneeling before her, he kissed her deeply. She hugged him, making it easy for him to unfasten her bra. When the garment fell away, he studied her rounded breasts and the pattern of veins under pale skin.
“So lovely,” he murmured as he began to explore the curves.
He cupped her fullness, then stroked the exquisitely soft undersides. With his tongue, he flicked against her nipples, touching quickly and lightly, making her gasp. He tasted the sweet valley between the curves and licked all of her.
She squirmed and spoke his name and buried her fingers in his hair. Her hips moved, shifting closer until her heat pressed against his need and she began to rub up and down, driving them both to the edge. When he couldn’t stand it anymore, he dipped lower, kissing her ribs, her belly and the hot skin of her thighs. Only when he felt her shudder did he part the protective folds of her feminine place and love her there.
She was already so hot and wet that he knew she wouldn’t last long. He found the one tiny spot that made her cry out. With his lips and tongue, he circled and stroked, his steady rhythm matching the tightening of her leg muscles. He used one of his hands to dip inside her, pushing up so he touched that most sacred place from above and below. With his other hand, he reached up to cup her breast.
Heat radiated from her as if she suffered from an intense fever. Perhaps she did. She was a wildly sexual creature—untamed and magnificent in bed. When she drew her knees back to urge him on, he moved more quickly and thrust his finger deeper. Her breath caught, then stilled and he knew that it was her time. He focused all his considerable attention on the messages of her body, willing her to experience the ultimate release in the most perfect way possible.
She cried out and convulsed into spasms. Her strong internal muscles, her legs, her stomach all flexed and released with thousands of pulses. He continued to touch her, lighter and lighter, drawing out every second until she was spent and still.
He looked up and saw that a flush covered her from her breasts to her hairline. Her gaze met his, and he saw the tears in her eyes. For a second, fear gripped him, but then he knew. Her release had been so complete that she’d lost control in more ways than one.
“No one has ever made me feel like that before,” she whispered. “Not ever.”
He had known he had to be strong—to stay away from her or he would be lost. Yet it was too late. With Liana, most especially in her arms, he was just a man like so many others. Human—imperfect—alive. When he was with her he could succumb to the allure of her body and forget himself. He knew the truth. He’d seen the darkness that awaited him, but for these few moments he could pretend.
He wanted to tell her that if she left him, there would be nothing for him but dust and blackness. Yet he would not speak the words because she would never understand. So instead of responding, he simply moved closer. And when her hands reached for his trousers and unfastened them, he allowed her to pull him free.
Her fingers were small yet sure. She stroked him to a state of readiness that made him grit his teeth.
“I want you,” she breathed as she kissed him.
Wrapping his arms around her, he pulled her to the edge of the sofa. Her legs parted, and she welcomed him as he slipped home.
“Be with me,” she whispered. “In me. Let me make you feel all the things I felt when you touched me.”
They danced as lovers have danced for thousands of years. He let himself fill her, savoring her damp heat and the sensation of finally being home.
When he began to move, she wrapped her legs around his waist, holding him close. She was tight and the friction made it impossible for him to hold back. He moved faster and faster, losing himself in the passion. She clung and her breathing increased in speed.
“I can’t believe it,” she gasped, straining to get closer. “It’s happening again. Malik, please. Don’t stop. Do it harder. Take me.”
The words were wrenched from her, guttural, as if they’d escaped against her will. She aroused him to a feverous pitch, yet he held back, restraining his own release until he felt the first rush of her body’s rippling as release overtook her. Then he cried out into the night and poured himself into her.
The sensation ripped through him like a sword, tearing him into pieces, destroying his thin veneer of civilization, making him savage and greedy. He pressed in hard and deep, claiming her, joining with her until he truly couldn’t tell where he ended and she began.
Consciousness faded. There was only the moment and the feelings and the woman who offered him a haven. He held on to her, needing her close, breathing in her scent, her sounds, her heat, knowing that when they finally separated he would feel as if he’d lost a piece of himself.
Stay, he thought frantically even as she leaned back against the sofa and smiled at him. Stay with me because I will not survive without you.
But he didn’t say the words. He barely acknowledged that he thought them. For reasons he didn’t understand, she was the one. He would do anything to keep her. Somehow he must find the secrets necessary to bind her to him forever.
Fatima was right. He had to make Liana fall in love with him.
 
Liana got out of bed in time to see her daughter off to school, then tumbled back onto her mattress where she slept until after nine. When she awoke for the second time, it was to a room full of bright sunshine and a sense of well-being unlike anything she’d ever experienced before.
It wasn’t just that she and Malik had made love the night before…and again in the quiet hours that preceded dawn before he’d left her room to return to his own quarters. She was willing to admit that some of her happiness came from her body’s physical contentment, but there was something else going on. When she’d been in Malik’s arms, she’d felt a true connection. As if all the talk about being joined as one person finally made sense. While he held her and they made love, it was as if she could see into his very soul.
“Ridiculous,” she told herself as she stepped out of the shower and began drying. “Two really don’t become one—despite the words in the marriage ceremony.” Yet she couldn’t shake the idea that there was more between them than just chemistry.
She wrapped the towel around herself and stared at her reflection. Was it real or was it wishful thinking on her part? Had she found a way to touch her husband that had nothing to do with physical contact and everything to do with hearts? Last night had been a revelation on many different levels. She’d learned that she wasn’t anywhere near prepared to be the wife of a ruling monarch and that she didn’t think she would enjoy many aspects of the life. But she’d also seen that Malik’s world was even more empty than she’d imagined, and that he was desperately alone. The fact that he’d reached out to her—marrying her and drawing her into his world—made her feel soft and squishy inside. As if he was willing to trust her and only her.
Did she want that, she asked herself, as she began applying her makeup. Did she want to be the one person Malik went to, the keeper of his confidences? That kind of relationship implied an intimacy that was foreign to her. Malik was nothing like Chuck, yet that was hardly a bad thing. With her ex-husband, she’d never felt like a partner in marriage. With Malik, she wouldn’t be a full partner either. There was so much that he would control by virtue of his title and position. Yet if he truly let her into his heart and soul then they would be partners on a much more important level.
“More questions,” she murmured as she smoothed on eye shadow, then reached for her tube of mascara. Questions of a different kind, but no more answerable than the question of why he’d picked her.
Maybe it was because he felt it, too, she thought suddenly. Maybe he’d sensed their connection from the beginning, long before she’d realized it was there. Was that possible?
The concept of being so intensely close to another human being both intrigued and frightened her. If nothing else, she was going to have to be even more sure that she was making the right decision at the end of the month. Although, now that she knew the truth about Iman, leaving Malik was not going to be so easy. She didn’t want to humiliate him in front of his people. Nor did she want to make a mistake with either of their lives. But she couldn’t stay if it was wrong for her and Bethany to be here.
“Talk about a tangle,” she said as she walked to her closet and began looking at her clothes. She didn’t have any real plans for the day so it probably didn’t matter what she wore. Maybe she should—
A knock at the door of her suite interrupted her thoughts. Still wearing a robe and nothing else, she crossed the living room and opened the door to admit Fatima followed by half a dozen servants. Every one of them had an armful of clothes.
“Good morning,” the elegant queen said, kissing her on the cheek. “I’ve decided that it’s time for you to start dressing like the princess you are. But I could not face a day of shopping so I had the store come to you.”
As Liana watched, more servants came in carrying boxes and bags. There were dresses and ballgowns and dozens of shoes and purses.
“Put them wherever you can,” Fatima said. “Then leave us.” She smiled at Liana. “Rihana will bring us lunch later, so take your time trying on everything. Only pick what you truly love. You can always go shopping in Paris and London later in the year.”
“Okay,” Liana said, stunned by the opulent display.
By the time the servants left, there were clothes everywhere. On sofas and chairs, in boxes stacked in the center of the room and on all the tables. She bent over to finger the skirt of a purple dress, feeling the smooth, cool silk, and wondering how much it all cost. Not that she was going to ask. For one thing, she doubted Fatima would tell her. For another, it didn’t matter. The royal family had a degree of wealth that was beyond imagining.
“Are you overwhelmed?” Fatima asked as she pushed aside a lovely beaded black gown to make room for herself on the sofa. “I’ve been waiting for you to realize you need new things, but last night, when I saw how lovely you looked in your ballgown I decided to take matters into my own hands. Do you mind?”
Liana looked at the beautifully dressed woman, wearing perfectly matched pearls and a green suit that probably cost more than Liana had made in a month…or two. She knew that Fatima was only being kind. Considering how her grandson had married his new wife and the potential for scandal, the queen was taking it all very well. Liana was grateful for the offer of help and friendship.
She smiled. “Yes, I’m overwhelmed, but I’m not the least bit offended. I wouldn’t have known where to start with clothes.” She looked around the room. “Although I have to admit I would have begun with a little less stock to go through.”
Fatima waved her hand. “It will be fun to try on everything. Go put on some undergarments, including panty hose. While you’re doing that, I’ll sort. It’s better to try on all of one kind of thing at a time. Day dresses and suits, cocktail dresses, then ballgowns.” She raised her dark eyebrows slightly as she smiled a slightly wicked smile. “I might have even brought along a few daring nightgowns…if you’re interested.”
Liana felt herself blush. She had a feeling that everyone in the palace knew where Malik had spent the night. “We’ll, um, do those last.”
“Of course.”
Four hours later Liana was exhausted but happy. She’d gone through all the clothes and most of the shoes. She now had a wardrobe fit for a princess, although according to Fatima, she needed dozens more things.
“We might not be as well known as the British royal family,” Fatima said as she sipped her tea, “but we do still find ourselves photographed for tabloids and magazines. Never forget you have a duty to be as lovely and well-groomed as possible. As Malik’s wife, you need to present yourself in such a way as to make the people of El Bahar proud. Young girls will pin pictures of you on their walls and women will copy what you wear.”
Liana shook her head and leaned back into the chair. Dozens of open shoeboxes were scattered around her on the floor. She hadn’t known there were so many styles in existence, let alone ever thought she would have them all in her living room. And the purses. She’d been the kind of woman who had a dark bag for winter and a lighter bag for summer. Now she had more than she could count.
“I can’t imagine anyone hanging a picture of me anywhere,” she admitted. “This is all so strange and more than a little frightening.”
“You were fine last night,” Fatima reminded her. “You held your own with the King of Bahania.”
“Beginner’s luck,” Liana insisted. “We mostly talked about Bethany and her love of Arabian horses.”
“Not luck.” Fatima stared at her intently. Despite helping Liana get in and out of nearly a hundred different outfits, Fatima looked as fresh and relaxed as she had when she’d arrived that morning. “Some people can spend a lifetime traveling in royal circles and still never get it right.”
Liana wondered if she was talking about Iman. If she’d known the queen better, she might have asked. Instead, she shifted the conversation to a safer topic. “Malik does well. I suppose it’s because he was born to the job.”
“Perhaps,” Fatima agreed. “If nothing else, he’s had plenty of practice.” She sipped her tea and eyed Liana. “Did he tell you how he was taken away from his mother when he was only four?”
“I’d heard.” Her heart still ached for the lonely little boy he must have been. “His father raised him after that.”
Fatima nodded. “I never agreed, but my son refused to listen. After all, he’d been taken from me when he’d been that age. I had fought with my husband about the practice, but the old ways can be difficult to change.” Her gaze turned speculative. “I suspect you wouldn’t allow such a thing.”
Liana was shocked. “Allow my child to be taken away from me when he was four, simply because he was one day going to be king? No. I wouldn’t let anyone do it.”
“Malik is very stubborn. What if he fought you?”
Liana set her jaw. “I mean no disrespect, Queen Fatima, but I find the practice inhuman and wrong. Malik might be the Crown Prince, but he doesn’t frighten me. I would not submit to that kind of tradition.”
The older woman sighed with pleasure. “I’m glad. I admire your strength and determination. It took me many years to learn to assert myself, and, by the time I did, it was too late for Givon. And his mother wasn’t very strong at all, so she never fought her husband. So Malik was taken away and expected to be a man from the time he was four.
“I still remember when he fell and broke his arm for the first time. He cried from the pain. His father was gone, but one of the ministers found him and humiliated him for his girlish tears.” Her mouth twisted in remembered anger. “Those were his exact words. Girlish tears. He scolded Malik for the weakness and locked him in his room for the rest of the day. It was only the next morning that he finally took the child to a doctor to get the bone set.”
She set her cup on the table. “Fortunately Givon agreed the man had gone too far, and he was relieved of his position. Still, it wasn’t enough. No one comforted Malik. I tried to go with him to the doctor, but I was not allowed. That night I sat in the hallway outside his room and wished I could hold him close.” She pressed her lips together.
“I can’t imagine what that was like,” Liana said grimly, knowing that she would have torn through the door if someone had tried to keep her from Bethany.
“That is why you are so right for Malik. When you have a son, you will be there to remind Malik of his past and to help him find a new way…a different way…to raise a Crown Prince.”
Liana didn’t know what to say. She hadn’t made up her mind yet as to what she was going to do. While last night had given her reason to think that she and Malik might have a chance of making a marriage between them work, she wasn’t sure she wanted to be a part of the royal family.
Fatima rose to her feet. “Enough about the past. We have a glorious future to celebrate. Now that you’ve chosen your clothes, I’ll have the others sent back.” She smiled. “Rihana can move your new things for you.”
Liana frowned. “Move them? I don’t need her help for that. I can carry them into the bedroom myself.”
“Don’t be silly. You don’t need to carry your things across the palace. Without help, it would take too many trips.”
At first Liana didn’t understand what the other woman was saying. Then her meaning sank in. Fatima thought she was moving into Malik’s rooms rather than staying here.
“Fatima, I appreciate all your help and your confidences today,” she began gently. “I hope you’ll understand when I tell you nothing has changed. Malik married me against my will and I’m not sure how I feel about that. I don’t know what’s going to happen between us and until I do, I think it’s important for Bethany and myself to stay in these rooms.”
Fatima stiffened. “You can still say that? After what I told you?”
Liana felt small and ungrateful. She’d never meant to make the queen angry with her. “Everything is so complicated,” she began. “I have a lot to think about.”
“I see.” Dark eyes met her own. “I thought you had realized that Malik was worth fighting for. Obviously I was wrong. Forgive me for taking up your time and boring you with stories from his past.”
Tears sprang to Liana’s eyes. “Fatima, please don’t be like this. I don’t want to be estranged from you.”
“It seems we have no choice. I love my grandson. I thought you were on your way to loving him as well. I thought you would be the one to see past the distance he always keeps to the man underneath. But I was wrong about you.”
“What do you expect from me? When I first got here Malik practically kidnapped me to keep me at the palace, and then he tricked me into marriage.”
Fatima’s mouth was a thin disapproving line. “Yes, I can see how his determination to have you in his life would be distressing. You prefer men who can walk away from their family without a second thought.”
The low blow landed squarely on her pride. She didn’t know how Fatima had found out about Chuck—probably from Bethany—but it didn’t matter.
“You’re not being fair,” Liana said. “I know that Malik is a much better man than Chuck. I just have to be sure.”
“I might not have been able to protect him when he was a child,” Fatima told her coldly. “I know now that I should have fought my son on that point. Nor was I able to protect him from the horror of his first marriage. But you can be sure I will not let anyone else destroy him.”
“I would never do that.”
Fatima glared at her. “What do you think leaving him will do?”


Chapter Fourteen

Much as she tried, Liana couldn’t get Fatima’s words out of her head. She felt that the queen was blaming her for wanting to be sure that her marriage to Malik was the right thing for both of them. But the older woman either wouldn’t or couldn’t see her side of things.
Their unfriendly parting made Liana restless, and she paced in the luxurious suite until she felt as if she knew every square foot of marble flooring by heart. Time passed slowly. She kept glancing at the clock, but even the approaching late afternoon wasn’t going to make any difference. Bethany was staying at school until dinner so she could work on a special project with two new friends and their teacher, so she was all alone, with only her memories and her conscience for company.
Was Fatima right? Would her leaving hurt Malik? Did he care about her? How on earth was she supposed to be able to figure that out? The man wasn’t overly forthcoming with his feelings. And what did she think of him? While he could be charming and a pleasant companion, he was also dictatorial and demanding. She paused by the French doors and touched the cool glass. On the other hand, he was a sweetheart with her daughter and an incredible lover. The tiny glimpses she’d had into the workings of his mind told her he was both intelligent and incredibly isolated. He’d held himself apart for so long, she wondered if that would ever change. Was he capable of an emotionally intimate relationship, and did she want to stay if he wasn’t?
Once again she had more questions than answers. Last night had been wonderful. Not just the sex, but before. She’d actually had a good time at the state dinner, even though she’d been terrified. She and Malik had worked well together—they had the potential to be a good team. She sensed that he desperately needed someone on his side—someone he could depend on and trust.
She stared at the beautiful ocean in the distance. Maybe she was going about this all wrong, she thought suddenly. Maybe instead of figuring out what she wanted, which was impossible because she didn’t have enough information, she should figure out what Malik wanted. Did he want emotional depth in his relationship? Was he looking for a surrogate daughter and easy sex, but little else? Her decision depended somewhat on his expectations.
“There’s only one way to find out,” she told herself and quickly left the room.
This time the journey to his office was relatively simple. She remembered where to turn and soon found herself once again facing the imperious Zachary, who gazed at her with faint disapproval.
“You didn’t make an appointment yesterday,” he said by way of greeting. “And the prince is just as busy today. I’m afraid you can’t see him.”
She leaned forward, bracing her hands on the desk and bringing her face to within inches of the secretary’s. “I am Princess Liana, wife of the Crown Prince, and if I want to see my husband, I will. You may either announce me or get out of my way. Those are your choices.”
Zachary flushed. “I’m sure there’s no reason to be rude.”
“Then don’t be.”
She straightened and headed for the closed door on her left. If Malik wasn’t in there, she would keep opening doors until she found him. She might not be sure what was going to happen with her marriage, but while she was here she was not going to let anyone push her around.
“You can’t go in there,” Zachary said as he hurried to get in front of her. They reached the door at the same time. The secretary threw himself against the wood and glared at Liana.
They were about the same height and Liana was fully prepared to take the man on. She was confused and tired and feeling more than a little lost in her current situation. Her husband was an enigma, her grandmother-in-law no longer approved of her, and she had to worry that any decisions she made about her personal life were going to have international ramifications.
“Get out of my way,” she ordered.
Just then the door swung open. Malik stood in the opening looking tall and handsome and annoyed. Liana swallowed, half-afraid he was going to take Zachary’s side. Instead he turned his attention to her and smiled.
“Have you come to see me?” he asked, sounding pleased.
She nodded. “I don’t have an appointment, so that seems to be a problem.”
“No problem.” He took her hand and drew her past the secretary. “This is Princess Liana. She is always welcome and you will interrupt me whenever she asks you to. I don’t care who I’m with. Do you understand?”
Zachary’s flush deepened. He nodded, then gave them both a slight bow.
Malik ushered her into his office, which was nearly as nice as the king’s had been. She had a brief impression of a huge desk and bookcases before he led her to a corner grouping of low sofas. She settled on one of the cushions and Malik sat next to her.
“He’s an annoying little man,” she said, motioning to the now-closed door.
Malik squeezed her hand. “I agree. However, if there was a way to organize the sands of the desert, Zachary would find it. He’s most efficient, so I put up with his pretensions. However, I will not have him insulting you.”
The tone of possessiveness made her knees go weak. Just being this close to Malik, taking in the freshly shaven jaw and the way his suit emphasized his strength, made her want to throw herself at him and beg him to take her. Around him she felt wildly alive. And safe. As if he would always take care of things. Which was insane. She could take care of herself, thank you very much. Still, the feeling lingered, and she found herself wanting to move closer to him.
“Thank you for last night,” he said.
She smiled even as she felt a faint heat on her cheeks. “Yes, well, it was amazing. Thank you.”
“We do well together. Not just in bed,” he added. “I thought we were well matched at the dinner.”
His comments mirrored her own thoughts. She stared at him, at his dark hair and the strong line of his mouth. Centuries of wisdom seemed to glow in his eyes. He had a history, both recent and ancient, that she couldn’t possibly understand. Their lives had nothing in common. Yet she felt as if she understood him. She wanted him and liked him. She cared about him. Which meant it wouldn’t be very difficult for her to fall in love with him.
She pulled her hand free of his gentle hold and laced her fingers together on her lap. “What do you want from me?” she asked. “Is our relationship about sex? Are you looking for a friend and a companion? What do you expect from me? What is my role in all of this? I can’t make any decisions until I understand your goals.”
Malik was silent for a long time. Liana studied his face, trying to figure out what he was thinking. But she didn’t have a clue. Finally, he leaned close and touched her cheek.
“You have slender ankles.”
She blinked. “What did you say?”
He picked up her hand again and held it. “I can wrap my fingers around your wrist with room to spare. You are a delicate flower of a woman, yet so very strong inside.” Then he kissed her palm.
“Malik, what are you talking about?”
He stared intently into her eyes. “Your ankles. They are delicate. I imagine them, seeing them, touching them.”
Something was very wrong, she thought through a haze of confusion. “I’m trying to have a serious conversation about our relationship and you want to talk about my bones?”
Warm fingers stroked her knuckles. “All of you is wonderful.”
If she didn’t know better, she would think he was drunk…or deranged. Was this an El Baharian thing? Maybe they were having a culture clash, and he thought this was how to woo a woman. “I don’t want to talk about body parts right now. What about us?”
“Your skin is the color of cream.”
She jerked her hand free. “You’re not making any sense.”
“I want you to know how much I cherish you.”
“Cherish is all fine and good, but what do you want from me?”
His adoring expression changed into something unreadable. He released her hand and straightened. While he didn’t turn cold, he definitely withdrew from her. At first she felt hurt. As if all his compliments had been some weird game. But then she knew with a clarity she couldn’t explain that Malik wasn’t playing—he was protecting. Her question had terrified him and he didn’t want her to know.
The truth appeared without warning. It burst into her mind like flowers blooming in spring—all bright and beautiful and tempting. Was she right? Could she truly believe?
“You want me to stay,” she breathed. “You want me to fall in love with you.”
He rose to his feet. “Of course,” he said curtly. “What did you think? Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a meeting in five minutes.”
 
Still stunned by Malik’s revelation, Liana didn’t know what to make of an invitation to dine with the family that night. She was more than a little nervous about seeing Fatima again and wondered if she was going to be lectured by the king and Malik’s brothers. But instead she and Bethany were made welcome in the private dining room and spent a pleasant evening enjoying their host’s company. Afterward, Malik walked them both to their suite.
“I’m going to bed now,” Bethany said as soon as they entered the living room. “I’m really, really tired, and I’m sure I’ll be asleep in five minutes.”
She gave them each a hug and a good-night kiss, then skipped down the hall and into her room. When the door shut, Liana sighed.
“My daughter is many things, but she’s not subtle.”
Malik stared after her. “She is a wonderful child. You’re very lucky to have her.”
“I know, but thank you for noticing.” She shifted uncomfortably, not sure if she should invite him to sit down or simply throw herself into his arms. “I appreciate that you’ve taken so much time with her.”
He turned his steady, dark gaze on her. “I do it because I want to. For no other reason.”
She smiled. “That’s what makes it so meaningful. Bethany thinks the world of you.” She pressed her lips together, then decided this wasn’t the time to explain to Malik that her daughter thought of him as a surrogate father. It was too late to prevent Bethany from being hurt if they left El Bahar. Better for her to enjoy her time here. And who knows. Things might work out between Malik and herself. Speaking of which…
She cleared her throat. “What were your plans for the rest of the evening?”
He stepped close and cupped her face. “You are a light in the evening sky.”
“Huh?”
“All other beauty pales before your radiance.”
“Malik, you’re being weird again. It makes me nervous.”
He kissed her mouth. “I want you to know how I appreciate your womanly charms.”
She felt herself melting against him. “You have some impressive male charms, as well.” She wrapped her arms around his waist. “I don’t think Bethany will be asleep in five minutes, but it’s not going to take her too long to settle down. Would you like a drink while we wait?”
He brushed his lips against hers again…slowly, seductively. His tongue moved against hers and made her gasp. She was already on fire. Heat filled her and she felt her panties growing damp as her body readied for his invasion. The thought of having to wait even five minutes was physically painful.
“I will dream of your slender ankles, your pale skin and the sweet scent of your essence,” he said, stepping back.
“Would you please speak in English?”
Malik shrugged regretfully. “Sorry, Liana. I’m not staying here tonight. You are my wife and when we next make love, it will be in my room, in my bed and with your daughter sleeping down the hall.”
Irritation joined the passion. It made for an interesting combination. “You’re blackmailing me.”
“I told you I wanted you to move into my suite. It’s where you belong.”
Her gaze narrowed. “You expect me to give in on everything. What do I get in return?”
He didn’t answer. Instead he turned and left.
She stood staring after him, then grabbed a pillow from the sofa and tossed it at the closed door. The childish gesture didn’t make her feel any better, nor did it make the situation any more clear. Malik’s sudden flowery compliments were very strange. And she hated his insistence that she move into his rooms. What was that all about? She paced the room, something she’d been doing a lot of these days, and knew she wouldn’t be falling asleep anytime soon. She was too aroused, too ready for her lover’s touch. Damn the man. She could only hope he was as uncomfortable as she.
“Do it,” a little voice in her head whispered. “Would it be so terrible to go live with him?”
But that was too much like giving in. She was always the one who bent in this relationship. Just once she wanted him to be the one to give in.
 
“You’re making Mommy really crazy,” Bethany confided later the next week as she and Malik walked back from the stables.
Malik wasn’t sure if she offered good or bad news. “How do I make her crazy?”
The nine-year-old removed her riding hat and smoothed her blond braids. She smiled up at him. “She says we eat with you every night and all you do is talk about im-impersonal stuff.” She stumbled over the word, then continued. “And when you’re alone you keep talking about her slender ankles and her porcelain skin. She says she’s beginning to feel like the doll of the month on a cable-shopping channel.”
Her small nose wrinkled. “Do you really like her ankles?”
“I’m sure they’re very nice,” he said. “But they’re not my favorite part.”
“Then why do you talk about them all the time?”
They walked into the main garden outside the rear of the palace. Malik led them to one of the many stone benches along the path and sat down. Bethany settled next to him.
Their daily rides had darkened her skin to the color of honey and added a dozen or so freckles to her cheeks. She still had an expression of wide-eyed innocence that made him want to hold her close and protect her from everything bad. He couldn’t imagine what his life had been like before this amazing child had burst into his world and changed it all around.
“I took your advice,” he admitted, faintly embarrassed by the fact. “After I married your mother, you suggested that I find a way to make her less angry with me. You mentioned those romance novels she’s always reading, so I picked up a few.” He shook his head. “The men in those are always talking about the women’s slender ankles.”
“That’s pretty dumb,” Bethany said.
“I agree. But I thought it was worth a try.”
“Try something else,” the child offered. “The ankle thing isn’t working. Besides, she’s also worried about the fact that you two have nothing in common and that you’re exactly the wrong kind of man for her.” She glanced around as if to make sure they were alone, then lowered her voice to a confidential whisper. “I think she’s kinda scared about being a royal princess. She was telling me that it’s fun to read about and dream about, but living that life is very different. She doesn’t want to mess up and embarrass you or the country.”
“She could never do that. Your mother is very poised in every situation.”
Liana putting a foot wrong was the least of his worries. He was more concerned that she wouldn’t give their marriage a chance. Time was slipping through his fingers, and he didn’t know if he was any closer to making her fall in love with him than he’d been when she’d first arrived. All his compliments didn’t seem to be helping. Not making love with her was slowly killing him, but he was determined to bring her into his bed. His gut told him that if he could get her into his quarters he would be that much closer to keeping her in his life.
But not being with her meant that he couldn’t sleep. He had trouble concentrating while he worked, which had never happened to him before. He needed Liana not to leave. Somehow he had to convince her to stay past the one-month deadline. But how? What words could he use? All his life he’d been taught to be strong and in control, but no one had taken the time to show him how to get a woman to do what he wanted.
“Malik, now that you and Mommy are married, are you my new dad?”
Bethany asked the question without looking at him. She turned her riding hat over and over in her hands as if it were the most interesting thing she’d ever seen.
When she was riding alongside him, her braids blowing behind her and her seat so comfortable and relaxed on her mount, he forgot that she was just a little girl. But now, with her sitting next to him and obviously afraid of his answer, she seemed small and defenseless.
He put a hand on her shoulder. “Your father back in America will always be your real father. Nothing can change that and no one will take his place. If you’re asking if we’re now a part of each other’s lives, the answer is yes.”
She raised her head, and he saw tears filling her blue eyes. Eyes so like her mother’s. “But what happens if we leave? Mommy swears we’re still going at the end of the month and if that happens, you’ll forget all about me.”
A single tear spilled onto her cheek. It was as if she’d cut him with a knife. The pain sliced through him, making his muscles stiffen.
Slowly, he brushed away that tear and the one that followed. He looked at her sweet face and knew that while Bethany might be the biological child of another man, she would always be the daughter of his heart. Because if Liana left him, he would not marry again. He couldn’t enter into an empty union of convenience now…not even for his beloved El Bahar.
“Did you know that your name has a meaning in Arabic?” he asked.
She sniffed, then shook her head. “What is it?”
“In that language, Bethany means daughter of the Lord. In time I will rule El Bahar, which makes me lord of this country. So in some ways, that makes you my daughter, too.” He pulled her close and hugged her. “Don’t worry, child. I will never forget you.”
Bethany clung to him. “I don’t want to go, Malik,” she breathed. “Don’t make us go.”
“You are welcome as long as you would like.”
She raised her head and looked at him. “I love you.”
Her words completed the job her tears had begun. The knife cut clear through to his soul and all his life’s blood began to seep away.
He didn’t say anything, he simply held her close. As much as he wanted her to care about him, he didn’t want her hurt when she left. And she would be hurt. He should have seen that before, but he hadn’t. As for loving her back…he shook off the thought. Love was not a part of his life. Long ago he’d vowed never to love anyone. Nothing had happened to change his mind. He wouldn’t love Bethany and he would never love Liana. Still, he promised himself that he would find a way to make them stay.
 
“If I kill a prince, will they cut off my head?” Liana demanded as she paced her sister-in-law’s living room.
Dora laughed. “I suspect they might. If they got the chance. However, Malik is much loved by his people, and you’d probably be killed by a vicious mob instead.”
“Gee, thanks.” Liana stopped in front of the chair opposite the sofa and rested her hands on top of the back.
“I’ve been living with an El Baharian prince for some time now,” Dora said. “They are difficult men. Passionate and incredibly loyal, which helps, but never easy. They have the normal annoyances inherent in all men, plus the idiosyncrasies that go along with being a member of a royal family. It’s not a life for the faint of heart.”
Dora sat on a pale yellow sofa that brought out the gold in her brown hair. She was as elegant and regal as Fatima, and just as well dressed. Liana had heard the stories of her marriage to Khalil and it was hard to reconcile the princess in front of her with the image of an abandoned executive secretary standing alone and jobless in an airport.
“But I think it’s worth it,” she added. “Khalil is the most wonderful man I’ve ever known. I would change the tide for him if he asked. As he would for me.”
Liana nodded. She’d seen the love between husband and wife with both Dora and Khalil, and Heidi and Jamal. Sometimes when she and Malik dined with the other two couples, she felt a sharp stab of envy for their happiness. She wanted that, too. A caring relationship with a man who loved her as much as she loved him.
“I don’t know what he’s feeling,” Liana confessed. “I can’t figure out why he wants me to stay.”
“Does it matter?” Dora asked. “Isn’t it enough that he does? He chose you, Liana. Out of all the women in the world, he picked you.”
“I know and because I can’t figure out why, it’s driving me crazy.”
“I do empathize with your position, but I’m also selfish. I think you’re wonderful for Malik and I don’t want you to leave.” Dora spread out her hands, palm up. “What do you want?” she asked. “What isn’t Malik doing right?”
“I don’t know.” Malik was doing a lot of things right. If she ignored the fact that he’d tricked her into marriage, he was being a real sweetie. He was charming and attentive whenever they spent time together. If he seemed a little obsessed with her ankles, it wasn’t such a big flaw. He still wanted her to move into his rooms and wouldn’t sleep with her until she did—which she hated but understood.
As for what she wanted…she remained clueless and completely confused.
“I’m going to go talk with him,” Liana said and glanced at her watch. It was nearly two in the afternoon. He was probably still in his office.
“I can’t wait to hear the outcome of this conversation,” Dora called after her. “I want the details later.”
Liana was still smiling when she marched into the foyer of Malik’s office. Zachary took one look at her face, then buzzed his boss and announced her.
Rather than waiting to be let in, Liana walked into Malik’s office and closed the door behind her. Her husband raised his eyebrows.
“An unexpected treat,” he said.
“Yeah, yeah, lay off the ankles this time, okay?”
“As you wish.”
He was so polite all the time, she thought grudgingly. And handsome and attentive and emotionally distant and complicated and good in bed.
“I thought you wanted this marriage to work,” she said.
“I do.”
“But you won’t sleep with me.”
“Not until you share my bed.”
“And I can’t just come in for a few hours and then leave?”
He didn’t bother answering that one.
She sighed. “Fine. Bethany and I will move our things in this afternoon.” Her gaze narrowed. “But don’t think for a second that I’m going to beg you to make love with me.”
A slow, male smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “I promise you won’t have to beg.”


Chapter Fifteen

Liana decided to make the move on her own. She didn’t want to get one of the servants to help and have the news spread all over the palace. Not that it was going to be a secret for very long. There were too many clothes for her to transfer everything in a single trip, but it was easier to carry over armfuls of clothes than to pack them all up and then unpack.
As she draped dresses over her arms, she found herself both excited and disappointed. Somehow she’d hoped for more than a teasing acceptance from Malik. After all, her giving in was a big deal. She’d promised herself that he was going to be the one to bend this time, and he hadn’t. What did that say about her strength of character? Or did it mean she was realistic?
She hated that she spent so much of her time second-guessing herself. Before meeting Malik, she’d always known the right thing to do, and now everything was upside down. But a part of her was thrilled at the thought of being with Malik again. As much as she might want to tell herself she needed to live with him to give their marriage a fair chance, she couldn’t deny the anticipation that raced through her at the thought of being able to see him and touch him whenever she wanted.
She paused at the entrance to his private rooms and realized belatedly she didn’t have a key. Not all the doors were kept locked inside the palace, but his suite might be. However, she tried the knob and found it turned easily. After shifting the clothes to a more comfortable position, she pushed open the door and stepped inside.
She hadn’t thought much about what his suite would look like. From what she could tell, they were all variations on a theme. Living quarters faced the ocean and were large and spacious. She’d expected sofas and chairs, a small dining area and artwork reflecting his taste. She found all that in the room, but the elegant furnishings weren’t what caught her attention.
Instead she looked around in amazement at the roses decorating every surface. White and pink and peach and deep red. Yellow and plum and shimmery silver. They stood in bowls and vases; their petals littered the floor and their fragrance invaded her senses.
Malik stood in the center of the room, his expression as unreadable as usual. But she sensed his tension, his need for her to be pleased.
There was a chair by the door and she set down her clothes. “It’s been less than a half hour since I told you I was moving in,” she said, then waved at the roses. “How is this possible?”
“I work quickly.”
“You couldn’t have had the flowers here all this time.”
“No. They’ve been in a large refrigerator. They’ve been replaced two or three times while I waited for you to make up your mind.”
It was a silly, expensive, romantic gesture and she didn’t know if she should thank him, burst into tears or tell him not to waste that kind of money on her. Instead she walked over the petal-littered floor until she stood less than a foot in front of him.
“Will I ever understand you?” she asked.
“Given time.”
“Do you understand me?”
He smiled. “You are a woman. You and your kind will always be a mystery to mere mortal men.”
He reached into his jacket pocket and drew out a small jeweler’s box. Her breath caught as he opened the velvet top to show her a brilliant marquise-cut diamond set on a diamond and sapphire band.
“I never gave you a wedding band,” he said by way of explanation, then slid the ring on to her finger.
“It’s beautiful.” Liana didn’t know what else to say. Was she supposed to thank him? A wedding ring. Somehow that made their marriage feel all the more real.
“Be with me,” he said, gathering her close and kissing her. He pressed his mouth to her lips, then her cheeks, her forehead and finally returned to her mouth.
She felt him shaking in her embrace, as if her being here really mattered to him. All her doubts fell away, as did her questions as to whether she should have given in or not. Need filled her. Not just passion and the desire to be with this man, but a longing to understand him and heal him. To be his haven. She wanted to empty herself into him, to fill him up and take away all his pain.
It was as if her feelings were so large and overwhelming that she couldn’t keep them to herself. She kissed him back, opening her mouth and welcoming him, touching him, teasing him, beginning the dance that would bind them together in unforgettable passion.
She reached for his shirt buttons. He shrugged out of his jacket, then stilled her hands.
“Not here,” he said. “In my bed. I need you there.”
She looked at him. His face was all harsh angles and planes. A muscle twitched by his mouth, and she saw the tremors in his fingers. He was already hard and his arousal pressed against the front of his trousers.
Her power over him humbled her. She wanted to promise that she would never take advantage of her ability to transform him from proud prince to mortal lover. But her throat was too tight for her to speak.
“I need you,” she breathed as he led her toward the hallway.
“And I, you.”
Without warning he picked her up and carried her into the bedroom. He placed her on the bed and began to remove her clothing. She found herself fumbling first with his buttons, then her own. He pulled her shirt from her slacks and she did the same. She had one shoe on and had lost the other somewhere.
They were kissing and undressing and trying to touch at the same time. She pulled off her blouse and unfastened her bra. He slipped down the lacy cups and began to suckle her breasts. She fumbled with his fly, then drew him out and wrapped both her hands around his silky, hard length.
Finally they were naked, and he was pressing himself into her. She was wet and ready. It had been too long—perhaps all of a week, but it felt like a lifetime.
“More,” she gasped as he entered her. She drew back her knees.
Malik reached between them. Even as he plunged in deeper, he rubbed her small center, bringing her immediate pleasure. She screamed out his name and he swallowed the sound with a kiss.
Over and over he drove into her, taking her back to the point of release, making her writhe and beg and gasp. As he neared his own completion, he opened his eyes and stared into her face. She could see to his soul.
Both of their bodies tensed. “My wife,” he breathed as the first waves of pleasure swept over him.
“Husband,” she managed, then lost herself to one final shuddering release.
Then they were caught up in each other, joining in a timeless union of man and woman. Carried forward on surrender and promise.
After they’d both regained their ability to breathe and had settled under the covers, Liana snuggled close to Malik and rested her head on his shoulder.
“I should have moved in long ago,” she teased. “If you’d been clear about what I could expect I might not have fought you so hard.”
“I doubt that. You can be very stubborn.”
She laughed. “As if I’m alone in that. You were determined to have your way in this.”
He looked at her. “I had no choice.”
There was always a choice, but she wasn’t about to debate that with him. Not now, with her body still pleasantly relaxed and her muscles all liquid and rubbery from the lovemaking.
“Who are you, Malik Khan?” she asked idly as she rubbed her hand over his chest. “You say that in time I’ll begin to understand you, but I’m not so sure. Sometimes I feel as if I know everything you’re thinking, but other times you’re a complete stranger.”
“How well do we know anyone?” he asked.
He was being elusive again. She turned so that she lay on her belly, and rested her chin on his chest. He picked up a strand of her hair and rubbed it between his fingers.
“You have lovely hair.”
She smiled. “Aren’t you going to comment on my ankles?”
“I’ve decided to let that go.”
“Thank you. It was starting to scare me. I was afraid you had a secret foot fetish or something.”
“Nothing like that.”
She looked at his face. In time, if she stayed, she would get to know every inch of him. She would trace his scars and bumps and curves and muscles until they were as familiar as her own. Together they would create a history that would give them strength through the difficult times. If she stayed.
And if she left? What would happen then?
Liana found she didn’t want to think about that. It was too frightening and sad.
“I’m still not sure I know how to be a princess,” she said.
“You will learn. Just as I will learn to be a good father to Bethany.”
“Doesn’t being a father frighten you?”
“Sometimes. I have no experience.”
“I get scared, too,” she admitted. “When that happens, I just hang on and love her. It’s amazing what a full heart can accomplish in a relationship.” She pressed her lips together, then decided she might as well take the chance.
“What happens if I fall in love with you?” she asked.
“Then you will stay in El Bahar and be happy as my wife.”
She poked him. “Wrong answer, Malik. You’re supposed to say that you’ll love me back. Then I can stay in El Bahar and be happy as your wife.”
She thought he might tease, as a way to distract her from talking more about the l-word, or change the subject. Instead he grew serious.
“I am your husband, Liana. I will be faithful to you and take care of you and any children we may have together. But you must understand I am first and foremost the Crown Prince of El Bahar. My very best is for my people. As such I cannot allow myself to be weakened by emotions such as love. I live for the greater good.”
She stared at him. “I can’t figure out if this is a bad joke, or if you actually believe what you’re saying.”
“I mean what I say. I will be all things to you, but I will not love you.”
His words slapped against her, and she found herself scrambling into a sitting position. After pulling up the sheet to cover her nakedness, she stared at him. “You really mean that?”
“Yes.”
Something inside her cried out in pain. She didn’t want it to be like this. She didn’t want him to reject her before they’d even had a chance to make things work.
“And yet you expect me to stay here and love you?”
He looked uncomfortable and would not meet her gaze. “Loving is not required. A successful marriage is based on many things, including mutual respect and an honest desire for the other’s happiness. I believe we can build on that.”
She couldn’t take it all in. Did he really think he could hold himself apart from his feelings so completely? “You might be a Crown Prince, Malik, but you’re also a man. You can’t command your heart not to love.”
“I have so far, and without much effort.”
She didn’t doubt that. His life hadn’t exactly made him the poster child for happiness.
“You mentioned an honest desire for the other’s happiness. What if the only way I can be happy is for you to love me?”
He rose from the bed. “You are speaking about events that may not occur. I don’t wish to discuss all the unlikely possibilities at this time.”
She still hurt, and if she let herself think about all he’d said, she knew she would start to cry. “Every time I start to believe we can make this work, you tell me something that makes it impossible.”
He stiffened. He stood naked in front of her, and she was able to see all his muscles tense at her words. He moved close and touched her bare shoulder.
“You don’t understand,” he told her. “I can give you everything. You say you don’t want money, position or power, but that’s because you haven’t experienced them. Your life will be the envy of millions all over the world. You will want for nothing. Bethany will have every opportunity. We can have children of our own. Children who we will help grow to be great leaders. We can begin a dynasty that lasts for a thousand years.” His gaze narrowed. “Will you throw all that away because of a few words?”
“They’re not just words. They imply a commitment.”
“I have committed myself to you. I take you as my future queen. I lay El Bahar at your feet. How can you ask for more?”
When he put it like that, she felt selfish and greedy. Once again he’d completely confused her.
“What about children?” she asked. “I would never agree to raise them the way you were. I wouldn’t let you take our oldest son from me when he is four and force him to be a man. A child remains a child until he is ready to be man. No one should interfere with that.”
He sank onto the bed and pulled her close. He was warm and strong and she could feel the steady sound of his heart. “That is why you must stay,” he told her. “Because I don’t want that for my children either. I need you, Liana. Stay with me.”
How was she supposed to refuse him when he was like this? She wrapped her arms around him and held him close. But in the back of her mind she heard the faint ticking of the clock. Her month continued to speed by, and she was no closer to knowing what to do than she’d been the first day she’d found out she was married.
 
“You seem to have settled in well,” Fatima said a few days later when she joined Liana for lunch.
They sat on the balcony at a small ebony table that had been a gift from a Chinese emperor nearly five hundred years ago. Liana traced the pattern of the flatware and tried to smile. Her mouth curved up on demand, but she had a feeling that she didn’t look all that happy.
The older woman leaned forward. “Are you still angry with me?” she asked bluntly. “I was a bit harsh with you before, and I’m sorry for that. I reacted out of disappointment. I thought that you were going to be so good for Malik, and then when I found out you were still thinking of leaving, I was surprised and hurt.”
Liana looked at Fatima. “Don’t be so quick to assume that everything has changed.”
“I don’t understand. You’re here, living in his rooms. When you two appear in public or with the family, you seem very happy.”
Liana shrugged. “We are. In a way. I mean…” She took a sip of her iced tea and sighed. “In a way everything is going very well between Malik and myself. He’s attentive, kind and wonderful with Bethany. He’s begun talking about some of his responsibilities with me. He’s brilliant about politics, and I’m learning a lot.”
“Givon says that Malik appreciates your opinions,” Fatima told her. “He respects you.”
“As I respect him.” She paused before going on. She and Malik were also making love every night, and that part of their life together was marvelous. Not that she was going to share the details with his grandmother. “I could very easily fall in love with him.”
“Then what is the problem?”
Liana drew in a deep breath. “Malik has told me that he will never love me. He believes that the best part of him must be saved for El Bahar, and he won’t let himself get tangled up in any serious emotions. So he will care for me and be faithful, but he won’t allow himself to love me. I’m assuming he intends that to also encompass our children, should we have any. So how can I stay with a man who vows never to give me the one thing I want?”
Fatima regarded her with dark, wise eyes. “Is love so very important?”
“Isn’t it? Chuck and I had infatuation, childish affection and lust. When that wore off, we weren’t left with very much.”
“All the more reason to be sensible the second time around.”
“Sensible,” Liana repeated softly. “It’s not exactly what every young girl dreams of for her marriage.”
“But you are not a young girl. You are a mature woman who has experienced some of life.” Fatima touched her glass, but didn’t pick it up. “Did it ever occur to you that Malik is deceiving himself? That he speaks the words because he wants them to be true, not because they are?”
Liana blinked. “I hadn’t thought of that.”
“Perhaps you should. How much has he told you of Iman?”
“I know that she’s not dead, and that she was unfaithful to him.” She shivered. “I can’t imagine how that must have humiliated him. Malik is a proud man.”
“I believe it was one of the darkest moments of his life. Not only because everyone knew what had happened and how his wife had tricked him right here in the palace, but because in his mind, he’d let down his people. He couldn’t see that her betrayal made him so much more human in their eyes. He was no longer a young god, but a real man who could make a mistake. He’d always been adored, but afterward he became truly loved.”
Liana considered Fatima’s words. “I don’t think Malik sees it that way.”
“He doesn’t. He sees only his mistake and he has vowed it will never happen again.” Fatima tilted her head. “Why did he choose you as his wife?”
“I haven’t got a clue. It’s a question I ask myself all the time.”
“Perhaps you should ask Malik instead. Perhaps you should think about Iman and of how he would make sure he never repeated that kind of mistake again. We are all products of our past. Malik’s history has had an influence on him.”
Liana thought she understood what the other woman was saying. “But it’s different with Malik. He never loved Iman.”
“How do you know?”
“He told me.”
“What else would he say?”
That had not occurred to Liana. If Malik had loved his wife, or if he’d been allowing himself to soften towards her and then she’d betrayed him, he would have been destroyed inside. He would have questioned his judgment and would have vowed to never be caught that way again.
He’d lived so much of his life emotionally alone. Oh, there were plenty of people around him, but no one special to hold him and look out for him. No one who didn’t demand but instead gave.
“Perhaps he needs to be shown that he’s found a safe place again,” Fatima said softly. “I believe it is in both you and your daughter to heal his bruised heart and allow him to open himself again. If he were to be loved, he might allow himself to love. Look at his actions, not his words. Then think about what you see there. Don’t be hasty, Liana. Be very sure on this. Isn’t he worth that at least?”
 
Once again the queen had given Liana plenty to think about. Later that afternoon she stood on one of the high balconies on the north end of the palace and looked out over the vast land that blended into the desert.
The sea was to the south of the palace and the city stretched out on both the east and west sides of the royal grounds. But behind the carefully cultivated gardens was only wilderness. Liana didn’t know how much land the Khan family owned, but she knew their property stretched for miles.
From where she stood she had a clear view of the riding trails and the stable. Two specks appeared in the distance. In time they would show themselves to be her daughter and Malik, out for their afternoon ride.
Despite his busy schedule, he always made time for Bethany. Sometimes they rode in the morning and sometimes after she returned from school, but at least six days out of seven found them together on horseback.
She’d been wrong about him, Liana thought to herself. She’d accused him of using her daughter to get to her, but that hadn’t been his plan at all. For reasons that didn’t make sense, his devotion to her child seemed easy and natural. Why did he do it? Liana loved her daughter with all her heart and believed her to be bright and charming, but she was still only nine. Hardly a sophisticated companion for someone like Malik. Yet he sought Bethany out, and seemed to find pleasure in the relationship for its own sake.
Fatima’s words—that she and Bethany had the power to heal Malik’s heart—came to her. Was that true? And if it was, how on earth was she going to walk away from him? No woman in the world could resist such a challenge. To heal a man such as Malik would be the most extraordinary work of her life.
She glanced around at the seldom-used balcony garden. She’d found it last week and had begun to rearrange the potted plants and trees until they created a secluded private sanctuary just as she’d done on the rooftop garden. Her latent interest in gardening and decorating had begun to assert itself, and she’d found herself wondering if there was a detailed inventory of the treasures in the palace. If not, it was a job she would enjoy. She’d seen the storerooms and knew that there were hundreds of wonders there. Different antiques needed to be rotated in and out of the public rooms so that all could enjoy them. And what about preservation and restoration? Had anyone seen to that?
She knew what was happening to her. She was slowly making a life for herself here at the palace. It was a dangerous thing to do, because she still didn’t know how to handle her future. Was she staying?
She turned back to the view and saw that Bethany and Malik were already at the stables. Malik dismounted, then helped Bethany down. Her daughter surprised her by throwing her arms around the prince. Malik surprised her even more by hugging her daughter back. There was something comfortable and familiar about their actions, as if they’d been performed dozens of times before. Actions not words, she thought, as Fatima had instructed her.
Her chest tightened as hope filled her. Was Fatima right? Could she and Bethany heal Malik to the point where he would admit he loved them?
She sighed. Who was this man who had tricked her into marriage? For a long time she’d assumed he was so arrogant that he’d just assumed he would get his way. But perhaps it was something else entirely. Was it possible that he’d acted to hide a fear of losing something he wanted or needed?
Liana sensed she was on the verge of discovering a very important truth. She thought about Malik’s childhood and how desperately alone he’d been. She thought about Iman and her betrayal. Both had taught Malik not to depend on anyone but himself. He couldn’t risk making a mistake about relationships, so he no longer invested in them.
But didn’t he still have the same needs as other men?
Her fingers laced together in front of her waist and she drew in a deep breath. He was afraid of being rejected again. Of being offered something he needed to survive, then having it taken away. She would have to show him that she really was a safe haven for him, and that he never had to worry about being alone again.


Chapter Sixteen

“Why did you choose me?” she asked later that night when they were alone in bed. They’d just finished making love, and she lay in Malik’s arms, safe and content.
“You are my wife. It would be inappropriate for me to make love with anyone else.”
She smiled and touched his lower lip. “That’s not what I mean and you know it. Why did you marry me? You could have picked someone entirely different. Someone more appropriate.”
He settled back on the pillow and tucked his hand under his head. “You were the one I wanted,” he said. “At first there was just an attraction I hadn’t felt before, and I responded to that. Later, as I got to know you and your daughter, I realized you had all the characteristics necessary to make both a good queen and a good mother.”
He looked at her. “Bethany is a wonderful child. You love her deeply and would do anything to protect her. I wanted that for my children.”
She nodded. His words made sense. After all, look what had happened to him.
“Also,” he continued, “you weren’t impressed with the fact that I was a prince. I couldn’t imagine spending the rest of my life with someone in awe of me.”
“Instead you find yourself with someone who will always tell you exactly what she’s thinking.”
“I don’t mind. If I don’t agree with you, I simply won’t listen.”
She wanted to laugh, but she knew he was telling the truth. She thought about what he’d said about why he’d picked her. Was her being a good mother to Bethany also about her capacity to love? Had he chosen a woman with a big heart so that he could find a place for himself there?
She wanted to ask, but knew he wouldn’t answer. At least not honestly. Malik kept his emotions firmly in check. However, she wasn’t like that. Her feelings spilled over, even when she didn’t want them to. Right now, she knew that while Malik might be arrogant and annoying at times, he’d somehow found that place he’d been looking for in her heart.
She’d figured out the truth that afternoon when she’d watched him with her daughter. Now she reached up and kissed his mouth. “I can’t imagine a world without you, Malik. I love you, and if you want me to stay with you, I will.”
She waited expectantly for his excited reaction. A smile hovered at the corners of her mouth.
But instead of whooping or gathering her close and beginning to make love with her, he simply nodded.
“I’m pleased,” he told her. “You’ve made the right decision. Except for telling my immediate family, there shouldn’t be any changes in our lives. We will have to talk about when we’re going to start our family. I would like to begin that process as soon as possible.”
He continued talking about children and a belated honeymoon and a ceremony to give her a title in her own right. Liana listened, but none of the words made sense. Instead she felt icy claws sliding all over her, and she couldn’t help shivering in response.
Had she been wrong about Malik? While she hadn’t expected a heartfelt declaration in return, she’d thought he would at least seem happy.
“Don’t you care?” she blurted out. “Doesn’t any of this matter to you?”
He frowned. “Of course. I told you I’m pleased.”
“Gee. If you’re pleased about this, imagine how excited you’ll be when the dry cleaning returns on time.”
He sat up in bed and looked at her. “Why are you upset? I want you to stay and you’re staying. We have details to discuss. If you would prefer we can talk about them later.”
“I don’t care when we talk about them,” she said, her voice thick with disappointment and anger. “I want you to be happy that I told you I love you. I want you to say you’re thrilled and pleased, and that you were afraid I would leave and you would be alone. I want to know this matters, that I’m not some interchangeable part in your life.”
“We have been over this before,” he said patiently. “You are my wife. I am your husband. I have great respect for you, and I have honored you by taking you as my future queen.”
She scrambled to her knees and glared at him. “Not good enough. I have given in on every point, Malik. I’ll live on your land and be your wife. I’ll learn the customs and raise our children to be good and wise rulers. But you and I don’t have an arrangement, we have a marriage. It’s not about duty and position, it’s about loving each other. You’ve won every single battle, but you’re not winning this one. I matter to you. I know it and you know it, and by God, you’re going to tell me.”
His expression tightened and turned unreadable. “I will not love you.”
“You’re afraid to admit it. Maybe just to me, or maybe to yourself as well. I understand that you had a lot of horrible things happen to you. I’ll even give you time to heal and to learn to trust me more. But you will have to bend on this one eventually.”
“Never.”
This time she was the one to stand up and look down at him. She crossed her arms over her bare chest. “It’s very simple. If you love me back, I’ll change the world for you. If you don’t, you’ll lose me forever. I won’t go away, but I’ll die a little inside until the very heart of me is gone.”
“Women put too much stock in emotions,” he told her curtly. “I’ll be a good husband. Measure me by my actions, not my words.”
Fatima had said almost the same thing, and for a while Liana had believed it would be enough. But now she knew it wasn’t.
 
Malik’s foul mood lasted more than a week. He didn’t understand women or their constant need for reassurance.
“Why won’t she give in?” he asked Bethany as they walked to the stable.
But the nine-year-old refused to take his side. “Mommy says she needs to know that she can trust you to always be there for us.”
“Of course I’ll be here. Where else would I go?”
Bethany stopped in front of the stable door and looked up at him. Shadows darkened the skin under her big, blue eyes. She suddenly looked small and impossibly fragile.
“Malik, you gotta tell her you love her,” she insisted. Her rosebud-shaped mouth pressed into a thin line. “Mommies and daddies always say they love each other. That’s how they have babies together. If you don’t love Mommy, she can’t have a baby brother or sister for me. Don’t you want that?”
“Of course. But loving her or not isn’t relevant to that issue.”
Bethany shook her head mutinously. “You gotta love people, Malik.” She paused, then frowned. Her face paled. “I love you. Don’t you love me back?”
She’d stabbed him with a large sword, and there was nothing he could do to get out of the way. “Bethany,” he said, dropping to one knee and pulling her close. “You are very special to me. You know that. I enjoy our time together, and I’m very glad to have you in my life.”
For the first time since he’d met her, Bethany pushed him away. Tears spilled from her eyes and her mouth quivered. “You don’t,” she accused, her voice cracking with pain. “I thought you loved me. I thought you were different from my daddy, but you’re just like him. You don’t love me either.”
Before he could stop her, she turned and ran away. He heard her sobs and started to go after her, but then he stopped. What was he going to say?
He stood in the center of the path for several minutes, then stormed into the palace and headed for the harem. Once there, he pounded on the golden doors until his grandmother opened them.
“It’s just a word,” he growled. “They’re all insane, expecting me to talk of flowers and love. I’m a prince. I don’t have time for this. You must speak to them and explain the situation.”
Fatima regarded him thoughtfully. “I assume you’re speaking of Liana and Bethany?”
“Yes. Liana agreed to stay, then in the next breath demanded that I tell her I love her or I will lose her or some such nonsense. It’s been nearly a week, and no matter how I insist, she won’t let it go. You have to fix this.”
“Actually, I don’t.” She stepped into the hallway and closed the harem door behind her. “You see, Malik, for a long time I agreed with you. I counseled Liana to see your side and to give in. But now I’m not so sure.” She traced her pearl necklace with her thumb and forefinger. “I assume she has confessed her feelings.”
He thought about that night more than a week ago when she’d told him she loved him and that she would stay. All his fears had drained away as if they’d never been. He’d been relieved and happy and he’d wanted to lay the world at her feet. The emotions had threatened to overwhelm him. Rather than letting her see that, he’d kept his feelings to himself and had talked of their future. It was safer that way.
“She had indicated she cared for me and was willing to stay.”
Two perfect eyebrows raised slightly. “Cared? Was that her exact word?”
“No,” he said between gritted teeth. “She said she loved me.”
“Ah. But you don’t love her. I can see that might be a problem.”
Love? What did he know of the emotion? He knew that he needed Liana more than was safe or even sane. Without her, he was nothing—an empty shell living in an absolute void. Without her, he would go through the motions of living, but there would be no joy. Just endless gnawing pain and the promise of more of the same until death released him.
“I have honored her by making her my wife. That is enough.”
Fatima shook her head. “Your father and his ministers might have turned you into a leader, but as far as knowing how to make a woman happy, you’re a complete fool. Give in, grandson. The date palm that bends before the wind lives to bear fruit another season. The date palm kept straight with pride, breaks and dies alone.”
“I will never give in on this.”
Her eyes filled with sadness. “Then I am sorry for you, Malik. Because you can’t be a great king until you learn compassion, and you can’t experience compassion without first knowing how to love. She is everything you’ve ever wanted. She brings you the offer of peace and a wonderful little girl who thinks you are the sun and moon in one. Yet you would lose them because of your pride or your fear or maybe both.” She turned away. “I can’t fix this for you. I can only tell you to admit what you already feel in your heart. If you don’t, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.”
 
The worst of it was that Liana continued to share his bed, Malik thought several days later as he stepped from his morning shower and grabbed a towel. Every night he expected her to order him to go away, even though she was in his room, and every night she held open her arms. It was too easy to lose himself inside her, and he had the feeling that when they made love he gave away a part of himself. In time, all that he was would have been given over to her, and then he would be empty inside. Yet he wasn’t so sure that being empty would be any worse than the darkness before her arrival.
He found himself thinking about her throughout the day. Not just sexually. Instead he found himself remembering conversations, smiling over shared humor, thinking about what he wanted to tell her that evening. Her intelligence allowed her to grasp things quickly and he found himself interested in her opinions.
She said nothing about loving him or expecting him to love her back, but her watchful gaze told him she had neither forgotten nor given in. The issue still loomed between them—a large, living creature whose hot breath burned against his neck.
Fatima was just as bad, only she didn’t keep her thoughts to herself. His grandmother expressed her opinion at every opportunity, telling him that he was a fool, and he would lose Liana if he didn’t mend his ways.
To make matters worse, Bethany no longer rode with him. Although he’d tried to explain the situation to her, all she could say was that he didn’t love her. When tears filled her eyes, he knew that if he still had a working heart, it would be breaking for her.
He hung the towel back on the rack and walked toward his dressing area. Liana was already up and sitting on the edge of the bed. She’d pulled on a nightgown after they’d made love the previous night. The low-cut silk garment exposed creamy cleavage that made him think about filling his hands with her breasts and kissing them until she moaned and writhed, so close that it only took the lightest touch to send her over the edge.
Her hair was mussed, her face pale, but he still thought she was lovely. Just looking at her now as she poured herself a glass of water from the carafe on the nightstand made him want her again. He could feel himself hardening. No matter what, he always wanted her.
He was about to say something by way of an invitation when she pulled a small plastic container from her nightstand drawer and popped out a tiny pill. He frowned. Was she feeling ill? Was there a problem he didn’t know about or had she—
Truth slammed into him. She was taking birth control pills.
Without bothering to dress, he stalked into the bedroom. “I thought we were going to discuss starting a family.”
She swallowed her pill then looked at him. No humor or desire lurked in her eyes. Instead she looked incredibly sad. “Be realistic, Malik. There aren’t going to be any children.”
Her words were enough of a blow to send him nearly to his knees. Only by supreme force of will did he remain standing. “We talked about them,” he said, his voice low and strained. “You agreed.”
“I agreed to a lot of things I shouldn’t have.” Tears filled her eyes, but she didn’t give in to them. Instead she raised her chin and blinked them away. “I was wrong to say I would stay with you, because I can’t. Bethany and I are leaving.”
He couldn’t speak, he couldn’t breathe. The darkness approached like a judgment from God, and he could only endure the chilling emptiness and know that it would last forever.
She set her glass back on the nightstand. “I was too young when Chuck and I married. Actually we both were. We grew up and learned hard lessons. One of the most important for me was that I have to feel as if I’m an equal partner in my marriage. I was never that with Chuck. He didn’t want a partner—he wanted to do things his way and have sex available. He wasn’t interested in responsibilities or any future past next weekend’s big race.”
“I’m nothing like that,” Malik told her, although he knew it wasn’t going to do any good. She was leaving and he didn’t know how to make her stay.
“You’re right,” she admitted. “You’re not Chuck. Instead you’re a prince and one day you’ll be a king. Because of that, you and I will never be on an equal footing as far as making decisions on how we should live our lives. But that makes it even more important that there is give and take in our personal relationship. It can’t be one-sided.”
Frantic need filled him. He had to find a way to make her understand. “Do you want to return to teaching? I’d let you do that. Or you can go to college or work in the palace. You’re not trapped here.”
She brushed away a single tear. “You still don’t get it. Malik, I don’t need you to let me do anything. Not return to teaching or even give me a child. I already have that. What I need is for you to care about me and my daughter. I need you to love us.”
She stood up and faced him. “I would have risked it for myself,” she said. “I meant what I told you before. I do love you and I would be willing to stay. But I can’t now. I’m not the only one who lost her heart to you. Bethany did as well. As a grown woman I can take a chance on you changing your mind and admitting your feelings. As a mother, I can’t let you continue to hurt my daughter. You’ve destroyed her, Malik. She thinks you’re just like Chuck. That you made her promises that you’re not going to keep. It’s ironic. I came halfway around the world to find a man so like my ex-husband.”
“I am not him,” he growled, insulted by her comments. “I’ve kept every promise I made to your daughter.”
“But you won’t tell her you love her, and that was an implied promise. I hoped you would be able to remember what it was like when you were young and project those feelings on to her. Like the time you broke your arm and one of the ministers thought you were being a crybaby. You were sent to your room and not taken to the doctor until the next morning.”
The memory threatened, but he pushed it away. “I would never do that to her.”
“I know, but she needs more than responsible parenting. She needs to be loved. The way things are now, I could hire a nanny to do what you’re doing with her.”
He took a step toward her. “How dare you insult me in this way?”
She didn’t back down. “How dare you hurt my child? I would have forgiven you everything. I would have waited. But the day you made her cry was the day I knew we had to leave.”
The bottomless abyss threatened, but he ignored the cold fear tickling the base of his spine. He turned his back on her. “Go if you must. I don’t give a damn.”
“I know,” she whispered. “That’s the point.”
 
Malik stood at the top of the palace and watched the black limo pull away. The rooftop garden retreat had changed from the last time he’d seen it. Probably because of Liana. He’d heard that she’d taken to spending part of her afternoons up here.
As the dark car disappeared around a curve in the driveway, he tried to find some part of her presence still lingering near him, but she was truly gone, and there was no way for him to bring her back.
He should have told them good-bye, he thought. He should have said something to Bethany. But he couldn’t face the pain in her small face, or the disappointment in her mother’s expression.
The irony was that a single phone call would prevent both of them from leaving the country. But to what end? Liana had made it clear that she didn’t want to be here any longer, and he couldn’t blame her. A heavy yet familiar weight settled on his shoulders. Once again he’d let his people down. News of his wife’s departure would spread quickly, and everyone would know he’d failed again.
He should never have married her, he told himself angrily. She knew nothing of the pressures of royal life. He should have allowed his father to arrange a suitable match with someone appropriate.
But despite all that happened, he could not regret his time with Liana. Given the chance, all that he would have changed was the fact that he had hurt Bethany.
He closed his eyes and wondered how it had all gone so wrong. She was a young child—he knew what it felt like to be abandoned and alone. Telling himself she had her mother wasn’t an excuse, so he didn’t allow himself to take comfort in the fact. He had thought he was a good ruler, a decent man of strong character. Ironic that it had taken a nine-year-old girl to show him that he was really nothing more than a selfish bastard.
“There you are, my son.”
Malik turned and saw that his father had joined him. The king walked over to the edge of the garden and stared at the view of the palace grounds.
“Liana is gone,” the older man said unnecessarily. “The women are up in arms. Fatima is raging and I suspect Dora and Heidi of plotting. Already Jamal and Khalil are concerned they will have no peace from their wives until this matter is settled.”
Malik shrugged. “They will get over it in time.”
“Perhaps. But their accusations weren’t all directed at you. Some of the sharpest barbs were thrown directly at me.”
Malik glanced at his father in surprise. The king was nearing sixty, but still stood tall and strong. Gray blended into the dark hair at his temples. His mind had never been quicker, his health was excellent and he could easily rule for another twenty years.
But that had never been his plan. He’d often talked about giving Malik time to get his personal life settled and grow comfortable with his responsibilities. Then Givon would step down while Malik was still relatively young. It had been that way in El Bahar for a thousand years.
“Why are they angry with you?”
The king shrugged. He touched the iron balcony railing. “Do you remember your mother much?”
The odd question surprised Malik, but he searched his mind for an answer. “She died when I was eight so I should, but I never saw her much after I turned four, so no. Not really.”
“She was a wonderful woman. Beautiful, intelligent, caring.” The king sighed. “Her greatest flaw, perhaps her only flaw, was that she adored me to the exclusion of all else. She denied me nothing. Not even my oldest son when I came to take you away.”
He looked at Malik. “I believe we have many wonderful customs in our country, but the practice of taking the Crown Prince away from his mother and siblings is wrong. I hated it when it happened to me, yet I did it to you. I’m sorry I didn’t change the old ways, but it’s not too late for your son.”
Malik grimaced. “I doubt I will have one.”
“Because Liana is gone?”
“Yes.”
Givon studied him. “You could marry again. I can arrange it.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Malik said, staring into the distance. Was she at the airport yet? In a matter of hours she would be gone and he would never see her again.
“Would it matter if I told you that I am proud of you and I believe history will find you one of the greatest leaders of our country? That I’ve often wondered how I was so fortunate to be blessed with such an heir. I don’t worry about the people or the country. You will always do the right thing. But I do worry about your heart, my son. I have always loved you and I never told you before.”
Malik didn’t dare look at his father. He felt odd inside. His chest tightened, and yet he felt as if some heavy burden had lifted. He swallowed. “I, ah, thank you, Father.”
A strong hand settled on his shoulder. “I loved your mother, as well. Loving her made me strong, just as loving Liana will make you strong. Love is what holds us together in times of trouble. It heals us and gives us the courage to try to be better. I would have walked through the fires of hell for her if she’d but asked, and I have never regretted loving her.”
Malik finally faced the king. “Is that why you never remarried?”
Givon nodded. “My ministers pressured me for a time, but I already had you and your brothers. I didn’t need more heirs. I have had companions over the years, but I could not imagine taking another woman for my wife. My heart had been given away, and I didn’t have it to give to someone else. I suspect you would experience the same problem if you tried to marry again.”
His father’s words flew around him, stinging and buzzing until they finally started to make sense.
“I didn’t have a choice about losing the woman I loved,” his father said. “You do. Bend on this matter, Malik. Bend and speak the truth. Then you will know a strength and peace of mind you can’t begin to imagine.”
 
“I don’t want to go,” Bethany said, tears running down her cheeks. “I want to stay in El Bahar.”
It was all Liana could do to keep from crying as well. They were already seated in their plane and about to push back from the gate.
She hugged her child close and wished she had words of comfort to offer. What she’d told Malik was true. If it had just been her, she would have taken the chance of making him fall in love with her. But she couldn’t play with her daughter’s feelings. Ever since Bethany had figured out that Malik didn’t love her, she’d been like a broken doll. She refused to go riding, barely ate and wasn’t sleeping. Liana knew it would take time for her to recover, but the process would go a whole lot smoother when they’d left El Bahar.
“Mommy, don’t make us leave,” her daughter begged.
“It will be okay,” Liana promised, understanding Bethany’s conflicting emotions. Liana felt them as well. On the one hand she knew in her head that leaving was the best thing for all of them. But in her heart, she thought she was going to die.
She didn’t know how she was supposed to survive without Malik in her life. He’d become her husband, her lover and the keeper of her heart. For Bethany, he was the only father she’d ever known. And what about Malik himself? Liana hated to think about all that he would have to go through as news of her departure spread throughout the kingdom.
But she didn’t have a choice. He’d hurt Bethany and she couldn’t allow that to happen again.
The plane moved slowly backward as they were pushed away from the gate. Liana continued to hold her daughter close and murmur soft promises of better times ahead. Her own eyes filled with tears as she wondered how long it would take to stop loving Malik. What other man could measure up to the glory that was her handsome prince?
She had a bad feeling that she would love him forever. She would grow old with only her memories for company. She thought of the condoms they’d used and birth control pills she now swallowed faithfully and had the fleeting regret that she wouldn’t have his child.
Bethany looked up at her. “Maybe he would have learned to love us back,” she said. “Can’t we give him another chance?”
“I wish we could,” Liana said. “But some people don’t change. He hurt you, sweetie, and I didn’t want him to go on hurting you.”
“I’m better,” her daughter said through her tears. “Please, Mommy. Just one more chance?”
Liana was tempted to jump up and demand that they let her and Bethany off the plane. But she resisted the impulse. “It will be easier when we get home. You’ll see.”
The lie tasted bitter. Being home wouldn’t help. Nothing would help for a long time. But eventually time would start the healing process and they would—
“Mommy, look!”
Bethany pointed out the window. Liana stared, then blinked. In the distance a group of men on horseback rode toward the plane. Dust billowed up around them until they reached the paved runways. The plane lurched to a stop.
“Ah, ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain speaking. There’s been a slight change in plans.”
He continued talking, but Liana wasn’t listening. She recognized the man on the lead horse. Despite the robes and headdress, she knew his face, his body, even his heart. Gladness filled her. More tears spilled over, but these were of promise and joy.
“He’s not letting us go!” Bethany screamed in delight. She unfastened her seatbelt. “Hurry, Mommy. Let’s meet him at the door. Oh, I knew he wouldn’t let us go.”
Liana gave a slight smile to the stunned passengers sitting around them. She and her daughter slid into the aisle and started toward the front door. As it opened, a stunned flight attendant tried to stop them.
“You’ll have to return to your seats,” she said in a stern voice.
“Don’t mess with her,” Bethany said. “She’s gonna be the queen.”
Liana didn’t say anything. She simply maneuvered herself and her daughter past the woman. But before they reached the door, a tall handsome man entered the plane. His dark gaze found her at once, and his hard expression softened.
Her heart rose in her chest, and her body began to shake. Her love for him filled her.
“I couldn’t let you go,” he said, then looked at Bethany.
To Liana’s surprise and great relief, he crouched down to child level and held open his arms. Bethany cried out his name and barreled into him. She wrapped her thin arms around his neck and clung as if she’d never let go.
“I’m sorry,” Malik said quietly. “I was very wrong to hurt you, and I promise to do my best to keep it from happening again. Of course I love you. You are the daughter of my heart. You will always be my sweet Bethany.”
“Are you my daddy now?” she asked.
Malik looked at Liana as if waiting. She nodded.
“Yes,” he told the little girl. “If that is what you want.”
“I love you, Daddy.”
Malik’s eyes closed briefly as he held her tighter. “I love you too, daughter.”
Then he rose to his feet. Still holding Bethany’s hand, he reached for the microphone.
“Ladies and gentlemen. I’m sorry for the delay in your departure. You’ll be on your way shortly.” He paused, then set the microphone back in place and turned to Liana. “You left me because you thought I did not love your daughter.”
“You’re right.”
“You said you were willing to take a chance on me if you didn’t have to worry about her.”
“I still believe that.”
“So you will now stay?”
“If that is your wish.”
He smiled. “Liar. You want more. You want it all.”
Her joy grew. “Of course.”
“Very well. I am Malik Khan, Crown Prince of El Bahar. This is my land and these are my people. You are Liana Khan, wife of the Crown Prince. Your place is at my side. Stay.” He held out his free hand to her. “Stay because you are the possessor of my heart. Stay because I need you. Stay because I love you now and will for all time.”
As her daughter had before her, Liana threw herself at him. He caught her against him and held her close. “I love you,” she whispered as spontaneous applause broke out among the passengers. “And I will stay with you forever. On your land, with your people.”
“My wife,” he said gently and kissed her.
For Malik, the sense of homecoming was complete. The last crystal of ice surrounding his heart melted, and he knew that he’d found the one thing he’d been searching for all his life. As he acknowledged his love for Liana and Bethany, he felt the peace and strength flowing through him.
 
Years from now, Bethany Khan would tell her grandchild about that day on the airplane when a future king had become her father and how his great love for her mother had been the start of a visionary dynasty that would rule for a thousand years. But that is a different story altogether.
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Chapter One

Sabrina Johnson had sand in her teeth and a lot of other places sand wasn’t supposed to be.
She’d been an idiot, she told herself as she huddled under her thick cloak and listened to the storm howling all around her. Only someone incredibly foolish would have driven four hundred miles out into the desert by herself, and then left all signs of civilization behind, traveling with only a horse and a pack camel, looking for a stupid, mythical city that probably didn’t even exist.
A particularly vicious gust of sand and wind nearly toppled her. Sabrina clutched her legs more firmly to her chest, rested her head on her knees and swore that no matter how long she lived—assuming she survived her current predicament—she was never, ever going to be impulsive again. Not even a little. All impulse had gotten her was lost and trapped in the middle of a sandstorm.
Worse, no one knew she was out here, so no one would be looking for her. She’d stalked off without saying a word to her father or her brothers. When she didn’t show up for dinner, they would probably assume she was either sulking in her room or had taken off for Paris on a shopping trip. They would never think she was lost in the desert. Her brothers had warned her more than once that her crazy ideas were going to be the death of her. She’d never thought they might be right.
Heat and dryness pressed against her. She coughed, but couldn’t seem to clear her throat. How long would the storm go on and would she be able to find her way when it was over?
She didn’t have answers to her questions, so she tried not to think about them. Instead she wrapped her thick cloak around herself more tightly, staying low to the ground, hoping the storm wouldn’t sweep her up in its power and blow her away. She’d heard stories about that sort of thing. Of course her brothers had been the ones telling the stories and they didn’t always stick to the truth.
After what could have been hours, she thought she noticed a slight lessening of howls. Gradually she became aware that the gusts weren’t quite so strong and that it was getting easier to breathe. A few minutes later she risked peeking out from under her cloak.
There was good news and bad news. The good news was she wasn’t dead. Yet. The bad news was her horse and the supply camel were gone, along with her food, water and maps. Almost worse, the storm had buried the makeshift road she’d been following and had erased all the landmarks she’d noticed on her way into the desert from the outpost where she’d left the truck and horse trailer. The truck that wouldn’t be found until someone else journeyed to the abandoned old building. That event could be weeks or even months away. How would she survive until then?
Sabrina rose and turned in a slow circle. Nothing looked familiar. In the distance, the storm still raged. She watched clouds of sand reach up toward the sky as if trying to obliterate the sun. She swallowed. The sun was surprisingly low in the horizon. It was late. Apparently the storm had lasted longer than she’d realized.
Her stomach growled, reminding her she hadn’t eaten since a very early breakfast. She’d been so eager to get started on her journey that morning, that she’d left the capital city well before dawn. She’d been convinced that she was going to find the fabled City of Thieves she’d been studying for ages, and prove its existence to her father. He’d always teased her about her fascination with it. She’d been so darned determined to have the last word. Instead she’d ended up here.
Now what? She could continue to search for the lost city, she could try to return to Bahania and her life of being ignored by her father and brothers or she could simply stand here and die of thirst. Actually while the third choice wasn’t her favorite, under the circumstances it seemed the most likely.
“I’m not going without a fight,” Sabrina muttered as she tightened the scarf tied around her head. She shook out her cloak, then folded it and slung it over one shoulder.
West, she thought and turned so the setting sun was on her right. She needed to retrace her earlier journey by heading south and a little west to find the outpost. There was food and water in her car, because she’d brought more than she’d been able to fit onto the camel. Once she had something to eat and drink, she could think more clearly and figure out what she was going to do.
Ignoring her hunger and thirst, she set off at a steady pace. Fear dogged her heels, like a desert jackal, but she mentally kicked the beast away and reminded herself that she was Sabrina Johnson. She’d faced much worse in her life. She was lying, of course. She’d never faced physical danger before. But so what? There was no one around to point out that fact.
Thirty minutes later she wanted to call a cab. Forty-five minutes later she realized she would have sold her soul for a single glass of water. An hour later, the fear won and she knew she was well and truly going to die in the desert. Her eyes burned from the dryness. Her skin felt as if it were a size too small and her throat was raw and on fire.
She wondered if death in the desert was like death in the snow. Would she simply get tired and go to sleep?
“Not with my luck,” she muttered between parched lips. “My death will be much slower and more painful.”
Still she continued to put one foot in front of the other, ignoring the tempting mirages appearing directly in front of her as the sun slowly set. First she saw a wavering oasis, then a waterfall. Finally she saw a half-dozen men on horses riding closer and closer.
Horses? She stopped walking. She blinked, then squinted. Were they real? As she paused, she realized she could feel the thunder of the horses’ hooves on the ground. Which meant there was a possibility of rescue. Or something less pleasant.
Sabrina spent summers in Bahania with her father, supposedly learning the ways of his people. Not that he could be bothered to teach her anything, but some of the servants took pity on her and she’d picked up a thing or two. One tidbit had been that hospitality was guaranteed in the desert.
However, she spent her school years in Los Angeles, California, where her mother’s maid had warned her never to speak to strangers. Especially men she didn’t know. So should she stand her ground or run for the hills? Sabrina glanced around. There weren’t any hills.
She studied the men as they galloped closer and seemed to get larger. They were dressed traditionally in burnoose and djellaba. Their long cloaks swept along behind them. As a way to distract herself from her growing apprehension, she tried to admire the strong yet elegant horses they rode. Bahanian horses, bred for the desert.
“Hi,” she called as the men approached, trying for a breezy, confident tone. Between her dry throat and growing fear, she wasn’t entirely successful. “I’m lost. The sandstorm caught me flat-footed. You wouldn’t have happened to have seen a horse and a camel anywhere would you?”
No one answered her. Instead they circled her, speaking in a tongue she recognized but didn’t understand. Nomads, she thought, not sure if the men being nomads was good or bad for her.
One of the men pointed at her and gestured. Sabrina stood in place, even when several moved their horses very close to her. Should she tell them who she was, she wondered as she turned slowly. Nomads would respond to her father’s name, but what about outlaws? Of course outlaws would want to hold her for ransom and she might impress them by telling them that even though she didn’t look like much, she was actually Sabrina Johnson, aka Princess Sabra of Bahania. Or they might just kill her and leave her bones to bleach in the desert.
“I have want of a slave girl, but I doubt you’d do well at the job.”
She spun toward the speaker. His clothing hid most of his features. She saw that he was tall in the saddle, with tanned skin and dark eyes. Lips curled up in a smile as he laughed at her.
“You speak English,” she said stupidly.
“You do not speak the language of the desert,” he replied. “Nor do you know its ways. She is not a forgiving lady.” The humor fled his face. “Why are you out here alone?”
“That’s not important,” Sabrina said with a dismissive wave. “But maybe you could loan me a horse. Just to get me back to the outpost. My truck is there.”
The man jerked his head. One of the others scrambled off his horse. For a second Sabrina thought she was going to get her wish. The man had actually listened. Most unusual in a Bahanian male. They generally ignored—
The nomad reached for her head covering and pulled it free. She screamed. The circle of men around her grew still. Sabrina sighed.
She knew what they were looking at. Long, curly red hair tumbled down her back, a legacy from her mother. The startling combination of brown eyes, red hair and honey-colored skin often caught people’s attention, but no more so than here.
The men talked amongst themselves. She strained to understand what they were saying.
“They think I should sell you.”
She glanced toward the English-speaker. She had the impression he was their leader. Panic fluttered inside of her, but she didn’t let it show. Instead she squared her shoulders and raised her chin.
“Do you so need the money?” she asked, trying to fill her voice with contempt…or at least keep it from shaking.
“It makes life easier. Even out here.”
“What happened to the hospitality of the desert? The laws of your land won’t let you mistreat me.”
“Exceptions are made for one as foolish as you.”
He motioned to the man still standing next to her. In the split second before he reached for her, Sabrina spun on her heel and began to run. She had no destination in mind, just a burning need to be as far away from her captors as possible.
She heard hoofbeats behind her. Fear added speed, but not enough. She’d barely gone twenty yards when she was swept up onto a horse and held tightly against the hard, unforgiving chest of the nomad.
“Where, exactly, did you plan to go?” he asked.
She squirmed, but he didn’t release her. Instead she found herself getting tangled in his robes.
“If you continue to try to get away, I’ll tie you and drag you behind my horse.”
She could feel the strength of him, and his heat. He was as unyielding as the desert. Just her luck, she thought glumly, and stilled.
Tossing her hair out of her face, she glared at him. “What do you want from me?”
“First, I would like you to remove your knee from my stomach.”
She glanced down and saw that her jean-clad knee was indeed pushing against his midsection. It felt as if she were butting up against a rock, but she didn’t share that thought with him. Instead she shifted slightly, so that she was sitting on the saddle, facing his left.
She sucked in a deep breath. The sun had slipped below the horizon. There was no way she could escape now. Not at night. She was lost, thirsty, hungry and held captive by who knows who. At least it wasn’t raining.
“Ah,” he said softly. “So you can be reasoned with. A most pleasant attribute in a woman. And rare.”
“You mean beating all your wives doesn’t keep them in line? What a surprise.”
She glared at him as she spoke, telling herself that she didn’t care if his gaze narrowed slightly.
His features were dark and hard, like a rock shaped by the blowing winds of the desert. His headdress covered his hair, but she suspected it would be dark, perhaps to his collar, perhaps a little shorter. He had broad shoulders, and he carried himself like a man used to the weight of many burdens.
“For a woman completely at my mercy, you are either incredibly brave or incredibly foolish.”
“You’ve already accused me of being foolish,” she reminded him. “Rather unjustly if you ask me.”
“I did not ask you. Besides, what would you call someone who heads out into the desert without a guide, or even the most basic of supplies?”
“I had a horse and—”
He cut her off with a slight tilt of his chin. “Or the skill to keep them,” he finished.
Rather than answer, she glanced over his shoulder. The men he’d left when he’d chased her had started to set up camp. Already they had a small fire burning and were setting a pot to boil.
“You have water?” she asked, licking her dry lips.
“Yes, and food. Unlike you, we kept possession of our supplies.”
She couldn’t seem to tear her gaze away from the liquid being poured into the pot. “Please,” she whispered.
“Not so fast, my desert bird. Before you partake of our meager offerings, I want to make sure you don’t fly away again.”
“As you already pointed out, where would I go?”
“Not having a destination didn’t stop you before.”
He dismounted. Before she could slide to the ground, he pulled a length of rope from his voluminous robes and grabbed her wrists.
“Hey,” she protested, tugging against his actions. “You don’t have to do this. I’m not going anywhere.”
“I intend to make sure of that.”
She tried to pull her arms away so he couldn’t reach her wrists, but he moved too quickly and tied her. Then she shifted too far back in the saddle and started to slide off the horse. The man caught her by the front of her shirt and pulled her toward him. She lost her balance and fell heavily against him. He didn’t even grunt.
Wrapping one arm around her waist, he lowered her to the ground. While she was still trying to catch her breath, he secured her ankles together, then straightened.
“Wait here,” he told her and led his horse toward the makeshift camp.
“What?” she yelled, wiggling on the ground, unable to get up on her own. “You can’t leave me here.”
He studied her with his dark eyes, then smiled. “I would say that I can.”
Stunned by disbelief, Sabrina watched as he joined the other men. He said something she couldn’t hear and they chuckled in response. Anger replaced the fear burning in her chest. She would show him, she vowed, tugging on her fastenings and kicking at the sand. She would get free and find her way back to Bahania and have him shot. Or hanged. Or maybe both…at the same time. Her father might not pay much attention to her but he wouldn’t be happy about her being kidnapped.
Unable to free herself, she shifted until her back was to the camp. Bad enough that she could smell them cooking dinner, she didn’t want to have to watch it, too. Her mouth and throat felt so dry, they seemed swollen. Her stomach had never been so empty. Was the stranger just tormenting her or was he really not going to give her dinner? What kind of monster was he?
The desert kind, she told herself. Men like him didn’t see women as anything but chattel.
“I would have been better off with the troll prince,” she muttered.
Tears burned in her eyes, but she refused to give in to them. She never showed weakness. What was the point? Instead she vowed to stay emotionally strong enough to survive, so that she could take her revenge. She closed her eyes and tried to imagine herself somewhere else.
As the smell of the food continued to drift toward her and her stomach clenched painfully, she couldn’t help wishing she was still at the palace. Okay, so her father rarely noticed she was around and her brothers ignored her, except when they were teasing her, but was that so bad?
She remembered her rage the previous day when her father, the king of Bahania, had announced that he’d betrothed her. Sabrina had been in shock.
“You can’t be serious,” she’d told her father.
“I am most serious. You are twenty-two. More than of an age to marry.”
She’d glared at him. “I turned twenty-three last month. And this is the modern world. Not medieval Europe.”
“I am aware of the time and the country. You are my daughter. You will marry the man of my choosing because you are a Bahanian princess and alliances must be made.”
The man didn’t even know how old she was, so why on earth would she trust him to pick out a husband? She could only imagine the horrible old man with three wives and bad breath whom King Hassan would consider suitable.
For the past twenty-three years her father had been content to ignore her. While she’d spent every summer in the palace, he’d rarely spoken with her. Although he took his sons on trips, she had been left behind. And when she spent the school year with her mother in California, he never phoned or wrote. So why would he think that she would do what he wanted now?
Rather than stay and meet her troll prince, she’d escaped, hoping to find the City of Thieves. Instead she’d been captured by nomads. Maybe the troll prince wasn’t so bad.
“What are you thinking?”
The voice startled her. “That I need a vacation and this isn’t what I had in mind.”
She opened her eyes and saw her captor standing in front of her. He’d removed his headdress and outer robes. Dressed only in cotton trousers and a tunic, he should have looked less formidable. Unfortunately he did not.
He loomed like a deity, silhouetted by a beautiful, inky-black night sky. While she might not be completely comfortable in Bahania, she’d always admired the perfection of its stars. But tonight something other than twinkling lights captured her attention.
The man was tall. His thick dark hair was short and layered. In the darkness of the evening, his features blurred, although she saw a flash of white teeth when he smiled.
“You have the courage of a camel,” he told her.
“Gee, thanks. Camels aren’t brave.”
“Ah, so you know that much about the desert. Fine. How about the courage of a desert fox.”
“Don’t they run away all the time?”
He shrugged. “You see my point. Good.”
She had the most childish urge to stick her tongue out at him. Instead she took a deep breath and smelled something wonderful. Her stomach growled loudly as she realized he held a plate in one hand and a cup in the other.
“Dinner?” she asked cautiously, trying to keep the hope out of her voice.
“Yes.” He crouched in front of her and set the plate and cup on the sand before helping her into a sitting position. “But can I trust you enough to untie you?”
It was all Sabrina could do not to throw herself at the food and start eating directly from the plate. Her mouth watered so much she had to swallow twice, and her throat ached at the thought of water.
“I swear I won’t try to run away.”
He settled next to her on the sand. “Why would I trust you? I don’t know anything about you except you have the sense of a flea.”
Her gaze narrowed. “I really hate all these animal comparisons. If you’re discussing the fact that I misplaced my horse and my camel, it’s not my fault. I tried to tether them when the sandstorm approached. I covered myself with a thick cloak and stayed low to the ground. I would say the fact that I survived the storm at all is a testament to my good sense.”
He did not appear the least bit impressed by her argument. “What about the fact that you’re in the desert by yourself?” He picked up the cup. “Or would you rather discuss the fact that you lost both your horse and your camel?”
“Not really,” she muttered, then leaned forward to sip from the cup he held out to her.
The water was cool and clean. She swallowed greedily, taking in the life-giving moisture. Never had anything tasted so sweet, so perfect.
When she finished the cup, he put it on the ground and picked up the plate.
She looked from the strips of meat and pieces of vegetables to his hands. “You aren’t seriously considering feeding me, are you?” She held up her bound wrists. “If you don’t want to untie me, at least let me feed myself.”
The thought of him touching her food was too weird. Although she was pretty hungry and he looked clean enough. Despite the heavy robes and the heat of the desert, the man in front of her didn’t smell.
“Allow me the privilege,” he said mockingly, and picked up a piece of meat.
She probably should have been brave and stubborn and refused. But her stomach was so very empty. Instead she leaned forward and took the meat from him, making sure her mouth never touched his fingers.
“I am Kardal,” he said as she chewed. “What is your name?”
She took her time in replying. After she’d swallowed, she licked her lips and stared eagerly at the plate. For reasons that weren’t completely clear to her, she didn’t want to tell him who she was.
“Sabrina,” she answered, hoping he wouldn’t connect that name with Princess Sabra of Bahania. “You don’t sound like a nomad,” she said in an effort to distract him.
“Yet I am.” He offered her another piece of meat.
“You must have gone to school somewhere else. England? America?”
“Why do you say that?”
“The way you speak. Your word choices and syntax.”
One corner of his mouth lifted. “What do you know of syntax?”
She chewed and swallowed. “Despite what you think, I’m not an idiot. I’ve studied. I know things.”
His dark eyes seemed to take possession of her soul. “What things, my desert bird?”
“I, ah—”
She was saved from having to answer by him feeding her a grilled bit of vegetable. This time, however, she wasn’t so very cautious and the side of his index finger touched her lower lip. At the moment of contact, something odd shifted inside of her. Food poisoning, she told herself. No doubt he’d laced the food with something horrible.
But she was hungry enough not to care. She continued eating until the plate was empty, then drank the second glass of water Kardal gave her. When they were finished, she expected him to return to the men sitting around the small fire. Instead he continued to sit across from her, studying her.
She wondered how bad she looked. Her hair was a tangled mess and she was sure she had smudges of dirt on her face from the sandstorm. Not that she wanted to be attractive for her captor. This was generic female vanity—nothing specific about the man in front of her.
“Who are you?” he said quietly, staring into her eyes. “Why were you alone in the desert?”
With food in her belly, she felt a little less vulnerable and scared. She thought about lying, but she’d never been very good at that. Refusing to answer might be an option, except there was something compelling about Kardal’s steady gaze. The easiest course of action was to tell the truth. Or at least part of it.
“I’m looking for the lost City of Thieves.”
She expected a reaction of interest or disbelief. What she didn’t expect was for him to lean his head back and laugh. The low chuckling drifted across the desert. The men at the fire turned to look at them, as did the horses.
“Laugh all you want,” she snapped. “It’s true. I know exactly where it is and I’m going to find it.”
He raised his eyebrows. “The city is a myth. Adventurers have been searching for the city for centuries. What makes you think one slip of a girl will find it when they have not?”
“Some of them have,” she insisted. “I have maps, diaries.”
He lowered his gaze to her body. She wore a T-shirt and jeans, along with hiking boots. Behind her, on the sand, lay her cloak. She would need that cloak later. Already the temperature was dropping from stifling to pleasantly cool.
“Where exactly are these maps and diaries?” he asked sounding oh so polite.
She gritted her teeth. “They’re in my saddle bags.”
“I see. On your runaway horse?”
“Yes.”
He paused. “You do realize it will be more difficult to find this fictional city without the maps.”
She curled her fingers into fists. Irritation swelled inside of her. “I’ve already figured that out.”
“Yet you continue to seek the city?”
“I don’t give up easily. I swear I’ll come back and find it.”
He rose to his feet and stared down at her from his rather impressive height. “How determined you sound. But your plans are based on an interesting assumption.”
She frowned, barely able to see him in the darkness of the night. “What’s that?”
“For you to return anywhere, I must first let you go.”


Chapter Two

Kardal kept his eyes closed, trying to ignore the squirming of the woman next to him. The ground beneath was hard, but not uncomfortable, although he doubted Sabrina would appreciate that fact. While he’d unbound her feet, he’d kept her wrists tied and connected to a rope anchored to the belt around his waist. He knew that without a deterrent of some kind she was impulsive enough to try to escape in the night.
She was less than amused by their sleeping arrangements.
“This is ridiculous,” she hissed, her words barely audible over the snores of his men. “It’s the middle of the night in the middle of the desert. Where exactly do you think I’m going to go? Untie me at once.”
“How imperious you sound,” he replied, not bothering to look at her. “If you continue to speak, I’ll put a gag in your mouth. I assure you, after a time it grows most unpleasant.”
He heard her sharp intake of air, but she didn’t talk anymore, for which he was grateful.
She shifted again, drawing her thick cloak more tightly around her. The night temperature continued to drop. Kardal knew that in time she would welcome the heat of his body next to hers. Left on her own, she would be shivering by dawn. But he doubted she would thank him. Women were rarely sensible creatures.
As for trusting her enough to release her—he would rather trust his fortune to a gambler. He couldn’t believe she’d been foolish—or foolhardy—enough to be traveling by herself in the desert. Didn’t she realize how dangerous the vast emptiness could be?
Obviously not, he thought, answering his own question. At first he’d been shocked to see a lone traveler in the distance. He and his men had quickly changed course to offer assistance. As they’d approached, he’d realized the traveler was a woman. And then he’d seen her face and known exactly who she was.
Sabrina Johnson—otherwise known as Princess Sabra, the only daughter of King Hassan of Bahania—was everything he’d feared. Willful, difficult, spoiled and lacking the intelligence the good Lord gave a date palm.
He supposed the sensible course of action would be to return her to her father, even though he knew the king wouldn’t do anything to mend her wayward ways. From what he’d heard, King Hassan ignored his only daughter, allowing her to spend much of the year with her mother in California. No doubt living in wildness as the king’s former wife did.
Kardal opened his eyes and stared up at the heavens. Stars twinkled down at him. He was as much a product of the new century as any man in his world could be. Trapped between tradition and progress, he attempted to find wisdom and act accordingly in all situations. But when he thought about Sabrina wasting her time in Beverly Hills, having affairs and living who knew what kind of hedonistic lifestyle…
He swore silently. She might be uncomprehendingly beautiful but she had the heart and soul of a spoiled and willful child. She was not a traditional desert wife, nor was she a sparkling gem of a woman produced by the best western culture had to offer. She fit nowhere and he had no use for her. If life were fair, he could simply return her and be done with her.
Unfortunately life was not fair and that course of action wasn’t open to him. The price of being a leader, he supposed.
Sabrina flopped onto her back, tugging at the rope that bound them together. He didn’t move. She sighed in disgust and was quiet. In time, her breathing slowed and he knew she’d found sleep.
Tomorrow would be interesting, he thought wryly. He would have to decide what to do with her. Or perhaps he already knew and didn’t want to admit it to himself. There was also the matter of her not recognizing him, although it was possible she hadn’t been told his name. That thought made him smile. If she didn’t know, he wasn’t about to tell her. Not yet.
 
Sabrina woke slowly to an unusual combination of hard bed and warmth. She shifted slightly, but the mattress didn’t yield at all. Nor did the heat source surrounding her. It was specifically on one side. Like a—
Her eyes popped open. She looked up into the rapidly lightening sky and realized she wasn’t back in her bed in the palace, nor was she in her room in her mother’s house. Instead she was in the desert, tied by a rope to a man she didn’t know.
The previous day’s events returned to her memory with all the subtlety of a desert storm: Her excitement at finally starting the journey she’d been dreaming about ever since she’d first heard of the lost City of Thieves. How she’d been so darn careful to pack her supplies sensibly, even taking a more docile horse than usual so that she wouldn’t have to worry about a riding accident. She’d had a compass, maps, diaries and determination on her side. What she hadn’t counted on was a conspiracy by the elements.
Which was how she’d come to find herself in her present predicament. Tied to a nomad who was going to do who knows what to her.
She risked glancing to her right. The man was still asleep, which gave her the opportunity to study him. In the soft light of morning, he still looked hard and powerful—a man of the desert. He held her fate in his hands, which alarmed her, but she no longer believed her life was in danger. Nor had she worried for her virtue. Even as she’d protested and then seethed at the thought of being tied up, she’d never once thought he would actually physically attack her. Which didn’t make any sense. She should have been afraid.
Now she looked at the thick lashes resting on his cheek and the way his mouth relaxed as he slept. His skin was tanned, adding shadows to sculpted cheekbones and a strong jawline. Who was this Kardal of the desert? Why did he hold her prisoner rather than simply offering to escort her to the nearest town?
Suddenly his eyes opened. They stared at each other from a distance of less than eight inches. She tried to read his expression, but could not. It was very strange, but if she had to pick a word to describe what was in his dark eyes, she would have said disappointment.
He rose without saying a word. As he did so, she realized that he must have loosened the rope holding them together, because it lay on the blankets he’d spread over the sand. With a quick movement, he bent down and untied her wrists.
“You may have a small bowl of water for your morning ablutions,” he said by way of greeting. “Don’t try to escape. If you do, I’ll give you to my men.”
And then he turned his back on her. “Not much of a morning person, are you?” Sabrina called out before she could stop herself.
He kept walking away and didn’t bother responding. She sighed. So much for friendly chitchat.
She did as he instructed, taking her small bowl of water to the far side of the camp. Covering herself with her cloak, she did her best to freshen up. Between the sandstorm, the night of sleeping in her clothes and the prospect of wearing them again for an unspecified length of time, she would have given a lot for a shower.
Ten minutes later, she cautiously approached the fire. Two men were making breakfast. She ignored the food and gazed longingly at the pot of coffee sitting close to the flames. Food wasn’t a priority for her until later in the day, but coffee was life.
She caught Kardal’s attention and motioned to the pot. He nodded without saying anything. She sidled closer to the men and took an unused mug from an open saddlebag, then poured herself a full cup of the steaming liquid. It was hot and strong enough to grow hair.
“Perfect,” she breathed.
Kardal moved around the fire to stand next to her. He wore his robe open over his shirt and trousers. The long covering flowed behind him with each step.
“I’m surprised you like it,” he said. “Most westerners and many women find it too strong.”
“Too strong isn’t possible,” she said after sipping again. “I like coffee I can stand a spoon in.”
“No lattes or mocha cappuccinos?”
What? Humor from the great and mysterious Kardal? She smiled slightly. “Not even on a bet.”
He motioned for her to follow him to the edge of their camp. Once there he put his hands on his hips and stared down at her as if she were a particularly unappealing bug. So much for the moment of bonding over coffee.
“Something must be done with you,” he announced.
“What? You don’t want to spend the rest of your days traveling with me throughout the desert? And here I thought you enjoyed tying me up and making me sleep on the hard ground.”
He raised his dark eyebrows. “You have more spirit than you did last night.”
“Not surprising. I’m rested, I have coffee. Despite rumors to the contrary, I’m a creature of simple wants.”
The curl of his mouth indicated that he didn’t believe her.
“We have three choices,” he told her. “We can kill you and leave your body here in the desert. We can sell you as a slave or we can ransom you to your family.”
She nearly choked on her coffee, barely able to believe he meant what he said. Although the edge of determination in his voice told her that he did.
“Can I see what’s behind curtain number four?” she asked when she could finally speak. Here she’d been thinking ol’ Kardal wasn’t so bad and he was talking about killing her and leaving her remains for whatever animals lived out here.
Of course if they were going to kill her wouldn’t they have already done it? Sleeping with her tied up next to him had to have been just as uncomfortable for Kardal as it had been for her.
“Eliminating death as an option,” she said cautiously, “I don’t think I’d make an especially good slave.”
“I had considered that. Of course a good beating would change that.”
“And what would a bad beating do?” she murmured.
“Which would you prefer?”
She stared at him. “A good or a bad beating? Neither, thank you.” She couldn’t believe they were discussing this. She couldn’t believe this was actually happening. That she was standing in the middle of the Bahanian desert discussing the physical abuse of her person.
“I meant,” he said slowly, as if she weren’t very bright, “which of the three do you prefer?”
“It’s my choice? How democratic.”
“I am trying to be fair.”
She grimaced. Obviously he’d missed the sarcasm she’d attempted to interject into her words. “Fair would be giving me a horse and some supplies, then pointing me in the right direction.”
“You’ve already lost your own horse and camel. Why would I trust you with stock of mine?”
She didn’t like the question so she ignored it. There was no point in protesting that the loss of her horse and camel had been more because of the storm than because she’d done something wrong.
“I do not want to be killed,” she said at last when it became apparent he really was waiting for her to choose her fate. “And I have no desire to be any man’s slave.” Nor did she want to return to the palace and marry the troll prince. Unfortunately there wasn’t much choice.
She wondered if her father would bother to pay a ransom for her. He might if for no other reason than it would look bad for him if he didn’t. Now if one of his precious cats had been kidnapped, the entire kingdom would be in an uproar until it was returned.
It was very sad, she thought to herself, that her place in her father’s affection was far below her brothers and well under the cats. Unfortunately it was true. However, Kardal didn’t know that. There was no other choice. She was going to have to tell him who she was and hope that he was a man of honor, loyal to the king. If so, he would happily return her to her father. Once there, she would deal with her betrothal to the troll prince.
She drew herself up to her full height—all of five feet four inches and tried to look important. “I am Princess Sabra of Bahania. You have no right to keep me as your prisoner, nor may you determine my fate. I demand that you return me to the palace at once. If you do not, I will be forced to tell my father what you have done. He will hunt you and your men like the dogs that you are.”
Kardal looked faintly bored.
“You don’t believe me?” she asked. “I assure you, it’s the truth.”
He studied her face. “You don’t appear very royal. If you’re really the princess, what are you doing out here in the desert by yourself?”
“I told you yesterday. Searching for the City of Thieves. I wanted to find it and surprise my father with treasures I discovered there.”
That much was true, she thought. Not only had she wanted to study the fabled city, but she’d figured finding it was a surefire way to get the king’s attention. Once he realized she was a real person, she might be able to talk him out of her engagement.
He considered her words. “Even if you are the princess, which I doubt, I don’t see why you would have been out alone. It is forbidden.” His gaze narrowed. “Although they say the princess is willful and difficult. Perhaps you are her after all.”
Talk about a no-win situation, Sabrina thought glumly. She could accept the character assassination or not be believed. Once again she was left grasping for an alternative. Why was it people always assumed the worst about her? Didn’t anyone understand that she hadn’t had a normal life? Splitting time between two parents who didn’t really want her around hadn’t given her anything close to a happy childhood. People who thought she was fortunate saw only the physical trappings of her station. No one saw the endless hours she’d spent alone as a child.
But there was no point in explaining all that to Kardal. He wouldn’t believe her and even if he did, he wouldn’t care.
“I will consider what you have told me,” he said at last.
“What does that mean? You believe that I’m really the princess? Are you going to take me back to the palace in Bahania?” Compared to her recent desert experience, the troll prince might not be such a bad choice after all.
“No,” Kardal told her. “I think I will keep you for now. It would be most entertaining to have a princess as a slave.”
She tried to speak but could only splutter. He couldn’t mean it, she told herself, hoping she wasn’t lying.
“No,” she finally said. “You couldn’t do that.”
“It appears that I could.” Kardal chuckled to himself as he walked away, leaving her openmouthed and frothing.
“You’ll regret this,” she yelled after him, fighting the fury growing within her. If she hadn’t treasured her coffee so much, she would have tossed the steaming liquid at his retreating back. “I’ll make you sorry.”
He turned and looked at her. “I know, Sabrina. Most likely all the days of my life.”
 
Forty minutes later, she knew a flogging was too good for him. She was back to wanting him both hanged and shot. Maybe even beheaded. It wasn’t enough that he threatened her and insulted her. No. Not only had he tied her up, but he’d blindfolded her as well.
“I don’t know what you think you’re doing,” she announced, practically vibrating with rage. The sensation of being blind while on a moving horse was completely disconcerting. With each step, she expected to tumble under the horse’s hooves.
“First,” Kardal said, his voice barely a whisper in her ear. “You don’t have to shout. I’m right behind you.”
“Like I don’t know that.”
She sat in front of him, on his saddle. As much as she tried to keep from touching him, there wasn’t enough room. Holding herself stiffly away from him only made her muscles ache. Despite her best effort to prevent contact, her back kept brushing against his front.
“What’s the second thing?” she asked grudgingly.
“You’re about to get your wish. Our destination is the City of Thieves.”
Sabrina didn’t respond. She couldn’t. Her mind filled with a thousand questions, not to mention disbelief, hope and excitement.
“It’s real?”
Behind her, Kardal chuckled. “Very real. I’ve lived there all my life.”
“But you can’t—It isn’t—” What he was saying didn’t make sense. “If it truly exists, how come I’ve never heard about it except in old books or diaries?”
“It’s how we prefer it. We are not interested in the outside world. We live in the old tradition.”
Which meant life for women was less than agreeable.
“I don’t believe you,” she told him. “You’re just saying this to get my hopes up.”
“Why else would I blindfold you? It is important that you not be able to find your way back to our city.”
Sabrina bit her lower lip. Could Kardal be telling the truth? Could the city exist and did people really live there? It would almost be worth being captured just to see inside the ancient walls. And his statement about finding her way back implied that he would—despite his posturing to the contrary—eventually let her go.
“Are there treasures?” she asked.
“You seek material wealth?”
There was something in his tone. Contempt, maybe? What was it about this man and his assumptions?
“Stop talking to me like I’m some gold digger,” she said heatedly. “I have a bachelor’s degree in archeology and a master’s in Bahanian history. My interest in the contents of the city are intellectual and scientific, not personal.”
She adjusted her weight, trying to escape the feeling that she was going to fall from the horse at any moment. “I don’t know why I’m bothering,” she grumbled into the darkness. “You’re hardly a sympathetic audience. Just believe what you want. I don’t care.”
But she did care, Kardal thought with some surprise when she was finally quiet. He had heard about her going to school in America. It had never occurred to him that she would actually complete her studies, nor had he thought she would study something relevant to her heritage. He wasn’t sure she didn’t want the treasures of his homeland for herself, but he was willing to wait and let her show her true self on that matter.
She leaned forward, as if holding herself away from him. He felt the tremor in her muscles, the result of her tension.
“Relax,” he told her, wrapping an arm around her waist and pulling her against him. “We have a long day’s ride. If you continue to sit so stiffly, you’ll spend much of the time in pain. I promise not to ravish you while we’re upon my horse.”
“Remind me to never dismount then,” she muttered, half under her breath, but she did let herself sag against him.
Sabrina was more trouble than any other three women Kardal had ever known, but he found he didn’t dislike her as much as he would have thought. Unfortunately he also found her body appealing as it pressed against his own. During the night he’d managed to ignore the sweet scent of her, but not while they rode pressed so closely together. When he’d first placed her in the saddle, he’d only thought to keep her from running off. By tying her hands, he’d attempted to both restrain and punish her willfulness. Now he was the one being punished.
With each step of the horse, her body swayed against his. Her rear nestled against his groin, arousing him so that he could think of little else. It was a kind of trouble he did not need.
She was not the traditional desert woman he would have chosen. She was neither deferential nor accommodating. Her quick mind allowed her to use wit and words as a weapon and there was no telling how her time in the west had corrupted her. She was disrespectful, opinionated and spoiled. And even if he found her slightly intriguing, she was not whom he would have chosen. But then the choice hadn’t been his at all. It had all been proclaimed at the time of his birth.
He wondered why she didn’t know who he was. Had her father not told her the specifics or had she simply not listened? He would guess the latter. Kardal smiled. He doubted Sabrina listened to anything she didn’t want to hear. It was a habit he would break her of.
He could almost anticipate the challenge she would be to him. In the end he would be the victor, of course. He was the man—strength to her yielding softness. Eventually she would learn to appreciate that. In the meantime, what would the ill-tempered beauty say if she knew he was the man to whom she had been betrothed?


Chapter Three

Eventually Sabrina found the rhythm of the horse hypnotic, even with the chronic sensation of falling. Despite her desire to, if not prove herself then at least be somewhat independent, she found herself relaxing into Kardal’s arms. He was strong enough to support her and if she continued to hold herself stiffly, she would be aching by the end of the day.
So instead she allowed herself to lean into him, feeling the muscled hardness of his chest pressing against her. He shifted his arms so that he held the reins in front of her instead of behind her. Her forearms rested on his.
The sensation of touching him was oddly intimate. Perhaps it was their close proximity, or perhaps it was the darkness caused by her blindfold. She’d never been in a situation like this, but that shouldn’t be a surprise. Not much of her life had been spent with her being kidnapped.
“Do you do this often?” she asked. “Kidnap innocent women?”
Instead of being insulted by the question, he chuckled. “You are many things, princess, but you are not innocent.”
Actually he was wrong about that, but this was hardly the time or the place to have that conversation. She could—
The horse stumbled on a loose rock. There was no warning. For Sabrina, the blackness of her world shifted and the sensation of falling nearly became a reality. She gasped and tried to grab on to something, but there was only openness in front of her.
“It’s all right,” Kardal soothed from behind her. He moved his arm so that it clasped her around the waist, pulling her more tightly against him. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”
She wanted to take comfort in his words, but she knew the real purpose behind them. “Your concern isn’t about me,” she grumbled. “You don’t want anything to happen to your prize.”
He laughed softly. “Exactly, my desert bird. I refuse to let you fly away, nor will I allow you to be injured. You are to stay just as you are until I can claim my rightful reward.”
She didn’t like the sound of that. No doubt he believed everything he read in the papers about her, so he thought he knew her.
“You’re wrong about me,” she said a few minutes later, when the horse was once again steady and her heartbeat had returned to normal.
“I am rarely wrong.”
That comment made her roll her eyes, although with her wearing a blindfold he couldn’t tell.
“I know you are not a dutiful daughter,” he murmured in her ear. “You live a wild life in the west. But that is no surprise. You are your mother’s daughter, not a woman of Bahania.”
She told herself that he was a barbarian and his opinion didn’t matter. Unfortunately those words didn’t stop the sting of tears or the lump in her throat. She hated that people judged her based on a few reports in newspapers or magazines. It had happened to her all her life. Very few people took the time to find out the truth.
“Did it ever occur to you that sometimes the media gets it wrong?” she asked.
“Sometimes, but not in your case. You have lived most of your years in Los Angeles. Picking up that lifestyle was inevitable. Had your father kept you here, you might have learned our ways, but that was not to be.”
She didn’t know which charge to answer first. “You’re making it sound as if my father letting me go was my fault,” she told him. “I was four years old. I didn’t have any say in the decision. And just in case you forgot, Bahanian law forbids a royal child being raised in another country, yet my father let my mother take me away. He didn’t even try to stop her.”
She couldn’t keep the bitterness out of her voice. All her life she’d had to live with the knowledge that her father hadn’t cared enough about her to keep her around. She didn’t doubt that if she’d been a son, he would have refused to let her go. But she was merely a daughter. His only daughter, but that was obviously not significant to him.
She felt her frustration growing. It wasn’t fair. It had never been fair and it was never going to be fair in the future. One day she would figure that out. Maybe on the same day she would cease caring what people thought about her. Maybe then she would be mature enough not to worry when they formed opinions and judged her before even meeting her. Unfortunately that day wasn’t today and she hated that Kardal’s low opinion stung more so than usual.
“You can say what you want,” she told Kardal. “You can have your opinions and your theories, but no one knows the truth except me.”
“I will admit that much is true,” he said, his deep voice drifting around her and making her wonder what he was thinking.
“Relax now,” he continued. “We will travel for much of the day. Try to rest. You didn’t sleep much last night.”
She started to ask how he knew, then remembered they had been tied together. Although she’d fallen asleep right away, she’d awakened several times, tossing and turning until she could doze off again. No doubt she’d kept him awake as well. What with being kidnapped, blindfolded and left with her wrists tied, Sabrina wasn’t sure she was even sorry.
She drew in a deep breath and tried to relax. When the tension in her body began to ease, she allowed her mind to drift. What would it be like to be someone as in charge of his world as Kardal? He was a man of the desert. He would answer to no one. She’d always been at the beck and call of her parents. They were forever sending her back and forth, as if neither really wanted her around.
“Do you really live in the City of Thieves?” she asked sleepily.
“Yes, Sabrina.”
She liked the sound of her name on his lips. Despite her predicament, she smiled. “All your life?” she asked.
“Yes. All my life. I went away to school for a few years, but I have always returned to the desert. This is where I belong.”
He spoke with a confidence she envied. “I’ve never belonged anywhere. When I’m in California, my mother acts like I’m in the way all the time. It’s better now that I’m older, but when I was young, she would complain about how she wasn’t free to come and go as she wanted. Which wasn’t true because she just left me with her maid. And in Bahania…” She sighed. “Well, my father doesn’t like me very much. He thinks I’m like her, which I’m not.”
She shifted to get more comfortable. “People don’t appreciate the little things in their lives that show they belong. If I had them, I would appreciate them.”
“Perhaps for ten minutes,” Kardal said. “Then you would grow weary of the constraints. You are spoiled, my desert bird. Admit it.”
Her sleepiness vanished and she sat up straight. “I am not. You don’t know me well enough to be making that kind of judgment. Sure, it’s easy to read a few things and listen to rumors and decide, but it’s very different to have lived my life.”
“I think you would argue with me about the color of the sky.”
“Not if I could see it.”
“However you talk around me,” he said, “I’m not removing the blindfold.”
“Your attitude needs adjusting.”
He laughed. “Perhaps, but not by you. As my slave, you will be busy with other things.”
She shivered. Did the man really intend to keep her as his personal slave? Was that possible? “You’re kidding, right? This is all a joke. You think I need a lesson and you’re going to be the one to teach it to me.”
“You’ll have to wait and see. However, don’t be too surprised when you find out I have no intention of letting you go.”
She couldn’t get her mind around the idea. It was crazy. This wasn’t fourteenth-century Bahania. They were living in the modern world. Men didn’t keep slaves. Or maybe in the wilds of the desert, they did.
She swallowed hard. “What, ah, exactly would you want me to do?”
He was silent for several heartbeats, then she felt him lean toward her. His breath tickled her ear as he whispered, “It’s a surprise.”
“I doubt it will be a very good one,” she murmured dryly.
 
Sounds awakened her. Sabrina jerked into consciousness, not aware that she’d been asleep. For a second she panicked because she couldn’t see, but then she remembered she was both bound and blindfolded.
“Where are we?” she asked, feeling more afraid than she had before. There were too many noises. Bits of conversation, yells, grunts, bleats. Bleats?
She listened more closely and realized she heard the sounds of goats bleating and the bells worn by cattle. There were rooster calls, clinks of money, not to mention dozens of conversations occurring at the same time. The fragrance of cooking meat competed with the desert animals and the perfumed oils for sale.
“A marketplace?” she asked. Her stomach lurched. “Are you going to sell me?”
A coldness swept over her. Until this moment, she hadn’t really thought through her situation. Yes, she’d been Kardal’s prisoner, but he’d treated her well and she hadn’t felt more than inconvenienced. Suddenly things were different. She was truly his captive and at his mercy. If he decided to sell her, she couldn’t do anything to stop him. No one would listen to the protests of a mere woman.
“Don’t think you have to throw yourself in front of the next moving cart,” Kardal said calmly. “Despite the appeal of the idea, I’m not going to sell you. We have arrived. Welcome to the City of Thieves.”
Sabrina absorbed the words without understanding them. He wasn’t going to sell her to some horrid man? Her life wasn’t in danger?
She felt his fingers against the back of her head, then her blindfold fell away. It took several seconds for her eyes to adjust to the late-afternoon light. When they did, she could only gasp in wonder.
There were dozens of people everywhere she looked. Hundreds, actually, dressed in traditional desert garb. She saw women carrying baskets and men leading donkeys. Children running between the crowds. Stalls had been set up along a main stone street and vendors called out enticements to come view their wares.
It was a village, she thought in amazement. Or a town. The City of Thieves really existed? Did she dare believe it?
She half turned in her saddle to glance at Kardal. “Is it real?”
“Of course. Ah, they’ve noticed us.”
She returned her attention to the people and saw they were pointing and staring. Instantly Sabrina was aware of feeling dirty and mussed. Her cloak lay across her lap, hiding her bound hands, and a thin cloth covered her hair so no one could see the bright red color. Still, she was a woman sharing a saddle with a man. Worse, she had western features. Her skin wasn’t as dark as a native’s and the shape of her eyes was all wrong. There was also something about her mouth. She’d never quite figured out exactly what bow or curve set her apart, she only knew that she was rarely mistaken for a true Bahanian.
“Lady, lady!”
She glanced toward the high-pitched voice and saw a small girl waving at her. Sabrina started to wave back only to remember at the last second that her hands were bound. She had to settle for nodding pleasantly.
“Where is the treasure kept?” she asked. “Can I see it? Do you have it inventoried?”
Before he could answer, she heard a most peculiar sound. Something familiar, yet so out of place that she—
She turned toward the noise and gasped. There, on the edge of the marketplace, was a low stone wall. On the other side, a lazy river flowed around a bend and disappeared from view.
“Water?” she breathed, barely able to believe what she saw.
“We have an underground spring that supplies all our needs,” he told her, urging his horse through the crowd. “On the east side of the city, it returns underground, here it provides irrigation for our crops.”
Sabrina was stunned. In the desert, water was more valuable than gold, or even oil. With water, a civilization could survive. Without the precious commodity, life would end very quickly.
“I read several references to a spring in some of the diaries,” she said, “but no one mentioned a river.”
“Perhaps they weren’t allowed to see it, or chose not to write about it.”
“Maybe. How long has it existed?”
“Since the first nomads founded the city.”
She jerked her attention away from the flowing river and focused again on the marketplace. “These people can’t all be nomads. By definition, they would want to spend some portion of the year in the desert.”
“True enough. There are those who live permanently within the city walls. Others stay for a time and move on.”
Walls? Sabrina searched the far edges of the marketplace for the beginnings of walls. It was only then that she noticed they appeared to be riding through a giant courtyard. She turned in the saddle to glance behind them. Nearly a quarter mile away were massive stone walls.
“It’s not possible,” she breathed, amazed by the sheer size of the city.
“And yet it exists.”
They approached an inner set of walls. She raised her gaze to study the thick stone, taking in the massive wooden arch that was actually a frame for the largest set of double doors she’d ever seen. They had to be at least fifty or sixty feet high.
She longed to jump down from the horse and study the doors.
“How old are they?” she asked, barely able to speak through her excitement. “When were they built? Where did the wood come from? Who were the craftsmen? Do they still work? Can you close them?”
“So many questions,” Kardal teased. “You haven’t seen the most magnificent part yet.”
She was about to ask what could be better than those incredible doors when they moved through the arch. On the other side of the inner wall was a second courtyard. Sabrina glanced around with great interest. The walls continued to circle the city, probably surrounding it completely. How big was the walled city and how long was the wall? Two miles? Ten? Were there—
She raised her head and nearly fell off the horse. Kardal reined the animal to a halt and let Sabrina look her fill. In front of them stood an awe-inspiring twelfth-century castle.
Sabrina tried to speak and could not. She wasn’t sure she was even breathing. The structure rose to the sky like an ancient cathedral, all towers and levels, complete with arrow slits and a drawbridge.
A castle. Here. In the middle of the desert. She couldn’t believe it. Not really. And yet here it was. As she continued to study the design, she recognized that it had been built in sections, modernized, added to and modernized again. There were western and eastern influences, fourteenth-century windows and spires, along with eighteenth-century towers. People walked across the main bridge. She could see shapes moving inside.
A real live, to-scale working castle.
“How is this possible?” she asked, her voice breathy with shock. “How has it stayed a secret all these hundreds of years?”
“The color, the placement.” Behind her Kardal shrugged.
Sabrina studied the sand-colored stones used to build the castle and noticed the low mountains rising up on either side of the city. It was possible, she supposed, that the city could not be seen from the air. At least not with the naked eye or conventional photography.
“Other governments must know about the city,” she murmured, more to herself than to him. “They’ve seen it from satellite photos, infrared.”
“Of course,” Kardal murmured from behind her. “However, it is to everyone’s interest to keep our location a secret.”
They stopped just in front of the entrance to the castle. As Sabrina glanced around, she recognized descriptions from the diaries she’d read. She was absolutely right in the middle of the City of Thieves. She felt almost dizzy from excitement. There was so much to study here; so much to learn.
“I will dismount first,” Kardal said, easing himself off the horse.
Sabrina waited for him to help her down. It was only then that she noticed they’d gathered a crowd. She felt disheveled and dirty, but fortunately very few people were paying attention to her. They were busy watching Kardal and murmuring to themselves.
As he walked around the horse to help her, several men in traditional dress bowed slightly. Sabrina swallowed against a sudden lump in her throat. She had a bad feeling about this.
“Why are they watching you?” she asked. “Did you do something wrong?”
He grinned up at her, then put his hands on her waist and pulled her off the horse. “What a suspicious mind you have. They’re simply greeting me. Welcoming me home.”
“No. That would mean waving as you rode by.” She glanced at the collecting crowd. “This is more than that.”
“I assure you, this is very common.”
He started to lead her up the stairs toward the entrance to the castle. The crowd parted as they walked and everyone bowed. Sabrina stopped suddenly.
“Who are you?” she asked, knowing she wasn’t going to like the answer.
“I have told you, I am Kardal.”
He waited, obviously expecting her to start walking again, but she stood her ground. She glanced around at the happy, almost reverent crowd, then back at him. “Uh-huh. Okay, Kardal, what am I missing?”
He tried to make his expression innocent and failed badly. If her hands hadn’t still been bound, she would have planted them on her hips.
“Look,” she said, both fearful and irritated. “You can call me a spoiled brat if you like, but I’m not stupid. Who are you?”
An old man stepped forward and smiled at her. He was stoop-shouldered and barely came to her chin.
“Don’t you know?” he asked in a quavering voice. “He is Kardal, the Prince of Thieves. He rules this place.”
Sabrina opened her mouth, then closed it. She’d heard of the man, of course. There had been a prince of the city for as long as the mysterious place had existed.
“You?” she asked in disbelief.
Kardal shrugged. “I suppose you had to find out sometime. Yes, I’m the prince here.” He motioned to the castle and the desert beyond. “I am ruler over all we survey. The wild desert is my kingdom…my word is law.”
At that, he jerked the cloak from her bound hands and grabbed her fingers in his. He pulled her up the stairs to the entrance to the castle, then turned to face the murmuring crowd.
“This is Sabrina,” he said, motioning to her. “I have found her in the desert and claimed her as my own. Touch her and you will have breathed your last that day.”
Sabrina groaned. Everyone was staring at her, talking about her. She could feel herself blushing.
“Great,” she muttered. “Death threats to those who would help me escape. Thanks a lot.”
“I say these words to protect you.”
“Like I believe that. Besides, you’re treating me like a possession.”
“Have you forgotten that you’re my slave?”
“I would if you’d give me a chance.” She glared at him. “Next you’ll be putting a collar around my neck, the way my father does with his cats.”
“If you are very good I might just treat you as well as your father treats his cats.”
“I won’t hold my breath on that one, either.”
Kardal laughed as he led her into the castle. She followed, her mind whirling with a thousand different thoughts. Too much was happening at once. She was having trouble keeping up.
“If you’re the Prince of Thieves,” she said, “have you really spent your entire life stealing from other people?”
“I don’t steal. That practice went out of style some time ago. We produce our income in other ways now.”
She wanted to ask what, but before she could, they stepped into the castle. Everywhere she looked she saw beauty. From the perfectly even stone walls to the intricate tapestries to the elegant mosaic tile floor. There were candleholders of gold, frames decorated with gems, paintings and antique furniture.
The main room of the castle was huge, perhaps the size of a football field. It stretched up at least two stories and there were stained-glass windows and skylights to let in the light. She motioned to the candles and gas lamps.
“No electricity?” she asked as Kardal cut the bindings on her wrists.
“We generate some, but not in the living quarters. There we live as we have for centuries.”
Again he took her hand in his, tugging her along. She tried to take everything in, but it was impossible. Everywhere she looked, she saw something old, beautiful and very likely, stolen. There were paintings by old masters and impressionists. She recognized the style but not the subject. There were some she’d seen in books, rare photographs of paintings missing and long thought destroyed.
Kardal led her through a maze of corridors, up and down stairs, twisting and turning until she was completely lost. People passed them, stopping to smile and bow slightly. If she hadn’t been sure of his identity before, by the time they finally stopped in front of double wooden doors, she was convinced. The Prince of Thieves, she thought in amazement. Who knew such a man existed?
It could be worse, she told herself as he pushed open one of the doors. He could be the troll prince. With that thought, she stepped into the room. And gasped. When Kardal released her, she turned in a slow circle, taking in the spacious quarters.
Each item of furniture was huge. The four-poster bed could easily sleep six or seven. There was a fainting couch, covered in the same thick burgundy as the bedspread and a fabulous Oriental carpet on the stone floor. A brilliant mosaic of a peacock displaying for his peahens graced one humongous wall. There was a fireplace as large as her dorm room and books. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of old, leather-bound books.
She crossed to them and reverently ran her fingers along their spines.
“Are they cataloged?” she asked, opening an old copy of Hamlet by Shakespeare, then gasping when she saw an inscription dated 1793. On the small table in front of her sat a hand-illustrated text of the Bible. She’d never seen such bounty.
Still holding the slim volume, she turned to face him. “Kardal, do you know what you have here? It’s priceless. The knowledge and history.”
He dismissed her with a wave. “Someone will see to you. A bath will be brought, along with appropriate clothing.”
She could barely force her attention away from her book to concentrate on what he was saying. “Appropriate?”
Something dark sparked to life in his eyes. “As my slave, you will have certain…responsibilities. To fulfill them you will need to dress to please me.”
She blinked at him. “You can’t be serious.” She replaced the book and for the first time really looked at the room. At the chaise and the very large bed. Her throat tightened.
“Uh, Kardal, really. This is a game, right?” She backed up until she pressed against the far wall. “I mean, I’m Princess Sabra. You have to think this through.”
He walked over to her, striding purposefully until he was directly in front of her. Close enough to touch. Which he did by cupping her jaw.
“I am aware of your identity so there’s no need to play the innocent with me.”
The implication of his words hit her like a slap. She flinched. “Did it ever occur to you that I’m not playing?”
One corner of his mouth turned up. “Your lifestyle in California is well documented. I might not approve of what you’ve done, but I intend to take advantage of it…and you.”
His fingertips barely grazed her cheek, yet she felt his touch all the way down to the pit of her stomach. He stood too close—it was nearly impossible to breathe. Fear combined with a sense of disbelief. He couldn’t really be saying all this. He couldn’t mean to…to—
“We can’t have sex,” she blurted.
“I will not be a selfish lover,” he promised. “You will be well pleased.”
She didn’t want to be pleased, Sabrina thought frantically. She wanted to be believed. Tears burned but she blinked them away. What was the point? Kardal would never listen, no matter how she protested. He thought she was some party girl who slept with every man who asked. Telling him she was a virgin would only make him laugh.
“I doubt my pleasure will be enough payment for what you have in mind,” she said bitterly.
“You’re making that judgment before you’ve had your way with me.”
“The only thing I want is to go back to the palace.”
He dropped his hand to his side. “Perhaps in time. When I grow tired of you. Until then—” He motioned to the room around them. “Enjoy your stay in my home. After all, you’ve finally found your heart’s desire. You now reside in the City of Thieves.”
He turned and left.
Trapped, she thought dully. She was well and truly trapped. She had no idea where she was, and didn’t know a soul to help her.
Sabrina slid down the wall until she sat crouched on the stone floor. He was right. She had found what she’d been looking for. Which reminded her of that old saying. The one about being careful about what one wished for. The wish might come true.


Chapter Four

“I can’t believe it,” Sabrina muttered as she stared at her reflection in the gilded full-length mirror in her bedroom. “I look like an extra in a badly made sheik movie.”
“The prince was most insistent,” said Adiva, the soft-spoken servant sent to help Sabrina “prepare herself” for Kardal’s return.
“I’ll just bet he was,” Sabrina said, then sighed. There wasn’t anything to be done and she refused to get angry at the young woman who had been so kind.
She glanced at Adiva. The young woman, barely eighteen, stood with her eyes averted. She wore a conservative tunic over loose trousers and had pulled her thick, dark hair back in a braid. No doubt the teenager had all the retiring qualities that Kardal admired in women. He would think nothing of defiling Sabrina, while he would treat Adiva like a saint.
Sabrina returned her attention to her reflection and tried not to choke. She wore gauzy, hip-hugger trousers that were fitted at her ankles. Except for the scrap of lining low on her belly, she was practically naked from the waist down. The thin fabric concealed nothing. The top half of her outfit wasn’t any better. The same pale, gauzy fabric draped over her arms, while all that covered her breasts was a bra-style lining in gold. Adiva had caught her long, curly red hair up in a ponytail that sat high on her head. It was held in place with a gold headband.
Adiva stepped back and bowed slightly. “I will leave you to await our master,” she said quietly.
“I really wish you wouldn’t,” Sabrina told her, trying to ignore the nervous jumping in her stomach. All costumes aside, she wasn’t in the mood to be ravished. Not that the Prince of Thieves was going to ask her opinion on the matter.
Adiva either didn’t hear her plea, or didn’t believe it. Or maybe there was nothing the girl could do. She bowed again, then turned and left Sabrina alone.
The long room turned out to be perfect for pacing. Sabrina stalked from one end to the other, cursing Kardal, calling herself an idiot for setting out yesterday alone. If only the storm hadn’t come up. If only she hadn’t lost her horse and her camel. If only Kardal weren’t going to force her to have sex with him.
He was in for a surprise, she told herself, trying to keep her sense of humor and not panic. He was expecting Bathsheba, and instead he was about to get the virgin Sabrina. At least she would have the satisfaction of knowing that after he defiled her, he would be killed. However, that was small comfort. What would please her more would be a way to prevent the situation from occurring at all.
She reached the window and tried to find beauty in the view of the courtyard below and the marketplace in the distance. It was growing late and most people were hurrying home. She wished she could do the same. She turned to retrace her steps.
“Stand still so that I may look upon you.”
The words came out of nowhere and startled her into freezing in place. Kardal stood just inside the door. He had entered as quietly as a ghost. She’d heard neither the door open nor close. Darn the man for being so stealthy.
He’d cleaned up, she thought, looking at him and trying to still the rapid thundering of her heart. The man cleaned up pretty good. He still wore loose trousers and a linen shirt, but they were freshly pressed. His hair gleamed damply in the lantern light and his jaw was freshly shaved. Not wanting to know what he was thinking, she avoided glancing at his eyes, but she couldn’t help notice the elegant sweep of his nose or the strength inherent in his jawline. Were he not a kidnapper and a potential defiler of women, she might think him very handsome.
She had tried to make her study of him surreptitious, but he did not share her good manners. Instead he gazed at her as if he were considering the purchase of a mare. He stalked around her, looking at her from behind, then returning to stand in front of her again.
His attention made her shiver. She felt both his power and her near-nakedness. She liked neither. Fear took up residence low in her belly, making her chest tighten and her fingers curl toward her palms.
“You can’t do this,” she said, trying to make her voice strong, but sounding scared instead. “I’m a royal princess. The price of doing…that to me would be death. Besides, as the Prince of Thieves, you owe allegiance to the king of Bahania. To so insult his daughter would be an insult to him.”
Kardal folded his arms over his chest. “You’re forgetting that the king of Bahania doesn’t care about his daughter.”
She fought back a wince. “Actually I have trouble forgetting that, as much as I would like to.”
“Do you really think he would be angry?” he asked, stepping closer.
He reached for her right hand and took it in his. The contact startled her. She tried to pull away, but he would not release her.
“He might be annoyed,” Kardal conceded even as he ran a single finger along the length of her palm. Something unexpected skittered up her arm, as if a nerve had been jolted. “He might stomp about the castle, but I doubt he would kill me.”
“It doesn’t matter what he thinks about me,” she said, hating that those words were true. “But if you defile me, you defile a woman of his household. Regardless of his lack of concern, he would not let that go unpunished.”
Kardal shrugged. “Perhaps you are right. We’ll have to find out together.”
He moved with a swiftness that defied physics. One second he was lightly stroking her hand, the next he’d snapped something heavy around her wrist. She’d barely had time to gasp when he did the same to her left arm.
The air fled her lungs. She tried to scream in outrage, but had no breath. Slave bracelets. The man had claimed her with slave bracelets.
“You—” She searched her mind for an appropriate slur and was disgusted when none came to mind. “How dare you?”
Instead of being afraid—which was obviously too much to ask with this man—he grinned at her. “You appreciate that which is ancient and valuable. You should be honored.”
Honored? Her gaze dropped to the gold encircling the five inches of her arm just above the wrist. The slave bracelets were obviously old and handsomely made. A swirling pattern had been etched into the gold—the design both intricate and beautiful. She knew that somewhere was a tiny latch which when pressed, would cause the locking mechanism to release. She also knew that it could take her weeks to find it.
“How dare you?” she demanded again, glaring at Kardal. “You mark me.”
He shrugged. “You are my possession. What did you expect?”
The insult was nearly unbearable. “I am not a creature to wear a collar.”
“No, you’re a woman in slave bracelets.”
She stuck out her arms. “I demand you remove them.”
He turned away and walked over to a bowl of fruit left on a table near the door. He picked up a pear, sniffed it and then took a bite. “I’m sorry. Were you speaking to me?”
She jerked at the right bracelet, knowing it was useless. “I hate this. I hate being here. I refuse to be your slave. And there are times when I really hate being a woman. My father and my brothers ignore me, you think you can do anything to me. I will not be treated with the contempt you give a camel.”
At last he turned to face her. “On the contrary,” he told her, then took another bite of the pear and chewed slowly. “I have great respect for camels,” he said when he’d swallowed. “They provide a lifetime of service and ask very little in return.” He glanced at her, starting at her feet and ending at the top of her head. “I doubt the same may be said for you.”
It was too much. She screamed, then reached for the bowl of fruit. Her fingers closed around an orange and she threw it at him.
“Get out!” she shrieked. “Get out of here and never come back.”
He headed for the door. The man was laughing at her. Laughing! She wanted him killed. Slowly.
“You see,” he said as he reached the door. “You are not going to be as well behaved as a camel. I’m disappointed.”
She threw a pear at him. It bounced off the door frame. “I’ll see you in hell.”
He paused. “I’ve lived a most exemplary life. So when we are both in the great afterward, I’ll try to put in a good word for you.”
She screamed and picked up the entire bowl. Still laughing, he stepped into the hall and closed the door, just as the bowl exploded against the wall.
 
Kardal was still chuckling as he entered the oldest part of the castle. He’d offered to modernize this section, but his mother protested that she preferred to keep things as they had been for hundreds of years.
He rounded a corner and saw an open arch, leading to what had been the women’s section. Nearly twenty-five years ago, his mother had opened the doors of the harem. Eventually she had sold them. As they had been nearly fourteen feet high, twelve feet wide and made of solid gold, they had fetched an impressive price. She’d promptly taken the money and used it to fund a clinic for women in the city. Well-trained doctors now monitored the women’s health, delivered their babies and took care of their young, all free of charge. Cala, his mother, had said the generations who had lived and died within the confines of the harem would have approved.
Kardal stepped through the open arch. What had been the main living area of the harem was now a large office. It was late enough in the day that her staff had left, but a light burned in his mother’s office.
He crossed the elegantly tiled floor and knocked on the half-open door.
Princess Cala glanced up and smiled. Tall, slender and doe-eyed, she had an ageless beauty that affected any man still breathing. A year away from turning fifty, she looked to be much closer to his age than her own. Her long dark hair was sleek and free from gray. During the day she wore it up in a sophisticated twist, but when work was finished, she often put it back in a braid. That combined with jeans and a cropped T-shirt allowed her to frequently pass for a woman half her age.
“The prodigal mother returns,” Kardal teased as he stepped around her desk and kissed her cheek. “How long will you be here this time?”
Cala turned off her computer, then motioned to the visitor’s chair across from her own. “I’m thinking of making this an indefinite stay. Will that cramp your style?”
Kardal thought of his recently monastic life. His workload had been such that he hadn’t been able to take time for female companionship. “I think I’ll survive. Tell me about your latest coup.”
She smiled with pleasure. “Six million children will be inoculated this year. Our goal had been four million, but we had an unexpected increase in donations.”
“I suspect it’s due to your persuasive nature.”
Cala ran an international charity dedicated to women and children throughout the world. When Kardal had gone away to boarding school, she had begun to busy herself with her charity work, traveling extensively, raising millions of dollars to help those in need.
She touched the collar of her dark red suit. “I’m not sure of the cause of the generosity, but I am grateful.” She paused to study him speculatively. “Is she really Princess Sabra?”
Kardal told himself he shouldn’t be surprised. News traveled quickly within the walls of the city and his mother always knew everything.
“She goes by Sabrina.”
Cala raised her eyebrows. “I hadn’t thought you could still surprise me, but I find I’m wrong. I’m sure you have a reasonable explanation for kidnapping the daughter of a trusted ally.”
He told her about finding Sabrina in the desert.
“She was looking for the city, but there was no way she was going to find it. She would have died if we hadn’t helped her.”
“I don’t dispute the fact that you should have offered assistance. What I question is you holding her captive. I heard that you brought her into the city on your horse, with her hands tied.”
He shifted uncomfortably.
“Why was she looking for the city?” Cala asked, leaning toward him. “I can’t imagine she’s interested in the treasures.”
“Actually she is. She said she has a couple of degrees. Archeology and something about Bahanian artifacts or history.”
“You can’t remember what she studied?” Cala shook her head as if silently asking herself where she’d gone wrong with him. “It was too much trouble to pay attention. Yes, I can see how a first conversation with one’s betrothed could be tedious.”
Kardal hated when his mother spoke as if she was being reasonable when in fact she was verbally slapping him upside the head.
“She is all I feared,” he told her. “Not only doesn’t she know we’re betrothed, but she’s willful, difficult and very much a product of the west.”
His mother’s dark eyes didn’t show even a flash of sympathy. “You knew her reputation when you agreed to the match. Don’t forget it was your decision. I wasn’t even here when King Hassan approached you.”
“I couldn’t refuse him without creating an international incident.”
Cala didn’t bother answering that. He knew the truth as well as she. Tradition stated that he marry the oldest Bahanian daughter, but it wasn’t a matter of law. Kardal supposed he could have insisted on finding a wife of his own choosing—a love match. But he didn’t believe in love. Not the romantic kind. So what did it matter who he married? The purpose of the union was to produce heirs. Nothing more.
“You and Sabrina have more in common than you realize,” Cala told him. “You would be wise to seek out those things. Also, if she is truly willful, I suspect there is a reason. Much would be gained by finding and understanding her motivation.”
“None of that is necessary.”
“Kardal, your future happiness is at stake. I would think you would be willing to put in a little effort.”
He shrugged. “To what end? Sabrina isn’t the sort of woman who can make me happy.” Except possibly in bed, he thought remembering how she’d looked in the costume he’d made her wear. There she could please him very well.
“A wise man would make peace with his future wife. If she is content, she will be a better mother.”
“If only she were more moldable,” he grumbled. “Why did King Hassan allow her to be raised in the west?”
“I’m not sure. I know that he married Sabrina’s mother very quickly. Theirs seemed to be a match more about passion than affection. I have heard that if not for Sabrina, they would have divorced in a matter of months. Apparently when they did finally end the marriage, Hassan’s wife wanted to take her daughter with her back to California and he agreed.”
Kardal shook his head. “Why would a man allow his child to be taken from him? Bahanian law required Sabrina to stay with her father.” While the law allowed for either parent to take custody of the children, in the royal house, the children stayed with the royal parent. Sabrina had been the only exception.
“Perhaps the king was being foolish,” Cala said quietly. “Men act that way all the time. I know of a man who won’t even bother to get to know his future wife. He also assumes they can never be happy together. All this based on a few hours in her company.”
“Imagine,” Kardal said dryly. “All right. You have made your point. I will spend more time with Sabrina before I pass judgment on her. However, I’m convinced I will find her wanting.”
“Yes. Of course. As long as you keep an open mind.” His mother gazed at him. “What am I to do with you?”
“Admire me.”
She rolled her eyes. “I see I gave you your way too much when you were young.”
He didn’t doubt that was true, but what he remembered from his youth was his mother’s loving attention. She was devoted to him, always there when he needed her, always stepping back when he needed room to experience life.
She was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. Kind, intelligent, wise beyond her years. Yet she’d lived her life alone.
“Was it because of me?” he asked.
Cala took several seconds to figure out what he meant. She rose and circled the desk, then crouched in front of him and touched his cheek. “You are my son and I love you with all my heart. My reasons for not marrying have nothing to do with you.”
“Then it must be his fault.”
Cala rose and stared down at him. “Kardal,” she said warningly.
He recognized the tone. Restless, he stood and glared at her. “I do not understand why you refuse to see the truth about the man.”
“Because there are things you can’t understand.”
There was no point in arguing about it. They’d had the same discussion dozens of times before. Instead Kardal kissed her cheek and promised to dine with her later that week. Then he left.
But his anger didn’t ease. With each step it grew, opening old wounds that still had the power to make him ache inside. Perhaps it was wrong, but Kardal had always hated his father.
Thirty-one years ago, King Givon of El Bahar had arrived in the City of Thieves. Cala, the only child of the Prince of Thieves, had turned eighteen. With no male heir, tradition required her to have a son by the king of a neighboring kingdom. King Givon had been her father’s choice. Her son would then be betrothed to the daughter of the king of Bahania, thereby cementing the relationship between the two countries and the desert city.
Givon had seduced Cala, stayed until she was pregnant and then had abandoned both her and her child. In the past thirty-one years he had never acknowledged her or his son. Kardal had been a teenager before he’d even known the identity of his father. But knowing the truth had only made his situation worse. He’d longed to meet the man, yet had stayed away. King Givon’s behavior had made it clear he had no interest in his bastard son.
Kardal stopped in the middle of the stone corridor. There was no point in visiting these memories again. Nothing had changed. So he forced himself to push down his rage. Over the years, he’d grown to be an expert at ignoring the past.
He continued down the hall, barely noticing the paintings, statues and tapestries that decorated this part of the castle. He pushed through a pair of wooden doors and entered into the “business” side of the castle.
Within the walls of a fourteenth-century addition existed a modern office complex and security center. A raised tile floor concealed miles of cable, electrical wires and fiber optics. Computers clicked, faxes beeped and telephones rang. He thought about Sabrina in the old living quarters and smiled. What would she throw at him if she knew the truth about this part of the castle? Perhaps if she was very good, one day he would show it to her and find out.
He nodded at his male assistant and stepped into his office. A large L-shaped desk sat in the center. At the far end of the room, French doors opened onto a courtyard.
He ignored the view, the blinking message light and the papers left for him. Instead he crossed to his desk and reached for the phone. He dialed the operator and asked to be connected to the king of Bahania. Even a disinterested father would want to know that his only daughter had survived her time in the desert.
“Kardal,” a familiar voice said as King Hassan picked up the line. “Is she with you?”
“Yes. We found Princess Sabra yesterday. She’d lost her horse and her camel in a sandstorm.”
Hassan sighed. “She took off without saying anything, which is just like her. I’m pleased she is safe.”
Kardal tapped his desk. “She seems to be unaware of our betrothal.”
“Yes, yes, that’s true. When I started to explain that I’d arranged a match for her, she screamed at me and bolted from the room before I could give her any details.” There was a slight pause. “She’s flighty, like her mother. A woman without great depth or intelligence. I fear for the minds of her children. I don’t suppose, now that you’ve met her, that you wish to continue the engagement.”
Kardal had heard that the king of Bahania didn’t pay much attention to his daughter, but he wouldn’t have thought the man would insult her so freely. While Sabrina wasn’t what he would have chosen for a wife, he’d seen no sign of her being slow-witted. Quite the opposite.
He might have toyed with the idea of ending the engagement, but Hassan’s bald assumption that Kardal would dislike his daughter bothered him.
“I have not made any final decision,” Kardal said at last.
“Take all the time you need. It’s not as if we’re eager to have her back at the palace.”
They discussed a minor matter of security, then Kardal ended the call. Sabrina had hinted that things were not as she would like them at the palace, but he’d had no idea how her father thought of her. Not that Hassan’s attitude should make any difference. Still, it might explain a few things.
“You’re looking thoughtful. Are we going to war?”
Kardal glanced up at the tall, blond man standing in the entrance to his office. Rafe Stryker, former U.S. Air Force officer and now head of the city’s security, moved forward and took the seat across from Kardal’s.
“No such luck,” he told his friend. “Although King Hassan is very enthused about the combined air force.”
“Enthusiasm doesn’t pay the bills,” Rafe reminded him.
“No, but the king does. Do not worry that there won’t be enough to buy all those expensive planes you covet.”
Rafe grinned. “You want them, too.”
Kardal nodded in agreement. In recent years it had become increasingly apparent that remote security cameras and irregular patrols by the nomadic tribes weren’t enough to keep the desert safe. The oil fields were increasingly vulnerable. King Hassan had contacted Kardal about starting a joint air force. Rafe was in charge of coordinating with the Bahanians.
Kardal knew it was unusual for a man in his position to trust a foreigner with such an important job. Yet Rafe had earned his trust many times over. The blond officer carried a knife scar from a potentially lethal blow meant for Kardal. In return Kardal had permitted Rafe to wear the mark of the prince. As a result, the people of the city accepted Rafe as one of their own—honoring him with the title of sheik.
Today Rafe wore a uniform but just as often he swept through the castle in traditional robes, his blue eyes looking startlingly out of place against his tanned face.
Rafe’s expression changed to one of mild amusement. “There’s a rumor about a slave girl in the palace. The word is you found her in the desert and claimed her as your own.”
Kardal glanced at his watch. “I’ve been back nearly four hours. When did you hear?”
“About three and a half hours ago.”
“Word travels fast.”
Rafe shrugged. “I have good sources. Is it true? I never thought slave girls were your style.”
“They’re not.”
He hesitated. So far no one knew Sabrina’s true identity and that was how he preferred it. But if she needed protection, there was no one he would trust more than Rafe.
“Her name is Sabrina. She’s Hassan’s daughter.”
Rafe stared at him. “The one you’re engaged to?”
“The same. She knows about the betrothal, but not the details. I don’t want people finding out who she is.”
“Or her finding out who you are?”
“Exactly.”
Rafe whistled softly. “I knew this job would be interesting when I signed on. I can’t wait to meet her. I’ve never seen an honest-to-God princess in person before.”
Kardal knew his friend was joking, but that piece of information didn’t stop the knot from forming in his gut or the sudden heat that filled him. He frowned. Anger? At what? Rafe would never bother Sabrina, and he, Kardal, shouldn’t care if his second-in-command was interested. Sabrina was nothing but a thorn in his side.
“You’re bound to run across her,” Kardal said, rising to his feet. “I’ll instruct her to stay in her quarters. I’m sure she won’t listen. If you find her wandering around, please return her to her rooms.”
“Where are you going?” Rafe asked lazily.
“To prepare to do battle. If I am going to marry the wayward Princess Sabra, she must first be tamed.”


Chapter Five

Kardal entered Sabrina’s quarters around ten the following morning. He’d given her the night to come to terms with her situation, although he doubted she would see reason on the matter. From what he could tell, Princess Sabra could be most willful.
Interestingly enough, he found himself looking forward to their encounter. She would complain and possibly throw things, they would battle verbally, and although he would best her in the end, she would make him work for his victory.
He was still grinning when he pushed open the door to her chambers. But before he stepped inside, some sixth sense that had saved his life more than once in the past, urged caution. He hesitated before entering, thereby avoiding a violent thrust of movement.
Sabrina sailed harmlessly past him, her right arm extended, a small fruit knife in her hand. He caught her around the waist and lifted her from her feet.
“Put me down, you great oaf,” she yelled.
Unceremoniously, he carried her to the bed and dumped her on the mattress. Before she could spring back up, he flung himself on top of her, pinning her thighs between his and wrists in his hands. She squirmed, but couldn’t twist free.
“Good morning, my slave,” he said, staring into her flashing brown eyes, then pinching her wrist until she released the weapon. “Did you really think you could be rid of me so easily?”
“Obviously not,” she muttered, turning away from him. “It’s a fruit knife, Kardal. I couldn’t have done any serious damage. I was protesting being held prisoner.”
“You could have expressed your displeasure with a sign. Perhaps a small demonstration or a strike.”
“I preferred the knife.”
She spoke through gritted teeth. He fought against a smile. She had attacked him. He respected that in anyone. She’d known she couldn’t possibly best him and that she might make him angry, yet she’d been fearless…if inept.
He drew in a breath and inhaled the sweet scent of her. As he’d left her with no other clothes, she’d been forced to wear the ridiculous harem outfit he’d provided. How she must hate the scanty clothing. And how he enjoyed the sight of her breasts spilling out of the too-tight top.
He found himself wondering what she would taste like and how she would feel under him while they made love. His arousal was instant and insistent. Still, he ignored the throbbing in his groin. Taking a princess, even one who wasn’t a virgin, was not something he could do lightly. There was also the matter of their betrothal. If he had his way with her, he would be sealing the match—something he wasn’t sure he was willing to do.
“You are not a very obedient slave,” he informed her.
She glared up at him, still squirming beneath him. He was surprised she didn’t realize the pleasure he found in her movements.
“You didn’t leave me any instructions,” she said tartly. “Therefore I couldn’t have disobeyed that which I hadn’t been told.”
“Not attacking one’s master is implicit in the slave’s covenant.”
“Not from the slave’s perspective.”
He considered her words, then released her. “You have a point. From this moment onward I will provide you with detailed instructions. I do not wish you to attack me in any way.”
She waited until he stood away from the bed, then she slid off the side and rose. “I’d rather discuss the disobedient part.”
“I’m sure you would. But instead, I would request that you serve me. You need a lesson in subservience.”
She folded her arms over her chest. “I don’t think so.”
He walked to the far wall and pulled a cord hanging there. “I would like a bath.”
She blinked. “You taking a bath is supposed to make me subservient? What? You’re going to make me drink the bathwater or something?”
“No. I’m going to make you bathe me.”
Her eyes widened and color drained from her face. She took a step back, which caused her to bump into the bed. She dropped into a sitting position, then quickly bounced back to her feet.
“You can’t be serious.”
“Oh, but I am.”
She opened her mouth again, but didn’t say anything. Kardal studied her startled expression. She couldn’t possibly be as shocked as she seemed. His gaze dropped to the curve of her breasts, then lower to the sweep of her hips and her long, nearly bare legs.
No woman raised as she had been raised, with such an attractive face and body could possibly be innocent. Sabrina thought to play him for a fool. Fine, he thought as there was a knock on the door. He would go along with her game…for as long as it suited him.
 
Sabrina told herself this wasn’t really happening. No way was she dressed like an Arabian nights call girl, with Kardal insisting that she bathe him. Yet even as she inched her way toward the rear of the room, Adiva appeared in the doorway and nodded as Kardal instructed her to have a bathtub and hot water brought to the room.
It was all so fourteenth century, she thought, unable to believe there really wasn’t running water for bathing in the castle. There had been a surprisingly modern toilet in a small room off her bedroom, but instead of a sink, there had been a basin and a drain, along with some handmade soap. Yesterday, she’d used a tub filled with water brought by several servants.
“Kardal, you can’t be serious,” she told him. “About the bath. You look really clean.”
Kardal actually winked at her. “Come now. Don’t play the shy virgin with me. I’m not going to insist that we become lovers, just that we play a little. You’ll enjoy it.” He lowered his voice. “I promise.”
Her throat tightened until it was difficult to speak. “Did it ever occur to you that I wasn’t playing? You can call me anything you’d like but that doesn’t change my reality.”
His eyebrows raised slightly. Great. The man didn’t believe her. She stalked to the window. “Figures that you’re just like everyone else,” she complained, studying the view of the courtyard below without actually seeing it. “The horrible things they say about me in the tabloids and newspapers are a whole lot more interesting than the truth.”
Kardal didn’t answer. A few minutes later she heard the door open and several people came in with large buckets of steaming water. An empty tub was placed in front of the tiled fireplace across from her bed. Water filled the tub, and then they were alone.
“I am ready,” Kardal announced.
“That makes one of us,” she murmured under her breath, not moving from her place by the window.
“Sabrina, do not make me angry with you.”
“Or what? You’ll beat me? Tie me in chains? Starve me?”
“I have no desire to physically abuse you, but if you try my temper, I will be forced to remind you that you are my possession. I am a fair master, but I expect obedience from my subjects.”
Her eyes burned, but she refused to give way to tears. They wouldn’t do any good and she wouldn’t give Kardal the satisfaction of knowing that he’d won. If he wanted a bath, she would give him a bath. If he tried anything, she would fight and claw and scream until he was sorry he hadn’t left her to die in the desert.
With her shoulders back and her head held high, she marched over to the tub and stood next to him. “What do you want me to do?”
He smiled. “Nothing until I’m undressed.”
Her resolve dissolved like sugar in boiling water. Instinctively she stepped back, then averted her gaze as he reached for the buttons on his linen shirt.
He chuckled. “Surely even the great virgin princess has seen a man’s bare chest before.”
“Yes, of course.” But not while she was alone in the room with him, she thought, then forced herself to look at him.
He removed the shirt slowly, as if she would find the process appealing. He couldn’t have been more wrong. Her desire was for him to get it over with so she could be done and he would leave her alone. But no. Inch by inch he slid the material down his arms.
She took in the impressive size of his muscles and the way they rippled with each small movement. There was an interesting scar on his left shoulder, and another along his rib cage.
“Another assassination attempt?” she asked, pointing to a mark on his midsection.
“An encounter in the desert. I was young and foolish and riding out alone. I was trapped by an unfriendly group. They thought killing me would be great sport.”
He spoke easily, but his words made Sabrina shudder. Whether or not he was simply recounting a story or warning her about the dangers of the desert, she got the point. While most nomads were honorable and attacked only when provoked, there were renegades who cared naught for the laws of the desert. Those dangerous few killed with the ease of a horse using its tail to swat flies.
“You survived,” she said, trying to act casual as he stepped out of his shoes.
“Don’t sound so sad,” he told her. “You may yet find a use for me.”
“I doubt it.”
He reached for the waistband of his trousers. Sabrina instantly turned away. She busied herself rearranging the bowl of fruit on the table and it was only when she’d heard the splash of him stepping into the water that she dared to turn back.
But she’d looked too soon. Kardal had not submerged himself in the tub. Instead he stood naked in the water. Facing her.
Sabrina blinked and tried to turn away, but she couldn’t seem to make her feet obey her. Nor could she tear her gaze from him.
He stood casually, as if nothing of great import had occurred, arms relaxed, one leg slightly in front of the other. She told herself that if she couldn’t seem to look away, she could at least look at something else, but no. Her attention was firmly fixed on that most male part of him. The part that had, until now at least, been a complete mystery to her.
His hips were narrow, his legs long and powerful. Dark hair bisected his belly, drawing her attention to that which she most wanted to avoid. His, ah, maleness seemed much as she had observed on various statues and in old paintings, although it looked more threatening in person. And it was getting bigger by the minute.
So that part of a man was supposed to fit inside of her. Sabrina squinted slightly, hoping to make it look less imposing. She considered herself a modern woman, quite clear on the ways of the world. But there was something about being a virgin and looking at a naked man for the first time. She felt…intimidated.
“Perhaps I should have specified a cold bath,” Kardal drawled as he lowered himself into the tub. “You may begin bathing me whenever you would like.”
“That may be never,” she answered before she could stop herself. Bathe him? He had to be kidding. She couldn’t touch him. Not while he was naked and certainly not there.
“Let me change my instruction. Sabrina, I wish you to bathe me now. Pick up the washcloth and begin immediately.”
She sighed. He had ordering people around down to an art form. She eyed the distance to the door. She could probably make it out of the room before he could jump out of the tub. However, she didn’t doubt that he would come after her, naked or not, and that he would catch her. There would be trouble after that. Besides, even if she got away from him, no one was going to help her. She would be left wandering the castle, dressed like a stripper sing-o-gram.
“I wish you’d left me in the desert,” she grumbled. “I would have been fine.”
“You would have been dead.” He glanced at her. “Tell the truth. You would rather be my slave than dead.”
“Maybe.”
She picked up the washcloth and soap Adiva had left on a small table next to the tub, then moved to stand behind his head.
“Lean forward. I’ll do your back.”
“But that is not the part that most interests me.”
“I’ll bet, but it’s the part I’m going to do first.”
“Ah. Anticipation. How well you play the game.”
This wasn’t a game to her and she wasn’t playing. Nor could she prevent herself from blushing.
She dipped her cloth into the warm water, then rubbed on soap. Kardal obliged her by leaning forward and she ran the cloth up and down his back.
“If you joined me, you would find the job easier,” he told her.
She had a sudden image of herself as naked as him, stepping into the water. A shiver rippled through her. Something warm and sort of melty filled her chest and made her squirm.
“If this is your best material, I’m not impressed,” she said, trying to sound calm.
Kardal surprised her by laughing. When she finished with his back, he leaned against the tub and held out his left arm. “You may not be a well-trained slave, but you do entertain me.”
“Oh, joy. Because I live to serve.” She ran the washcloth along the length of his strong arm. “While we’re chitchatting about my place in your world, let’s talk about my clothes. Can’t I wear a dress, or even jeans? Where on earth did you find this costume?”
He turned his head so that their eyes met. They were too close, she thought as she leaned away.
“I find your appearance delightful,” he said.
“I think it’s awful. Aside from the fact that I’m cold half the time, I feel like an idiot.”
“But it pleases me.”
She wanted to point out that didn’t matter, however she stopped herself in time. “Kardal, be reasonable.”
He lowered his gaze to her half-exposed breasts. “I will decide after my bath. If you please me here, I may please you later.”
Another shiver moved through her. Sabrina had a bad feeling they weren’t talking about her harem costume anymore. She knew what he thought about her. That wasn’t difficult to figure out because she read what they wrote about her in those magazines and newspapers. Half-truths, almost-facts and outright lies. The press made her sound as if she attended a party every other night and spent her days in the arms of various men. They judged her by her mother’s standard. It wasn’t fair.
“Sabrina, your expression grows most fierce. What are you thinking?”
She shook her head. No way she would make herself vulnerable to a man vying for “slave owner of the month” honors. She moved to the other side of the tub and reached for his right arm. Her thumb brushed against a scar.
“How did you get this?” she asked, hoping to distract him.
“A knife fight. I believe I was ten or eleven. I went to the Bahanian marketplace by myself. A mistake.”
She frowned. “Earlier you said you were out in the desert by yourself. Did you spend all your time looking for trouble?”
“Yes. And I frequently found it.”
Humor darkened his eyes. Humor and something else. Something almost angry.
“I would have thought you’d enjoy growing up here.”
“Much of the time I did. But there were occasions when I chafed at the rules. My grandfather was loving, but also stern.”
“How did he feel about the slavery issue?” she muttered.
“He would not have approved.”
“Really?” She dropped the washcloth. “I don’t suppose he’s still around.”
“No. He passed away five years ago.”
Sabrina touched his damp arm. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be disrespectful.”
“I understand. There’s no need to apologize. I often wish he was still with us. Until his death, I was merely the heir to the city. I had more freedom. Now I have a greater responsibility.”
She knelt on the floor. “What’s the governmental structure here? Is there a parliament of some kind?”
“A tribal council that advises me. However, they do not have power unless I grant it to them. The city is a complete monarchy.”
“Just my luck.”
“You could always appeal to my mother. She has much influence with me.”
Sabrina gestured to herself, then to him in the tub. “This might not be the time. She would get the wrong idea.”
“Actually she would understand exactly what I was after.”
His voice had turned low and seductive. Sabrina swallowed. “Yes, well, perhaps later when I’m more formally dressed.”
He took her hand and placed it on his chest. “I would prefer you not to be dressed at all. I want to see my prize.”
She felt like a bird trapped in the compelling gaze of a cobra. As much as she wanted to shriek and run away, she couldn’t. Her fingers curled into the hair on his chest. Warm water lapped against her wrist and his heartbeat pulsed against her palm.
Was it her imagination or was he getting closer? Was Kardal leaning toward her, or her toward him? The shivers turned to honest-to-goodness trembling and she knew that if she’d been standing, her legs would have given way.
Fire filled Kardal’s eyes. She felt the heat down to her bones. It melted her resistance. His gaze settled on her mouth and she knew he was going to kiss her. What would it be like to be kissed by a man such as him? He would expect her to understand the ways between a man and a woman. He would expect her to be an expert, when in fact most sixteen-year-old girls knew far more than her. She’d never really been kissed—not the way she’d read about in books.
Kardal watched the various emotions flash through Sabrina’s eyes. He read curiosity and fear, confusion and desire. The combination intrigued him…and made him wonder. If he didn’t know better, he would think she was as innocent as she claimed.
But that wasn’t possible. She’d been raised in Los Angeles. There was her lifestyle, the parties she attended, the men she’d been associated with.
But the seed of doubt had been planted. Kardal found himself wanting to know the truth. He touched her soft cheek with one hand and with the other, drew her fingers under the water, toward his arousal. He’d been fully erect for some time and welcomed the thought of her touching him.
But she barely brushed against him before pulling free and jumping back as if she’d come in contact with an open flame. Color flared on her face and her mouth trembled slightly.
“You’re going to have to finish your bath yourself,” she said, turning away from him. “I can’t do this anymore.”
Interesting, he thought to himself. Sabrina might not be a virgin, but she wasn’t as experienced as he’d thought. She might be able to play at certain things, but she couldn’t invent a blush, or the haunted expression in her eyes.
“Hand me my towel,” he said, preparing to rise. When she didn’t move, he sighed. “The towel is by the fire, which is across the room. I will walk there naked, if you would prefer. If not, hand me the towel and avert your gaze.”
She did as he suggested, keeping her back to him as he stepped out of the water. After covering himself, he collected his clothes and headed for the door.
“We will have dinner tonight,” he told her. “Both in clothes.”
She glanced at him, appearing unsure of his purpose. Kardal didn’t understand it, either. It seemed that he wanted to get to know Princess Sabra. Perhaps because she might not be exactly who or what he’d first imagined.
 
“A girl’s school?” Kardal asked in disbelief.
Sabrina leaned her elbows on the low table between them. Humor brightened her brown eyes. “Well, duh. Eastern fathers aren’t the only ones trying to protect their daughters. Rich people do it, too. Also, a lot of studies have been done showing that girls learn more and perform better in school when they aren’t in mixed classrooms.”
“I don’t dispute that,” he said, dismissing her with a wave. “I had never heard that you attended such an establishment.”
She wrinkled her nose. “Like you would have believed it. You only want to know that I went to wild parties and dated lots of guys. That’s far more interesting than the truth.”
She had a point. He’d been guilty of assuming the worst about her.
He studied the woman lounging on pillows across from him. As a concession to her complaints about her costume, he’d had Adiva bring Sabrina a dress of cobalt-blue. The long sleeves and high neckline were so modest, even the sternest father would approve. Yet he found sensual pleasure in watching her. The supple silk covered her curves, but did not hide their existence. He watched the turn of her neck and the way her breasts shifted as she moved.
Tonight Sabrina wore her long red hair down around her shoulders. The loose curls tempted him. He wanted to let them twist around his fingers to discover if they were as soft as they looked.
“So you did not live the hedonistic life of a wanton western woman?” he asked as he reached for a strawberry in the bowl between them.
Sabrina sighed. “All that muck about me and men doesn’t come from me.” She ducked her head but not before he saw color staining her cheeks. “It’s my mother. She’s a bit of a flirt.”
“That bothers you?”
She shrugged. “It was weird when I was little. There were different men around all the time. I missed my father, but she didn’t want me to talk about him. Of course when I was with him, I wasn’t allowed to speak of her, either. I always wanted her to find one person and marry him. But she said she’d been married once and she’d hated it.”
She picked up a slice of pineapple, then put it on her plate. “When I turned fourteen, she told me it was time for me to have a boyfriend.”
Kardal had heard stories of Sabrina’s mother’s wildness, but he had never thought she would push her own daughter in that direction. “What did you say?”
“That I thought life should be about more than body parts.”
Kardal bit into his strawberry. He wasn’t sure he believed Sabrina, but he liked her answer.
“School was important to me,” she continued. “Especially after I went to college, but Mom never got that. The irony is I maintained an A average in college, which meant I spent a lot of time studying. I couldn’t physically have attended all those parties and still gotten my grades. But no one bothered to figure that out.”
More and more interesting, Kardal thought. Sabrina was a woman of many surprises. Some of them were turning out to be quite pleasant.
“Perhaps it was not a mistake to rescue you in the desert,” he told her.
She rolled her eyes. “I cannot even begin to tell you how your words make me quiver with joy.”


Chapter Six

“You have a most disagreeable personality,” Kardal said, rebuking her as he took another strawberry. “A slave should be more docile. I do not approve of sarcasm in a woman.”
“Hey, I don’t approve of being kidnapped, but no one asked me,” Sabrina told him, somewhat pleased to be holding her own with the Prince of Thieves. Of course the fact that he was fully dressed helped her situation considerably. Naked, he was the hands-down winner.
He dismissed her protestation with a flick of his wrist. “You are enjoying your time in my city and most especially in my company. Would you prefer to be meeting your betrothed?”
She stared in surprise. “How do you know about the troll prince?”
Kardal nearly choked as he swallowed, then glared at her. “The what?”
“Troll prince. My father has betrothed me to some horrible man.”
“How do you know he is horrible?”
“Because my father has never been concerned about me. This is—as he put it—an alliance, not a marriage.” She shrugged. “I suppose the good news is that you’re slightly better than the troll prince, but not by much. So how did you know about my betrothal?”
“I hear rumors.” He passed her a strawberry. “Returning to our former subject, you did not attend your mother’s infamous parties?”
Sabrina wrinkled her nose. “Not if I could avoid it. She and I are so different, I have trouble believing we’re related. However, I do look like her, so there’s no question that she found me under a rock and took me home.”
“I have seen pictures of your mother,” he told her. “I find you more attractive.”
The man was holding her captive, she reminded herself. He’d taken her from the desert, forced her—until tonight—to dress like a harem call girl. She still had on her slave bracelets and who knew what other tortures he had in mind for her. So she should absolutely not care that he thought she was prettier than her mother. Yet she did.
“Yes, well, isn’t that interesting?” she mumbled, not looking at him as she pleated the napkin on her lap.
They were sitting by the fireplace in her bedroom. Their meal had been set on a low table, with cushions serving as seats. When Adiva had reverently announced that the great Kardal was being gracious enough to dine with her, Sabrina had thought she might show him her appreciation by throwing the dishes at his head. But somehow she’d never found the right moment. Maybe it was because she sort of liked having someone to talk to. It wasn’t as if she had any friends at the palace in Bahania.
“In addition to your boarding school in Los Angeles, did you also study when you were with your father?” Kardal asked.
“No. I only stayed with him in the summer. He mostly shuffled me off with nannies or companions.” Sabrina held in a sigh. Thinking about her father always made her sad. “A few of them were from different countries, so that was interesting. I learned about their customs and a bit of their native language.”
She set her napkin on the table and drew her knees to her chest. “Moving between the two worlds was more complicated than people might think. When I first arrived for my summer stays, I was always startled by the palace and how everything was so different here. My father was busy running the government and training my brothers. I felt out of place and not very welcome.”
“A household of men,” Kardal said. “I’m sure they did not know what to do with you.”
“I guess I can see that, although at the time I simply felt unwanted. I would spend a lot of time reading about Bahanian history and talking with the servants. Just as soon as I started to feel like I finally belonged, I had to go back to California. Then I had the same sort of adjustment all over again. My friends would talk about their summer vacations and all the things they did. What was I supposed to say? ‘Gee, I went to stay in my palace by the sea and practiced being a princess’?” She grimaced. “It sounds wonderful to someone on the outside, but it wasn’t. Besides, I really didn’t want anyone to know who or what I was. All they knew was that I visited my father in the Middle East. I never said who he was.”
Kardal stared at her. His intense gaze made her uncomfortable.
“Is this boring you?” she asked, wondering why she would have thought he would be the least bit interested in her life.
“Not at all,” he said slowly. He leaned toward her slightly. “Your story isn’t unfamiliar. I, too, grew up caught between two worlds.”
He paused as if he wasn’t going to say any more. Sabrina didn’t interrupt. She couldn’t possibly imagine what she and the Prince of Thieves would have in common.
Kardal stared past her toward the door. She wondered what he was really seeing.
“I was a child of the desert,” he said at last. “I could ride as soon as I could walk and my days were spent with the other children of the city. We had great adventures, first within the protective walls surrounding us, then out in the desert.”
A slight smile tugged at his mouth. “I could ride like the wind and hunt with the skill and cunning of a desert fox. Part of each year, I traveled with the tribes and learned their ways.”
“Sounds wonderful,” she breathed.
“It was. Until I turned ten and my mother decided it was time for me to become educated. She sent me to a prep school in New England.” The smile faded and his mouth formed a straight line. “I did not fit in with the other boys.”
She winced. “I can’t even imagine what that was like. You don’t strike me as a coat and tie kind of guy.”
“I had never worn such garments,” he admitted. “I knew nothing of their ways, I barely spoke their language. My reading skills were minimal. I’d always had a head for mathematics, but no formal training.” He raised one shoulder. “I spent much of that year being punished for fighting.”
“The other boys teased you and you reacted the only way you knew how.”
“Exactly. I was nearly expelled.”
“What happened?”
“I came home for the summer. My grandfather explained that I could only be the prince of the city with the proper education. That to keep the city a secret, no one at the school could know who I was. They thought I was the son of a wealthy sheik. He told me that it was my responsibility to learn all that I could, so that I would be a wise and honorable ruler to my people. I promised him I would try to fit in and dedicated myself to my studies.”
She studied the stern lines of his handsome face. “So you returned in the fall and this time instead of kicking actual butt you kicked academic butt.”
“I would not have phrased it that way, but yes.”
“Did the situation improve?”
He grinned. “When I turned fifteen and we had several joint activities with the neighboring girl’s boarding school.”
Sabrina couldn’t help laughing. “Let me guess. You were wildly popular with the opposite sex.”
“I did well,” he admitted. “Also, I’d grown taller and stronger. No one wanted to take me on anymore. And I had learned how to fit in. But like you, each summer I returned to the desert. It took several weeks until I felt at home here, and then I had to return. I was pleased when I graduated from college and was able to always live in the city.”
“Who would have thought we’d have that in common,” she said, feeling suddenly awkward. She pressed the fingers of her right hand against the slave bracelet on her left arm. “Kardal, do you really mean to keep me as your slave?”
“Of course. Nothing has happened to change my mind.”
“But you can’t. I’m a princess. We’ve already established that my father doesn’t care about me too much, but he would never let someone hold me against my will.”
Kardal’s dark gaze turned unreadable. “I have informed him that I’m holding you for ransom.”
Shock and outrage filled her. She sprang to her feet. “You can’t be serious.”
“Why not?”
“Because the king of Bahania will not negotiate with you. He’ll crush you like a bug.”
Kardal looked unconcerned as he put his napkin on the table and slowly rose. “He cannot. A symbiotic relationship exists between his country and the City of Thieves. He cannot afford to anger me.”
“What about you angering him? You’re crazy. This will never work.”
“Of course it will. Occasionally it is important for me to remind my larger neighbors that I have power as well. That we each need the other.”
She planted her hands on her hips. “Are you trying to tell me that you kidnapping me is simply political?”
She couldn’t believe it. Nor did she understand why the information should upset her.
“I rescued you from the desert because I did not want to leave you there to die,” he told her. “However, there were many reasons for me keeping you. Yes, one of them is political.”
“What are the others?”
His gaze swept over her. “Perhaps I find you attractive.”
She’d been thrilled when Adiva had shown up that afternoon with a selection of dresses. Anything was better than the uncomfortable costume. But even knowing she was covered from collarbone to ankle, Sabrina still felt exposed. Something about Kardal’s intense stare made her wish she had several more layers of clothing between her and nakedness.
“I’d rather you let me go,” she said.
He stepped around the table, toward her. She backed up.
“I told you, my desert bird. You are my slave. The proof of your status rests around your wrists.”
“This is crazy. You can’t hold a royal princess captive.”
He continued to move toward her. She kept stepping away. Unfortunately she soon found herself pressed up against the stone wall.
Kardal loomed over her. He raised one hand and touched her cheek. Just a light brush of his knuckles against her skin. She should have barely felt it. Instead heat seemed to fill her as a shiver rippled all the way down her spine.
“I choose to keep you here,” he murmured, lowering his head slightly. “Perhaps, if you are lucky, eventually I’ll choose to let you go.”
She tried to inch away along the wall, but he placed a hand on her waist, holding her still.
“Maybe I’ll get a bigger knife and stab you in your sleep,” she said recklessly.
“You may certainly try. I would welcome you seeking me out in my bedchamber. I am eager to know all that you’ve learned about pleasing men.”
There was information that would fill a pinhead, she thought grimly as he moved closer and closer until his mouth was less than an inch from hers.
“I don’t know anything,” she insisted, pressing her hands against the wall, as if she could scratch her way to safety. “Not about men or sex or any of that.”
“We shall see,” he breathed and pressed his lips to hers.
Sabrina steeled herself against the contact. It was going to be gross. She would endure, but if it went on too long, she would kick him in the shin and bite his lip until he screamed. Then she would run out of the room and find a way to escape.
His mouth touched hers as lightly as a feather. His breath smelled of strawberries and the heat from his body seemed to settle over her.
“How was that?” he asked.
“Awful.”
He chuckled. “I’ll add liar to your list of sins.”
She bristled. “I don’t have a list. I would like to point out that I’m the innocent party here—in more ways than one.”
“Prove it,” he said and settled his mouth on hers.
Prove she was innocent while he was kissing her? What was she supposed to do?
Sabrina was still trying to figure out what he’d meant when she became aware of him moving back and forth, his lips rubbing lightly against hers. It was not the contact she’d expected. She’d thought he would be rough as he took, attacking and acting like a macho jerk. Instead Kardal was almost tender.
Despite the stories in the papers, she’d had remarkably few boyfriends. She’d been determined not to be like her mother, so she’d waited until someone really engaged her heart before she went out with him. Unfortunately she’d told two of her boyfriends the truth about her parents, especially her father, and the fact that it was a big deal for her to have sex before she was married. They’d been so terrified of what her father would do to them, they’d dumped her. Her third significant boyfriend had turned out to be a two-timing jerk. So they’d never gotten as far as the “why I can’t have sex” conversation.
Despite being twenty-three, she hadn’t had much experience at all. It was humiliating. It also made her nervous about Kardal’s kiss.
Fortunately he wasn’t moving very fast. He kept one hand on her waist while the other continued to touch her face. He traced the shape of her jaw and tickled her ear, which was actually pretty nice. His lips were firm, but not pushy. She found herself enjoying the light contact. When he drew back, she sort of leaned forward because, well, it seemed the thing to do.
“Sabrina,” he breathed against her mouth.
The sound of her name in that husky voice did odd things to her stomach. Her chest felt tight and there was a faint pressure between her legs. Nothing sexual, she assured herself. Probably just some issues with her lunch.
He tilted his head and kissed her again. This time his tongue swept against her lower lip. She jumped slightly but didn’t pull back. Her fingers curled into her palms. She felt stupid, standing there with her hands at her sides. When he moved his hand from her waist to her shoulder, she lightly pressed her right hand against his side.
His tongue continued to stroke her lip. Sabrina understood this part. He wanted to deepen the kiss. Which was all right with her. She’d never found that particular act especially exciting but it wasn’t too awful, either. She opened her mouth slightly. He slipped inside, teasing the inside of her lip before touching the tip of her tongue with his.
A jolt of electricity shot through her. She jumped, not sure what had just happened. Her bare toes curled toward the floor and she rested her left hand on his chest. Kardal cupped her face in his strong hand and swept his tongue over hers.
The reaction in her body startled her into forgetting to breathe. It was like being on fire, but in a really good way. Heat filled her. Heat and pressure. She ached all over and the tightness in her chest increased until it wouldn’t have mattered if she’d remembered to breathe because she couldn’t physically do it anymore. She was going to die right here in Kardal’s arms and she found she didn’t really mind. Not if he kept on kissing her.
She shifted so that she could wrap her arms around him and hold him close. When he retreated, she followed him, liking the feel of him, the heat and the taste. He pulled her to him so that they touched intimately. Her breasts flattened against his chest. His thighs pressed against hers. She wanted…The exact “what” wasn’t clear, but there was a hunger in her she’d never experienced before.
He broke the kiss so that he could press his mouth against her neck. The contact both tickled and made her cling to him. He licked her ear, then bit the lobe. Breath returned as she gasped.
Hesitantly she opened her eyes and found him staring down at her. She saw bright fire in his dark irises. Tension tightened the lines of his face.
“Do you still want to fly away, my desert bird?” he asked, his voice sounding husky.
Yes, of course, she thought, but wasn’t able to form the words. Her plan of kicking and running suddenly didn’t seem so necessary. Not if he was going to kiss her again.
He rested his hands on her shoulders, then moved them lower. Still dazed from his passionate kisses, she wasn’t prepared for him to cup her breasts. His thumbs swept against her suddenly tight nipples.
Desire poured through her but with it, icy shock. Sanity returned. She pushed his hands away and shoved until he took a step back.
“You can’t do that,” she told him, barely able to catch her breath. “It’s one thing to kidnap me, but it’s quite another to defile me. My father may not care about me, but he will kill any man who touches me. As will the troll prince. He’s expecting a virgin.”
She braced herself for his laughter. “defile” was a pretty old-fashioned word. Besides, Kardal didn’t seem to have much respect for her or her family.
But he wasn’t smiling. Instead he frowned at her, as if she’d just become a puzzle he couldn’t solve.
“It is not possible,” he said more to himself than her. “A virgin?”
She grabbed him by the front of his shirt. “Have you been listening to me?” she demanded, speaking loudly and directly into his face. She wanted to shake him but he was about as unmovable as a mountain.
“I did not know,” he said quietly.
She released him. “Yeah, well, I’ve been trying to tell you. Next time pay attention.”
He wasn’t even listening, she thought in disgust as Kardal continued to stare at her. Then he turned on his heel and stalked from the room, leaving her standing by the wall, out of breath and still trembling from the power of his kiss.
 
Sabrina pressed her back against the castle hallway wall and tried to hear if anyone was approaching. For the first time since she’d arrived five days before, she’d found her bedroom door unlocked after breakfast. Not knowing if Adiva had simply forgotten to secure it after delivering the meal or if Sabrina was now allowed to roam at will, she’d taken the opportunity to leave her room while trying not to be seen.
At this point she didn’t care if Kardal would be furious if she was caught. She couldn’t stand to stay inside those four walls for another second.
Sabrina drew in a deep breath and listened. There was only the sound of distant voices and the rapid pounding of her own heart.
Usually she enjoyed being by herself, she thought as she continued down the hallway. There were plenty of wonderful books to read and Adiva brought her newspapers and magazines every day. But ever since two nights before when Kardal had kissed her, Sabrina had found her world had shifted on its axis.
She couldn’t forget the way she’d reacted to his kiss and his touch. She’d enjoyed everything he’d done and found herself longing to repeat the experience. Although there hadn’t been many men in her life, she had kissed a few and not one of them had left her so aroused and shaken. Was her reaction specifically about Kardal or was it something more sinister?
Ever since Sabrina had begun to understand her mother’s relationship with men, she’d feared turning into the same kind of woman. She didn’t want to be driven by passions, making bad choices because of a man’s ability to please her in bed. If she were to fall in love, she wanted it to be because of a meeting of the minds and an understanding between souls. She wanted to respect her lover and have him respect her. Passion appeared to be both fleeting and dangerous.
She came to a set of stairs leading down to the left. The corridor in front of her stretched on for several feet before bending to the right. Sabrina paused. If she continued on her current path, she might find her way out of the castle. If she went down, she was more likely to find the treasure stores. As much as she wanted to get away from here and stop thinking about what had happened with Kardal, she wanted to see the plunder more. Telling herself she was an idiot, she hurried down the stairs.
Since the kiss, she’d seen Kardal twice, once when he dined with her for lunch and once late last night when he’d invited her to watch a movie with him and several of his staff. She’d refused the latter invitation because she felt strange about being seen as his slave.
Just being in the same room with Kardal was enough to get her heart racing. She wasn’t sure how she managed to have sensible conversation when her brain could only focus on how his mouth had felt against hers and was he planning to do that again?
“I need a vaccine,” she murmured to herself, taking another staircase down, then pausing to study a beautiful seventeenth-century tapestry showing an elegant Queen Elizabeth greeting a visiting Spanish delegation.
She raised her fingers toward the intricate work but didn’t touch it. There was a slight fraying at the edges and more dust on the cloth than she would like.
“It needs to be cleaned,” she said aloud. “Then put under glass and protected from the elements.”
What Kardal was doing here was a crime, she thought as she continued moving down the stairs. The dry desert air offered a measure of protection but so many of the stunning artifacts needed to be protected. She would take him to task the next time she saw him.
She turned at the bottom of the stairs. In front of her was an open area leading to several rooms. All the rooms had thick wood doors and massive locks. The good news was she’d found the treasure of the City of Thieves. The bad news was she’d never learned to pick a lock.
“Visiting or stealing?”
The voice came from behind her so unexpectedly that Sabrina screamed. She turned and saw a tall, blond man in a dark uniform standing on the bottom stair. He loomed nearly as well as Kardal. Despite being as fair as a California surfer, there was something spooky in his midnight-blue eyes.
She touched her fingers to her chest and tried to catch her breath. “I’m visiting. I’d hoped to see some of the treasures of the city. I have a great interest in the city’s past. Who are you?”
The man stepped down on the stone floor. “Rafe Stryker. I’m in charge of security here in the City of Thieves.”
“You’re American,” she said in surprise. “What are you doing here?”
“Prince Kardal hires the best.”
“And that’s you?”
Rafe nodded.
He was good-looking but in an icy way that made her think twice about making this man angry. Kardal could be dangerous but there was fire in his blood and she understood heat far more than cold.
His steady gaze never left her face. “I understand that you’re the princess Kardal found wandering in the desert.”
She couldn’t help smiling. “That’s one interpretation of the events.” She glanced at the gun holstered at his waist. “Are you here to escort me back to my room?”
“Not at all.” Rafe moved toward the first of the heavy doors and drew a key from his trouser pocket. “My instructions are to show you your heart’s desire.”
She thought about telling him that seeing the treasure inside wasn’t her heart’s desire so much as fulfilling an intellectual curiosity. However, when the door swung open and she saw inside, she couldn’t speak.
Her body trembled the way it had when Kardal had kissed her, but this time for a different reason. At least a dozen cases stood in a darkened room. Electrical light illuminated the insides of the glass containers. There were no labels, no explanation, but she recognized many of the pieces and stones.
Exquisite Fabergé eggs sat in satin nests in one case. She gasped over the perfection of the workmanship, while itching to hold at least one of them in her hand. But before she could ask, a glitter of diamonds caught her attention. A dozen tiaras filled the next display.
There were gems and set jewels, treasures from El Bahar, Bahania, France, England, Russia and the Far East. A ruby the size of a small melon glittered in a case of its own.
There was too much to take in and this was only one of the locked rooms.
“This can’t be possible,” she breathed, facing Rafe who continued to watch her with his cold eyes. “Kardal must return these at once.”
Rafe shrugged. “You’ll have to take that up with the boss. My job is to make sure no one takes any of it without his permission.”
“I see. We mustn’t steal from the thieves, is that it?”
“On this one, I agree with Kardal.” He flicked his wrist in dismissal. As he did so the sleeve of his dark jacket rose far enough for Sabrina to see a small mark on his right wrist.
Involuntarily she gasped. Without thinking she reached for his wrist, capturing it in her hands. Rafe didn’t stop her, nor did he offer an explanation.
“The mark of the prince,” she breathed.
A small tattoo of the City of Thieves coat of arms stood out against his tanned skin. She touched the desert lion, the castle, all perfectly rendered in their miniature form. While she understood the significance, she’d never seen such a thing outside of history books.
She stared into fathomless blue eyes. “You speak for the prince,” she said, not asking a question. “You bear on your body a scar—proof of a death blow meant for Kardal. You are trusted above all and have been made a sheik.”
Rafe tugged his wrist free. “You know your history.”
“Yes.”
An American speaking for the prince? Who had ever heard of such a thing? “You have land?”
He shrugged. “Some. A few goats and camels. I was offered a couple of wives, but I declined.”
“Who are you?” she asked.
“Someone who does his job.”
He was obviously much more than that. A shiver rippled through her. Without saying anything more, she walked out of the vault, still reeling from all she had seen and learned. Something had to be done, she told herself as she headed back to her room. The next time she saw Kardal, she would insist that he see sense in the matter. She would also ask him several pointed questions about his second-in-command.


Chapter Seven

Kardal left his office shortly after six that evening. He generally worked later but since Sabrina had arrived at the castle, he’d found himself stopping earlier and earlier.
It was simply a matter of wanting to train her, he told himself as he walked along the stone corridors of the castle. The more clearly she understood what would be expected of her, the better chance of success for their marriage. If he married her. He still hadn’t decided.
Their kiss earlier in the week had showed him that physically they got along exceptionally well. He’d hoped for passion, but that single word didn’t begin to describe what had occurred between them. It had been more of an explosion. He’d been seared down to his soul by a need he’d never experienced before. All that from a kiss. What would occur if they became intimate?
His initial plan had been to find that out for himself…if he decided to continue the engagement. But now he wasn’t so sure. From the first Sabrina had claimed to be innocent. He hadn’t believed her but now he wasn’t so sure she lied. There had been a hesitancy when he’d touched her. An awkward eagerness. While she could fake shyness, her blushes had been real, especially those during his bath. If he didn’t know better, he would swear she’d never seen a naked man before.
A virgin. He shook his head as he approached the door to her room. How could that have happened, given the life she’d lived? Yet he was more and more convinced she was untouched. Which meant he had no right to claim her as his own until they were married. Doing so before, even with the betrothal, invited the well-deserved wrath of her father.
Kardal pushed open the heavy wooden door and stepped into Sabrina’s quarters. As usual, she was waiting for him, but this time she did not greet him with a smile.
“I can’t believe it,” she announced, darting toward him, her hands clenched in fury, her eyes flashing with fire. “They’re not yours and you have no right to keep them.”
“Them?” he questioned. “I thought you were the only slave in the castle.”
“I’m not talking about myself. I’ve seen some of the treasure. You can’t mean to keep it. That would be unconscionable. It must be returned.”
“Ah, yes. The treasure. Rafe told me about your wanderings in the dungeon.”
He walked to the tea cart by the window. Adiva had already been by to leave a tray of drinks. Kardal had been raised to respect the ways of his people, so he did not drink alcohol when he was among them. When he was with someone from the west, he occasionally indulged. Around Sabrina, he seemed to drink more than he ever had.
“They have to be returned,” she told him, planting her hands on her hips. “They belong to their respective nations. They’re a part of the country’s heritage.”
He poured scotch over ice and took a grateful sip. “An interesting notion. But to whom should I return them? The nations in question have changed.”
“Not all of them.”
“Enough. What about the Imperial Eggs? The czars are long gone. The Russian government has changed several times in the past ninety years. Who owns the eggs? Do I find a long-lost relative of the czar? Or should I hand them over to the current regime?”
Sabrina hesitated. “Okay, the eggs are a problem, but what about the tiara owned by Elizabeth the First, or gems you stole from El Bahar and Bahania?”
He put down his drink on the tray and held up both his hands. “I have not stolen anything. I am simply holding those items in trust. If the nations who let them go want them back, they should come steal them, as my relatives did.”
“Not everyone wants to be a thief.”
Color stained her cheeks. She looked even more attractive than usual when she was furious with him. Her chest rose and fell with each angry breath. He watched the movement of her breasts under her dress. While he had enjoyed seeing her in her silly harem costume, he preferred her in the conservative dresses he had provided. In some ways, imagining how she looked underneath was more interesting than simply being able to see it.
Today she wore her long red hair pulled back into a thick braid. A few curls brushed against her cheeks. Wide brown eyes glared at him. She had the most unusual coloring, he thought. The deep red hair, brown eyes and skin the color of honey. Not a single freckle marred her beauty. She would produce attractive children.
“Are you even listening to me?” she demanded.
“With bated breath,” he assured her. “My heart beats only to serve you.”
She turned to the window and stared out at the approaching twilight. “I hate it when you’re sarcastic. My point is illegally taking things isn’t a tradition to be proud of. It’s a disgrace.”
“It has been our way for a thousand years. In the past generation or so the thieving has stopped, but the legacy is still there. In time we can discuss returning some items, but not yet.” He took a sip of his drink. “Since you have so much interest in the treasure, perhaps you would like to begin cataloging it.”
She glanced at him over his shoulder. “No one’s done that? You don’t even know what you have?”
He shrugged. “I know we have enough. But no. There’s no detailed inventory. Also, I believe some of the items might require special treatment to prevent them from being destroyed as they age.”
“You’re right. There’s a tapestry in one of the halls that is turning to dust. It needs to be protected.” She turned to face him. “But you’re talking about thousands of items. Jewels and paintings. It would take years.”
“Perhaps your father will be slow to pay for you.”
He’d expected some kind of teasing response, but instead Sabrina sighed, then nodded slowly.
“I don’t doubt that he’ll be happy to have me out of his way,” she said. “I’ll begin in the morning.”
Kardal frowned. “I hadn’t meant to remind you of something unpleasant.”
“My lack of relationship with my father is hardly your fault.” She crossed to the tea cart and poured herself a soft drink. “At least working with the treasure will give me something to do. What about the royal watchdog? Is he going to trust me?”
“I will speak with Rafe.”
“I saw the mark.”
Kardal was not surprised. “Don’t worry. He will not speak for me in matters of slavery.”
She smiled slightly, then grew serious. “He nearly died for you.”
“And I rewarded his loyalty.”
“So now he’s a sheik.”
“You know the ways of the city. Rafe has a fortune of his own and my trust.”
She glanced at him. “He doesn’t strike me as the type of man who would be content watching over a bunch of vaults. What is he doing here?”
The newspapers and tabloids had given Sabrina many characteristics, but they’d never mentioned that she was intelligent.
“There’s more to running a hidden city than simply stealing from the neighbors,” he told her. “Rafe has many responsibilities.”
“Which is a tidy statement, but doesn’t answer my question.”
A knock on the door interrupted them. Figures, Sabrina thought. Kardal always seemed to have a lucky escape planned. He crossed to the door and opened it.
“Thank you for coming,” he said by way of greeting, then stepped back to let a beautiful woman enter the room.
She was a couple of inches taller than Sabrina, with dark hair swept up in an elegant chignon. She wore a dark purple pants suit with a gold-and-pearl pin on her lapel. Wide brown eyes twinkled with humor as she took in her surroundings.
“At least you put her in a nice, large room,” she said, glancing from Kardal to Sabrina. “I would hate to think you’d chosen one of the dungeons.”
“I’m difficult,” Kardal said, “not a barbarian.”
“Sometimes I can’t see the difference,” the woman murmured before turning her attention to Sabrina. “How nice to meet you at last.”
Kardal stepped between them. “Mother, this is Princess Sabra of Bahania. Sabrina, my mother, Princess Cala of the City of Thieves.”
Sabrina blinked in surprise. She took in Princess Cala’s unlined face and youthful features. She was beautiful and couldn’t be more than thirty-five.
Cala laughed. “Your shocked expression makes me feel positively youthful. I was nearly nineteen when Kardal was born.”
“Practically an infant yourself,” Kardal said, urging both women toward the low table that had been set with their dinner.
For the first time Sabrina noticed that Adiva had provided three places. She waited until Cala was seated, then settled across from her. Kardal sat next to his mother. Cala sat on the cushions as if she’d been doing it all her life, which she probably had. Sabrina studied her, noticing the similarities between the two in the shape of their eyes and their smiles.
Cala motioned for Kardal to open the wine sitting at the end of the low table. She leaned toward Sabrina.
“I want you to know that I don’t approve of my son’s behavior. I would like to blame someone else for his bad manners, but I fear the fault is mine. I hope you can find some enjoyment during your stay in the City of Thieves, despite the circumstances.”
“She wants for nothing,” Kardal said firmly. “She has books to entertain herself during the day. I dine with her each evening and I have just agreed to let her catalog the city’s treasures.”
Sabrina traded a wry smile with Cala. “As your son points out, Princess, my life couldn’t be more perfect.”
Cala held out her glass to Kardal as he poured the wine. “Tell me, Sabrina, are you as much trouble to your mother as Kardal is to me?”
“Not really.” Sabrina thought about mentioning that her mother barely noticed when she was around, but didn’t see the point.
“I thought not.” Cala glanced at her son. “You could learn from that, Kardal.”
“You adore me,” he said, unruffled by his mother’s complaints. “I am the sun and moon of your world.”
Cala laughed. “No. You are an occasional light-bulb in a dim room.”
Kardal gave her a brief hug, then kissed her forehead. “You must not lie. Untruths damage the perfection of your soul. I am your world. Admit it.”
“You can sometimes be a charming son. Other times, I think I should have been far more firm with you.”
Sabrina watched the exchange between mother and son. They were obviously close and had great affection for each other. She envied that.
Kardal poured her wine and she took a sip. “I didn’t know you lived here, Your Highness,” she said.
“Call me Cala,” Kardal’s mother said, lightly touching her hand. “Despite my son’s highhandedness, I hope that we can be friends. I don’t usually spend much time within the city walls, but I have just returned and plan to spend a few months here.”
“Mother runs a large charity,” Kardal said. “It provides health care for children.”
Cala reached for the first serving dish and passed it to her son. “When Kardal left for school in America, I found I had too much time on my hands. I began to travel. Everywhere I went I saw need. So I started the children’s charity as a way to address that.” She smiled. “I was quite wicked. The initial funding for the charity came from some of the stolen treasure. I was careful to choose pieces that could not possibly be returned to a government or family. Still, I expected to be struck by lightning every time I sold something.”
Kardal passed the vegetable dish to Sabrina. “Sabrina believes the treasure should be returned.”
Sabrina glared at him. Figures he’d bring that up now. “I understand there are difficulties with some of the items, but not with all of them.”
“I agree,” Cala said easily. “Perhaps that will happen eventually. The city has not encouraged thievery for many years, but there are still those who remember and long for the old ways.”
“Oil is more profitable,” Kardal pointed out.
Cala passed her son another dish and leaned toward Sabrina. “He says that now. But when I insisted he go off to school, he protested for weeks. Threatened to run away into the desert so that I couldn’t find him. He didn’t want to learn western ways.”
Sabrina glanced at Kardal. “I understand that. When my mother took me from Bahania, I didn’t want to go, either. The transition was difficult. I had the advantage of having lived in California for nearly a year before I started school.”
Some of Cala’s humor faded from her eyes. She turned to Kardal. “You know I didn’t have a choice in the matter. You were to be ruler of the city. You needed an education.”
He smiled at her. “Mother, all of your actions were based in what was best for me. I do not regret my time in America.”
“But it was hard on you.”
He shrugged. “Life is hard. There were adjustments. I made them.”
Sabrina waited for him to say more but he didn’t. Had he never told his mother the details of his first few years at the boarding school? He’d told Sabrina. Was that because she was so insignificant as to not matter or because they shared the experience?
Cala turned back to her. “You had much the same situation, didn’t you?” she asked. “You spent your school year with your mother and your summers in Bahania?”
Sabrina nodded. “It was always a shock to go from one place to the other. For security reasons my mother never told anyone who I was. As I grew old enough to tell my friends on my own, I didn’t say anything because I thought they either wouldn’t believe me or things would change.”
Cala glanced at her son. “I believe you shared her opinion.”
“It was a secret city, Mother. I couldn’t talk about it.”
Cala changed the subject, mentioning the opening of a new wing in the medical clinic. They discussed the unusually cool spring weather and the latest nomadic tribal council meeting. Sabrina found herself liking Kardal’s mother. The woman was gentle and kind without being spineless. Kardal treated her with great respect. He also glanced at Sabrina from time to time, his eyes almost twinkling, as if she shared a secret with him.
She wasn’t sure what it could be, but she liked the feeling. It made her shiver nearly as much as his kiss had.
“I’ve issued an invitation,” Cala said when the meal had finished. Sabrina collected the last of the plates and put them on the tray.
“Do I need to be concerned?” Kardal asked lazily. “Will twenty women be invading the castle? Should I plan a trip into the desert?”
His mother busied herself folding her napkin. “No women. Just one man. King Givon.”
“The king of El Bahar,” Sabrina began. “Why—”
Kardal rose to his feet. His expression turned dark and forbidding as he glared down at his mother. “How dare you?” he demanded. “You know he is not welcome here. If he tries to step one foot in the City of Thieves, he will be shot on sight. If necessary, I will do it myself.”
He stalked from the room and slammed the door behind him.
Sabrina stared after him, bewildered. “I don’t understand,” she whispered. “King Givon is a wonderful ruler. His people adore him.”
Cala sighed. “Kardal would not care about that. I had hoped time would heal the wound, but I see that I was wrong.”
“What wound? Why does Kardal hate King Givon?”
Cala bit her lower lip. “Because Givon is his father.”
 
Cala stayed for several minutes before excusing herself, but when Kardal’s mother finally left, Sabrina saw tears glinting in her eyes.
King Givon was Kardal’s father? Sabrina couldn’t believe it. The king of El Bahar was known to have been a devoted father all his life, and before his wife’s death, they were supposed to have been wildly in love.
She paced the length of her room for a few minutes, then headed out to find Kardal. She ran into one of the servants and got directions to his private quarters.
The imposing wood doors with an enamel seal nearly made her turn back, but she had the feeling that Kardal would need to talk to someone tonight. They had more in common than she would have thought so maybe she could help with this. Squaring her shoulders for courage, she knocked once, then entered.
Kardal’s rooms were large, filled with incredible antiques. She entered a tiled foyer with a fountain trickling in the corner. To her left was a dining area with a table that seated twenty. She recognized the ornate style of eighteenth-century France—a time of excess that produced beautiful furniture. She crossed the living area and saw the balcony doors were open.
Some inner voice drew her out into the evening coolness. Below were the lights from the city and in the distance, the darkness of the desert. She sensed more than saw movement and approached the man leaning against the wooden railing.
“Kardal?” she whispered, not wanting to startle him.
He didn’t say anything, nor did he move away. She walked toward him and stopped when she was next to him. His face was expressionless. As twilight turned to night, his features blurred.
They were silent for a long time, but she found she didn’t mind the quiet. There was something restful about the desert. The occasional voice drifted up to them. Laughter. So much life all around them, hidden from the rest of the world in this fabled city.
“I’ve only been here a few days,” she said without thinking, “yet I can’t imagine being anywhere else.”
“I never wanted to leave,” Kardal replied. “Even when I knew it was for the best.”
He leaned forward and rested his forearms on the wood railing. “You don’t understand, do you?”
“Not any of it,” she admitted. “I never knew King Givon was your father. Of course I didn’t know much about the city or its inhabitants so I suppose that’s not a complete surprise. But I thought…” Her voice trailed off. “I don’t know what I thought.”
“It’s a long story,” he warned.
She glanced at him and gave him a slight smile. “I might be your slave, but I have amazingly few duties. So I’m free to listen.”
He nodded briefly, then began. “Centuries ago, before the discovery of oil, there existed what was called the silk road. It was a path through the desert, linking India and China with the west. Trade between the near and far east supported dozens of economies. When the silk road was open, many flourished. When it was closed, countries suffered. Over time the nomads found they could made a good living by offering protection for merchants. Those who dwelled in the City of Thieves learned they could make more by preventing theft than by stealing.”
“Quite a change in the way of doing business,” she said, listening intently.
“Agreed. El Bahar and Bahania have been good neighbors for hundreds of years. What most people don’t know is that the City of Thieves is intimately involved with the two countries. There is a symbiotic relationship between the three governments. Five hundred years ago the prince of the city controlled the nomads. He collected a percentage of all goods passing through the desert. Today I collect a percentage of the oil. In return my people keep the desert safe from terrorists and the oil fields free from attack.”
“Rafe,” she said softly. “He’s not here for castle security at all.”
“The castle is part of his responsibility,” Kardal told her. “But not the main part. My nomads can only do so much to protect the desert. The use of technology has been growing over the years.”
She touched his arm, resting her fingertips on his shirt. She could feel the heat of him, and his strength.
“What does this have to do with your father?”
He glanced down at her, then returned his attention to the night sky. “El Bahar, Bahania and the City of Thieves are bound by more than economics. There is also a blood tie. When there is no male heir for the city, either the king of El Bahar or the king of Bahania joins with the oldest daughter, staying with her until she is pregnant. If the child is a boy, he’s the new heir. If the child is a girl, the king returns each year until a son is born. My grandfather had only one child…a daughter.”
Sabrina withdrew her fingers and pressed them against her chest. “That’s barbaric,” she said, shocked by what he was saying. “He just shows up and sleeps with her? They don’t even get married?”
Kardal shrugged. “It is the way it has been for a thousand years. The kings alternate so that the blood lines stay connected but still healthy. Two hundred years ago the king of Bahania performed his royal duty. It was King Givon’s turn this time.”
Sabrina shook her head. Nothing made sense. “But your mother was so young.”
“Just eighteen.”
She tried to imagine herself in that position, having to take a stranger into her bed for the sole purpose of getting pregnant. “It could have just as easily been my father,” she breathed. “That would have made us half brother and sister.”
She wasn’t sure but she thought he might have smiled briefly. “That would have made things more interesting,” he told her. “But we are not related. Although I’m not sure your father would have treated my mother any differently.”
His anger returned. “Givon never cared about her. He simply did his duty and walked away. Not once in the past thirty years has he been in touch with either of us. He never acknowledged me.”
Sabrina felt his pain. “I know,” she said softly, leaning toward him but not touching him. “I know exactly what it feels like to be rejected by a parent. There’s a horrible combination of not wanting to care and desperately wanting to be noticed.”
“My feelings don’t matter,” he said into the darkness. “Thirty-one years after the fact, my father is finally ready to admit I exist.” He shook his head. “It’s too late. I won’t receive him.”
“You have to,” she said urgently. “Kardal, please listen to me. You have to see him, because if you refuse, everyone is going to know the rejection still hurts and you don’t want that. Your people will assume you’re sulking. That is not the measure of a good leader. Face him because you don’t have a choice. Don’t let him see that he still matters.”
He turned on her. “He doesn’t matter. He never mattered.”
She held her ground and met his furious gaze. “He matters a lot and that’s what makes you so angry. Whatever you tell yourself, he’s still your father.”
He continued to glare at her. Eventually some of the heat left his gaze. “You are not as I imagined,” he said.
Despite the tension in the air, she couldn’t help chuckling. “I know what you thought of me before so that’s hardly a compliment.”
“I mean it as one.” He touched his fingers to her face. “I have much to consider. Your counsel is most wise. I will not dismiss it simply because you’re a woman.”
“Thank you,” she murmured, knowing he was actually being sincere. The man might have gone to school in the west, but desert sand flowed through his veins. He made her crazy.
Worse, she wasn’t sure she would change even one thing about him.


Chapter Eight

The next morning Kardal’s assistant, Bilal, knocked on his door, then stepped inside to announce that Princess Cala was here to see him. Kardal hesitated. For the first time in his life, he didn’t want to see his mother. He’d spent most of the last night and this morning trying to forget what she’d told him. That King Givon was coming to the city.
He nodded at Bilal and told the young man to show her in.
Cala swept into the office. She wore jeans and a T-shirt, and looked more like a western teenager than a nearly fifty-year-old mother. Her long hair hung in a braid down her back.
“I thought you might refuse to see me,” she said as she plopped down in the seat across from his. “You were in quite the snit last night.”
“Snit?”
She shrugged. “You were obviously upset with both the situation and with me.”
“Upset?”
“Do you plan to repeat everything I say?”
“No.” He placed his hands on his desk. How could he explain what he was feeling? Why did he have to? Shouldn’t his mother understand?
Cala crossed one leg over the other and smiled at him. “I liked Sabrina. She’s very nice.”
It took him a second to catch up with the subject change. “Yes. I was surprised as well, although I’m not sure I would use the word ‘nice’ to describe her.”
“What word would you use?”
“Spirited. Intelligent.”
He thought of her advice the previous evening. That he couldn’t refuse the king’s visit because then he would be showing that Givon mattered to him. Not that he did. Kardal had stopped caring about his father a long time ago.
“I had suspected you two had much in common. I’m pleased that’s true,” Cala told him. “Have you decided what to do about the betrothal?”
“No.” Although the thought of being married to Sabrina was less distressing than it had been. “She is willful and still has much to learn.”
“And you can be a real idiot sometimes. I tried to raise you to believe women are the equal of men.”
Kardal raised his eyebrows. “I do not recall that lesson.”
“Of course you don’t.” Cala put both feet on the floor and leaned toward him. She drew in a breath. “Kardal, I’m sorry you’re upset about Givon’s visit. I had hoped that you would be willing to listen and understand now that you’re older.”
He sprang to his feet. “I have nothing to say on the subject.”
His mother’s dark eyes pleaded with him. “What about what I have to say?”
“It is not important.”
She stood and glared at him. “I hate it when you get this way. You talk about Sabrina being stubborn, but you’re the worst in that respect. You didn’t even ask me why.”
“Why what?”
“Why King Givon is coming for a visit. Why after all this time he’s finally making an appearance.”
Kardal didn’t want to know, but he also wasn’t about to admit that to his mother. Instead he inclined his head, indicating she could tell him.
“I asked him,” she said simply. “He stayed away because I told him he wasn’t welcome in the city. Last month I sent him a message requesting his presence here.”
He could not have been more shocked if she’d slapped him. “You invited him?” The sense of betrayal left a bitter taste on his tongue. Cala? “After what he did to you?”
She took a step toward him. “I’ve told you dozens of times, Kardal. There’s more to the story than you know. I invited him because it’s time we laid the past to rest.”
“Never,” he announced. “I will never forgive him.”
“You have to. It’s not all his fault. If you’d just let me explain.”
He turned to his computer and touched several keys. “Please excuse me, Mother. I have much work to do.”
She hesitated for a minute or two, then left his office. Kardal continued to stare unseeingly at the computer screen. Finally he swore, stood and left the room as well.
 
Sabrina consulted the dictionary on her lap, then returned her attention to the ancient text on the small table in front of her. Old Bahanian was a difficult language in the best of circumstances. When written in a curvy script and seven-hundred-year-old ink, it was practically impossible.
Picking up a magnifying glass, she brushed away some dust with her gloved fingers. Was that an r or a t, she wondered. Did the—
The door to her quarters flew open and Kardal stalked into the room. She stared at him thinking that he never walked or stood like a normal person. He was forever looming and pacing and sweeping around. Even as she watched, he unfastened his cloak and tossed it on the bed, then moved to stand next to her.
“What are you doing?” he demanded.
She set down the magnifying glass, then pulled off her gloves. “Trying to read this text. Unsuccessfully,” she added. “It’s something about camels, but I can’t figure out if it’s a bill of sale or instructions for care.”
He looked at the paper. “Why does it matter which?”
“Because it’s an old document related to a way of life that is lost to us. We’ll discover the truth about that time through the mundane. Which, by the way, is not why you came to see me. What’s wrong?”
He threw up his hands and paced to the window in her room. Once there, he stared out into the desert. “My mother invited him. That’s why he’s coming. She actually wrote him. What was she thinking?”
Energy poured from him, filling the room and making Sabrina wish there was something she could do to ease his suffering. Kardal was a strong man. From what she’d heard on her walks through the castle, he was well respected and honored as a wise ruler. But in this matter of his father, he was as confused as anyone else would be.
She put the dictionary on the table and went to stand next to him. “Which bothers you more?” she asked. “That he’s coming or that your mother invited him?”
He turned his dark eyes on her. His mouth twisted. “I don’t know. It’s been thirty-one years. I’ve never met him. What am I supposed to do now?”
“Pretend he is just another visiting dignitary. Have a state dinner with fabulous food and wine. Talk about world events and don’t let him see that you care.”
“I don’t care.”
He spoke forcefully, but she saw his pain and confusion. A part of her wanted to reach out to him. After all, they had a version of this circumstance in common. But she didn’t know him well enough to predict how he would react to an offer of comfort. And the thought of being physically close to him made her nervous.
Instead she crossed to her desk and pulled out a drawer. Taking a modern pen and paper out, she pushed aside the text and dictionary, then sat.
“We need a plan,” she said firmly. “I’m serious about the state dinner. What else do you want to do while he’s here? What about a tour of the castle? It’s been thirty-one years, right? I’m sure there have been changes.”
“We’ve modernized,” Kardal admitted, moving toward the table.
She glanced around at her room, her gaze lingering on the lanterns and the lack of running water. “Obviously the remodeling didn’t get this far,” she said dryly. “Okay, item one, the dinner.” She wrote. “Item two, tour of the castle and that security stuff that Rafe is in charge of.”
Kardal pulled out a chair and sat next to her. He wore a loose linen shirt and dark trousers. Even casually dressed, he appeared powerful and just a little scary. At least that’s what Sabrina told herself to explain the rapid beating of her heart. It couldn’t possibly be because he was sitting close to her, could it?
“The air force,” Kardal said.
Sabrina opened her mouth, then closed it. “Excuse me?”
“The air force,” he repeated. “That is why Rafe is here. He’s working with another American in Bahania. In the past few years it has become apparent that nomadic tribes and electronic surveillance isn’t enough to keep the desert safe. We need airplanes to patrol the area. Rafe and Jason Templeton, who is Rafe’s counterpart in Bahania, both have military experience. Your father and I hired them to get our air force up and running.”
“You’re kidding,” she said, still in shock. “You’re going to have a military presence here in the City of Thieves? And my father is doing the same?”
“We have valuable resources to protect. Not just the oil. Minerals are being mined. When tensions run high, we are vulnerable. My grandfather was a wise man in many ways, but he resisted technology. I don’t share his view.”
“I guess not.”
Sabrina supposed that when she thought about it, some way of protecting the country made sense. Bahania, like El Bahar, had remained neutral as much as possible throughout the past several hundred years. But situations arose that forced action. Or at least protection.
“What about El Bahar? Will they participate?”
Kardal frowned. “Hassan wants to invite Givon, but I have resisted. With my father coming here, I may not have a choice in the matter.”
“At the risk of starting trouble, wouldn’t everyone be safer if the three of you presented a united front?”
“Perhaps.” He looked at her. “Yes, of course. But for now I would rather be stubborn.”
“Just so you’re willing to admit it.”
They were sitting closer than she’d realized. She could see the flecks of gold in Kardal’s irises and the dark line where his whiskers began on his cheeks. Her gaze drifted to his mouth and she remembered what it had felt like against her own. He hadn’t tried to kiss her again. Was that because he hadn’t been pleased with what had happened before? Was he angry because she’d pushed his hands away?
She wasn’t going to get any answers to her questions, she told herself. There was no way she was going to ask them and he wasn’t likely to volunteer the information. Time to return to the subject at hand.
“Do you think the air force is the reason Cala invited Givon here? So that you would have to include him?”
“Perhaps. My mother rarely interferes with issues of state, but she understands the ways of the world. I frequently seek her counsel.”
“But not in this matter.”
“No. We disagree about King Givon.” He tapped the table. “You are right about the state dinner, however. It is necessary to act as if this visit is no different from any other. Would you plan that for me?”
His request surprised her. Her father rarely let her plan more than her own wardrobe. “Yes. Of course.”
“I’ll instruct the household staff to consult with you on every detail.”
She nodded, more pleased than she could say. “I’ll put together a menu, then discuss it with you.” A thought struck her. “If you like, I could find some El Baharian treasures in the vault and use them to decorate the dining room and the king’s rooms.”
Kardal grinned. “Tweaking Givon’s nose?”
“Just a little. Do you mind?”
He smiled at her. “Not at all, although I’m beginning to see that while it’s very pleasant to have you on my side, I would not want you for an enemy.”
She made a few more notes, then set down her pen. “Kardal, you have to really be prepared for this. Seeing your father is going to be a bigger deal than you imagine. If you don’t get ready, you won’t be able to do more than react when you see him.”
He stared into the distance. “I know. But how does one prepare for such an event? I can imagine it, as I have dozens of times in my life. I see him in my mind’s eye, but he doesn’t speak. After all this time, what is there to say?”
“I wish I knew.” Sabrina thought about her own father whose greetings to her usually consisted of an absent, “Oh, you’ve returned.”
“What do you want to say to him?” she asked.
Kardal leaned back in his chair. “I don’t know. I have many questions, but I’m not sure I still care about the answers. It was different when I was younger. However, I will consider your advice.”
She wanted to point out that considering and taking were two different things. She also thought he was wrong. He might be older, but she doubted his feelings for his father had changed very much over the years.
“Will King Givon come alone or bring his sons with him?”
“My mother didn’t say and I have not clarified that with her.” Tension filled his body. “I will speak with her today and let you know so that you may plan accordingly.”
“Thanks. I’ll make sure the appropriate number of rooms are ready.”
Kardal shook his head. “His sons,” he repeated slowly. “My half brothers. I have never met them. They are married, they have children. Nieces and nephews.”
“I know,” she told him. “It’s weird. I have four half brothers. Of course most of them are only half brothers to each other. My father wasn’t like yours. He didn’t see the need to stay loyal to one woman.”
She stopped and pressed her fingers to her mouth. “Sorry,” she said quickly. “I didn’t mean…” Because King Givon hadn’t been faithful to one woman and Kardal was the result of that indiscretion.
“I know what you mean,” he said.
Sabrina shuffled her papers. “Are you sure about this?” she asked. “About me? Isn’t there someone better qualified to handle these arrangements?”
“You do not want the job?”
“No. I’m happy to help. I just don’t want to make any mistakes.”
He touched her arm. She felt the contact all the way to her thighs. It was as if fire flickered inside of her.
“You are the one I want,” he said.
She knew how he meant the words. She was the one he wanted to prepare for King Givon’s visit. But for one heartbeat, she took his statement a different way. A more personal way. Her chest tightened, as did her throat. In that split second, she wondered what it would be like to hear those words from Kardal and having the meaning be romantic. What would it be like to be wanted by this man?
But she would never know. She was betrothed to another. It was her duty to guard her innocence to present to her husband on their wedding night. Oddly enough, she’d never been tempted before. She’d never thought about being with a man. Why did Kardal change all that?
A knock on her bedroom door made them both look up.
“Come,” Kardal called.
Rafe stepped into the room. He nodded at Sabrina, then turned his attention to his employer. “It’s nearly time for the conference call.”
Kardal nodded. “Ordering a dozen jets is not as simple as one might imagine,” he told Sabrina as he rose. “Thank you for your assistance.”
Then, in an act that surprised her more than anything since her capture, he bent down and lightly brushed her mouth with his. He was gone before she could do more than open her eyes and wonder if the kiss had even occurred.
Why had he done that? she wondered when she could finally drag herself out of her chair. Did it mean anything? She knew it was possible he’d reacted without thinking, but for some reason, she wanted the brief kiss to be significant. She wanted it to matter.
Feeling both silly and unexplainably happy, she put away the text she’d been reading when Kardal had arrived. She would spend the afternoon planning the king’s visit. She would need to tour the guest rooms and pick one for King Givon. She would also have to find out how many were in his party. Which would probably mean speaking with Princess Cala.
Sabrina wondered why Kardal’s mother had invited Givon to the City of Thieves after all this time. What did she think about the man who had seduced her when she’d been barely eighteen? Tradition might demand that he do his duty, but Cala had been five years younger than Sabrina was today. She didn’t think she would be very happy about sleeping with a stranger.
And what about King Givon? He’d been married at the time, with two sons of his own. She frowned as she tried to remember the age of his youngest. Was it possible his wife had been pregnant while he’d been staying in the City of Thieves? Why would he have agreed to such a thing?
Still mulling over the question, Sabrina picked up Kardal’s cloak from the bed and walked over to her closet. She would keep it here until she next saw him and could return it.
As she walked, something banged against her leg. Something small and square. Curious, she put her hand in the pocket and drew out a cellular telephone. What on earth? She stared at the flip phone, running her fingers along the cover. What was he doing with one of these out here in the middle of the desert? It couldn’t possibly work…could it?
She hung the cloak, then turned her attention to the cell phone. Her fingers trembled as she opened it and pressed the on button. The phone screen lit and beeped softly. The screen flashed several messages, including the name of the service provider and the cell phone’s telephone number. She blinked. There was a small D in the upper left corner indicating there was digital phone service, and the lit bars showed she had full reception. How was that possible?
Then she remembered what Kardal had said about the oil fields and using technology to protect them. Her bedroom in the palace might still be from the fourteenth century, but obviously there was modern life elsewhere in the castle.
Without thinking, she pushed the numbers for her father’s office. Seconds later, his assistant answered the phone.
“This is Princess Sabra,” she said hesitantly. “May I speak with my father?”
“Yes, Your Highness. One moment please.”
There was a click, followed by silence. Sabrina bit her lower lip. Was she doing the right thing by calling? What was she going to say? Was she ready to return to Bahania? Would Kardal be in trouble for kidnapping her?
She grimaced. There was a silly question. Of course he would be. Her father might not think the sun rose and set because of her but he was hardly going to condone someone abducting her.
But was that what she wanted? What about the joint air force? Would this ruin everything? And if her father did indeed come to her rescue was she prepared—
“Sabrina?”
She jumped at the sound of the familiar voice. “Yes, Father. It’s me. I’m—”
“I know where you are,” the king said, cutting her off. “I’ve known since you arrived. I’m not surprised Kardal wants to get rid of you so quickly. I had hoped it would be different.” He sighed heavily. “You’re not much use to anyone, are you? Well, I’m not taking you back. Stay in the City of Thieves until you’ve learned your lesson.”
The phone clicked in her ear as her father hung up.
Sabrina walked to the bed and sat on the mattress. She didn’t remember releasing the phone, but suddenly it was on the nightstand and her hands were curling into tight balls that she pressed into her stomach. Pain filled her. Ugly, dark, humiliating pain that made the rising sobs stick in her throat.
Her own father didn’t care about her. Kardal was playing his own game with the kidnapping, but what if he was being cruel to her? What if he’d attacked her? Obviously her father didn’t care. He never had.
She’d known, she thought rolling onto the bed and drawing her knees up to her chest. She pressed her face into the pillow and didn’t bother fighting the hot tears that spilled onto her cheeks. She’d known that she didn’t matter. Or at least she’d believed, but had hoped she’d been wrong. But now she couldn’t deny the truth. Not anymore.
Her body shook with the intensity of her sobs. Her mother had made it clear that Sabrina was no longer welcome. Sabrina no longer looked like a young girl, which made it more difficult for her mother to lie about her own age. Now her father didn’t want her around, either.
Emptiness filled her, making her feel sick. She closed her eyes and wondered what she was supposed to do now.
Unexpectedly, something warm brushed against her cheek and the mattress dipped. She opened her eyes in time to see Kardal sit on the edge of her bed.
“What’s all this?” he asked, his voice low and gentle.
She tried to answer but instead cried harder. He didn’t rebuke her or complain. Instead he drew her into his arms and held her tight.
“Everything will be fine,” he promised.
Sabrina couldn’t believe how desperately she wanted his words to be true.


Chapter Nine

Kardal pulled Sabrina into his arms. She resisted at first, then allowed him to raise her into a sitting position. Her body shook with the force of her sobs and he freed one hand so that he could stroke her hair.
“I am here,” he told her quietly.
She didn’t respond right away and he was content to wait for her to calm before speaking. Her tears should have bothered him. His mother had never cried in front of him, so his only experience with females and tears had come from the women in his life. It had seemed to him that tears were often a way to manipulate him into giving them what they wanted. But he didn’t think that of Sabrina. She’d had no way of knowing he would enter her quarters at that particular moment.
He also felt strangely protective of her, wanting to keep her close until he knew what was wrong, then leave only to take care of the problem. He frowned. Why would he care about what made her cry? She was a woman and the complaints of her life should be of little consequence to him. And yet he did not feel impatient, nor did he want to tell her that she needed to deal with whatever it was on her own.
Gradually her tears lessened. Eventually she raised her head and wiped her face. He pulled a handkerchief from his trouser pocket and handed it to her. She gave him a wavering smile of thanks, then unfolded the neatly pressed square of cotton and touched it to her eyes.
“I f-found your phone,” she said, her voice shaking slightly.
When she turned and pointed, he noticed the small cellular telephone on the nightstand by her bed. He swore silently. “I left it in my cloak.”
She nodded. “I wasn’t looking through your pockets. I went to hang it up in the closet so that it wouldn’t wrinkle. As I carried it across the room, something bumped against my leg. I was curious. Then I found the phone.” She sniffed. “I didn’t think it would work, but it did. I called my father.”
Kardal tensed. What had Hassan said? Had he mentioned the betrothal? Did Sabrina now wish to leave?
Fresh tears spilled from her eyes. She tried to shift away, but he kept his arms around her, hugging her to him.
“Tell me,” he instructed. “What happened?”
“I c-called my father,” she whispered hoarsely. “You had said you were waiting for ransom and I thought if I spoke to him…” Her voice trailed off. “I thought he would be worried about me. I was wrong.”
Kardal felt uncomfortable. “I did not mean to cause you distress.”
“You didn’t. I don’t want to know what my father said when you called him.” She raised her chin and looked at him. “I don’t think he’s going to pay any ransom. He told me that he wasn’t surprised you wanted to get rid of me so quickly and that he wasn’t going to take me back. He said I had to stay here and learn my lesson.”
She ducked her head as more tears filled her eyes. Kardal swore under his breath and hugged her tight.
He understood that the king was disappointed with his daughter, but Hassan had no right to treat Sabrina so heartlessly. Not only was she the child of his loins, but she was not all the newspapers made her out to be. Kardal had been just as guilty of judging her based on the words of others. As he got to know her better, he found that most of his assumptions were incorrect. Surely her own father knew that as well. But he wasn’t convinced Hassan had ever bothered to spend enough time with her to find out for himself.
“What is he waiting for me to learn?” she asked. “What lesson? Does he want me to become a good slave?” She shook her head. “I’m his daughter. Why doesn’t that matter to him?”
“Both our fathers are idiots,” he announced. “What is it they say in the west? They need attitude adjustments.”
She gave him a tiny smile, then swiped at her tears. “I always knew I wasn’t very important to him. My brothers were what mattered, and his cats, of course. I thought I’d made peace with that, but it still hurts to find out he doesn’t care about me at all.”
Kardal smoothed her hair away from her face. The thick red curls wrapped themselves around his fingers. He drew his thumbs under her eyes, brushing away her tears.
“King Hassan doesn’t know what he’s missing by not getting to know you better,” he told her. “In just a week I have learned that you are nothing like the young woman in the tabloid stories. You are intelligent and stubborn. Despite the lack of amusements, you seem very content here in the city. You have a vast understanding of our history, you even read ancient Bahanian.”
“Not very well.”
He smiled. “I don’t read it at all.”
Some of the pain left her eyes. “Thank you,” she told him. “Your words mean a lot to me. I just wish my father shared your opinion. Maybe then he wouldn’t have betrothed me to a man I’ve never met.”
Kardal stiffened. “Did you discuss that when you spoke with him on the phone?”
“No. There wasn’t time.” She eased away and shrugged. “Besides, what is there to say? I doubt we’ll ever like each other, let alone fall in love. How could I possibly be happy marrying a stranger?” She blinked back tears. “For all I know he’s a disgusting old man and has three wives.”
“The troll prince.”
She nodded.”
“Your father would not permit such a union,” he told her.
“If it offered political gain, I believe he would subject me to anything.”
Sabrina sat in the center of the bed, her spine straight, her chin held high. Despite her swollen eyes and damp cheeks, she looked regal. Every inch the princess. Kardal wanted to tell her that her fate wasn’t to be as horrible as she imagined. That he had no other wives, nor was he that old. Barely thirty-one. But he was not yet ready to reveal the fact that he was her betrothed. Not before he was sure.
“All I wanted was to find someone who cared about me. Someone who wanted me.” She twisted the handkerchief in her hands. “No one ever has,” she said softly. “Neither of my parents, my brothers. No one.”
He thought of telling her that he wanted her very much, but he did not speak the words. The desire he felt was not what she meant. Sabrina wanted a longing of the heart. Why did women care so much about love? Didn’t they realize that respect and shared goals mattered so much more?
“Besides,” she said, “it’s the twenty-first century. Arranged marriages are barbaric.”
“You are of royal blood,” he reminded her. “Arranged marriages are a fact of life. You have a duty to your country.”
“What about you? Will you go easily to the slaughter?”
“Of course. Tradition states that my marriage be advantageous to my people.”
Her eyes widened. “You can’t be serious. You’ll agree to an arranged marriage?”
“Within certain parameters. I will meet my prospective wife first and see if I think we can have a productive marriage with many sons.”
“What? You want to make sure she’ll only have sons? You do understand the biology of pregnancy, don’t you? It’s not the woman who decides gender.”
Her combination of outrage and earnestness made him smile. “Yes, Sabrina. I know where babies come from and how their sex is determined. By productive I didn’t just mean having children. I need a woman who can rule at my side, understand my people and be a part of the rhythm of the city.”
She glanced down at the handkerchief in her hands. “I might be willing to go through with an arranged marriage if I got to pick all that, too,” she muttered. “You get Princess Charming and I get the troll prince. It’s hardly fair.”
“Perhaps he’s not so very horrible,” he teased, thinking that the more he learned about Sabrina, the more he found her appealing. He could tell her the truth and ease her fears, but he found himself reluctant to change their current relationship.
“Do you think I should do my duty and just agree to the betrothal?” she asked.
Kardal hesitated. “Duty is always important.”
“Whatever the circumstances?”
“I have already said that I will agree to an arranged marriage.”
She returned her attention to him. “That’s not what I meant. King Givon was only doing his duty when he came to the City of Thieves. He was only doing his duty by fathering you.”
Kardal started to protest, then stopped. “You have a valid point,” he said grudgingly. “I will consider it. However, it will be some time before I can reconcile duty with the fact that my father turned his back on his bastard son.”
Unexpected tears returned to Sabrina’s eyes. She leaned toward him and touched him arm. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t mean to bring up something so unpleasant. Believe me, I know what it’s like to be rejected by a parent. For what it’s worth, I think King Givon is an idiot for not wanting to know you and being proud that you’re his son. You’re a really good prince, Kardal.”
Her words touched him more than he could have imagined. Kardal wouldn’t have thought the opinion of a spoiled, wayward princess would have mattered, but now that he knew the truth about Sabrina, he found he respected her view of the world.
“Thank you,” he said, reaching out to touch her face. “I know that you do understand. I’m sorry your parents have treated you this way. You deserve more.”
“Really?”
Sabrina couldn’t keep the surprise out of her voice. No one had ever seen her side before. When she’d dared to confront her father about him ignoring her, he always told her about his responsibilities as king. He made it sound as if he barely had time to sleep an hour a night and that she was a selfish child for demanding his attention. Her mother never stayed in one place long enough to listen at all. But Kardal understood.
In a way she supposed it made perfect sense. Who else had lived with a foot in each world?
He swept his thumbs across her cheeks again. “No more crying,” he told her. “Your eyes are much too pretty to be filled with tears.”
He thought her eyes were pretty?
Before she could ask, or even revel in the compliment, Kardal moved closer. She suddenly realized they were alone in her room, on her bed. But instead of getting scared, she found herself filled with anticipation. Was he going to kiss her again? Heat flared inside of her at the thought.
He wrapped his arms around her and eased her back onto the mattress.
“Sabrina.”
He breathed her name before he touched his lips to hers. The shivers began as he lowered himself next to her. There was a tiny flicker of fear, but she ignored it. Need and curiosity were much greater.
His mouth brushed against hers, moving back and forth. The movement was familiar—he’d done it before—and allowed her to relax slightly. The pillow was soft beneath her head. Her hair fanned out across the white cloth. Kardal twisted his fingers in her curls, tugging slightly, making her feel as if she wouldn’t be allowed to escape. The thought should have terrified her. Instead it made her reach up and rest her hands on his shoulders.
The pressure of his mouth increased. She tilted her head to the left, then parted her lips, allowing him entrance. But instead of dipping inside and touching her intimately, he nibbled on her bottom lip.
Fire shot through her. Intense flames licked at her breasts, making them swell, then moved lower, between her tightly clenched thighs. One of her hands moved to his head where she ran her fingers through his silky, dark hair. Her other hand moved to his back where she felt the thick strength of his muscles.
He gently bit down on the fullest part of her lower lip, then rubbed her with the tip of his tongue, as if easing some imagined pain. His teasing made her want more. She wanted the deep kisses from their previous encounter. She wanted to feel herself melting again.
Restless energy filled her as he continued to nibble and kiss. Finally she couldn’t stand it anymore and she grabbed his hair to hold him still. She was the one who thrust her tongue into his mouth. She stroked him, circled and danced.
She felt his chest rumble as he groaned. One of his legs slipped over hers, pinning her to the bed. His hand came to rest on her shoulder.
“You seek to tame me?” he asked, drawing back slightly.
Sabrina was embarrassed by her boldness. She wouldn’t meet his gaze. “No. Of course not. I just…”
He touched her chin, forcing her to look at him. “Don’t be ashamed. I am excited by your desire. Your passion fuels my own until we are in danger of going up in flames.” He smiled slightly. “Perhaps it is because I’ve never kissed a princess before.”
“I haven’t kissed a prince.”
“Then let me show you how wonderful that can be.”
She thought about pointing out that she knew from their last kiss, but already his mouth was claiming hers and she found she didn’t want to interrupt the experience with something as boring as words.
This time he swept his tongue inside her mouth, discovering her, making her strain against him. The heat grew until her bones nearly melted. But as parts of her relaxed to the point of being unable to move, tension filled other places. Her breasts swelled and ached. Her bra seemed uncomfortable. Between her legs there was an odd pressure that made her want to shift on the mattress.
She wrapped her arms around him and held him close. If she pressed more tightly against him, perhaps she would feel better. Kardal seemed to understand what she was doing because he moved his leg so that his thigh pressed between hers. At the same time he drew away from her mouth and began kissing her neck. His hand moved from her shoulder down her chest toward her breasts.
There was too much going on, she thought frantically, not sure where to put her attention. His leg between hers should have felt awkward and embarrassing. No one had ever touched her there. Instead the increased pressure helped. If she arched her hips and rubbed against him she felt both better and worse.
His hand gently closed over her left breast, even as he licked the inside of her ear. His thumb swept across her tight nipple, making her gasp. His touch was more amazing than she could have imagined. There was an instant connection between her breast and a spot between her legs. The more he touched one, the more the other ached.
She’d never gone this far before, she thought hazily. She should probably make him stop—except she didn’t want to. She felt vulnerable, but not scared. Kardal might be the man who had kidnapped her from the desert, but she was no longer afraid of him. Nor of what he would do. All her life she’d tried to live in a way that honored her family and her heritage, yet her phone call to her father made it clear that he didn’t care. What did it matter if she let Kardal have his way with her? What did it matter if she wasn’t a virgin?
He shifted, moving so that he was between her thighs, supporting himself on his forearms. Sabrina felt the first fluttering of panic.
“Kardal, I don’t…”
He hushed her with a quick kiss. “I know, my desert bird. You are still innocent and I’m not willing to accept the consequences of defiling a princess.” He grinned. “I’m very fond of my head and wish to keep it upon my shoulders. I will not go too far.”
His smile faded. He tugged on her dress until it was up to her hips, then pressed himself against her.
Something hard pushed into the apex of her thighs. Something she’d never seen until Kardal’s bath, never touched, but there was no doubt as to its purpose.
“I want you to know how much I desire you,” he said fiercely. “How I ache for you. Do you feel my arousal?”
She nodded, unable to speak. There were several layers of clothing separating them. Her panties, his trousers and whatever he wore under them. But the pressure of his need was unmistakable. He moved slightly, rubbing against her. Something quickened inside of her. She caught her breath.
His smile returned. “So you like that? If I do more will you tell me what you want?”
She frowned. “I don’t understand.”
He flexed again. Pleasure shot through her. She gasped.
“Perhaps this is not such a good idea,” he said through slightly clenched teeth. He shifted so that he was lying next to her.
Before she could ask what he was doing, he slid his hand up her thigh and settled it between her legs. The pleasure returned, although she wasn’t completely sure they were supposed to be doing this.
He must have read her concern in her eyes. “Don’t worry,” he murmured, pressing kisses to her face. “You will be as untouched as before.” He pressed in, only the barrier of her panties between them. “All right, perhaps not as untouched, but still a virgin.”
She wanted to ask him why he was doing this. What was so special about touching her there. But before she could form the words, he began rubbing her, circling around. He favored one small spot that made her entire body stiffen in a very good way.
“Kardal?” she breathed.
He nuzzled her neck. “Enjoy, my innocent princess. There are many delights of the body. This is just one.”
As he spoke, he continued to touch her. Her legs fell open. She thought she should be embarrassed, but she couldn’t think about anything except how wonderful he made her feel. When he leaned over her to kiss her, she found herself sucking on his tongue and biting his lips. She needed deep, passionate kisses and the continued stroking of his fingers.
Pressure built inside of her. Her breasts felt so tight that the slightest brush of his forearm against her nipple made her gasp.
Her hips began to pulse in time with his ministrations. The tension increased and she could barely breathe. Kardal muttered something under his breath, then stopped what he was doing.
“What?” she asked, dazed, lost and feeling as if she would die if he didn’t continue.
“I have to touch you,” he growled and quickly jerked off her panties.
With her dress up around her hips, she was naked from the waist down. No man had ever seen her this way, yet she didn’t care that Kardal looked upon her. Not if he started touching her again.
Thankfully he did. But this time was so much sweeter. His fingers parted her curls and found that one spot again. This time he rubbed her, circling her swollen and damp flesh until she found she could not breathe. All of time stood still as he continued to touch her over and over again.
Then, when she knew she was going to die from the wonder of it, he thrust a single finger inside of her. The shock, or the pleasure, thrust her into an unfamiliar universe. The glory of it filled her as her very first release crashed through her.
She clung to him. He kissed her, urging her to continue, holding her close, touching her until the last bit of paradise had faded and she was filled with a lethargy she’d never known. It was an effort to keep her eyes open.
Kardal smiled down at her. “I will not ask if you enjoyed it.”
He was being an arrogant male. She found she no longer cared. “Is it supposed to be that wonderful?”
“Yes. It will also be better next time.”
“That’s not possible.”
He kissed her cheek. “Of course it is. I could touch you again and bring you close to your release. Then, when you were so close as to be shaking, I could enter you, filling you completely. With each thrust you would climax a tiny bit, but build as well until there was nothing for us to do but fall together.”
His word picture made her blush. She pushed down her dress so that she was covered to her thighs. “Yes, well, is that what we’re going to do?”
“No. I meant what I said. As much as I want to make love with you, this isn’t the time.”
“Then why did you touch me like that?”
“To show you the possibilities.” His eyebrows raised. “Now you can dream about me while you sleep.”
He stretched out on his side, then drew her toward him until she was facing him. He pressed a kiss to her forehead.
“Was that truly your first time?” he asked.
Heat flared on her face as she nodded. “I didn’t get out much.”
“How is that possible? You’re very beautiful. Western men are not blind.”
His compliment made her glow.
“I was always careful about dating. I had a few boyfriends, but…” She shrugged. How to explain the strangeness that was her life? “I didn’t want to be like my mother, going from man to man. So I was more particular. There was also the whole virgin princess thing. I didn’t want the responsibility, but there it was. I always thought that I was supposed to save myself for my husband.”
“No young man tried to change your mind?”
She couldn’t believe they were having this calm conversation lying on her bed. She might be wearing a long-sleeved dress but her panties were somewhere on the floor and just a couple of minutes ago, Kardal had been touching her in a way she’d only ever read about.
“A couple of boys tried to, you know.” She bit her lower lip. “Most of the time I wasn’t interested and it was easy to say no. When I was interested, I felt obligated to tell them the truth about me. They didn’t take it well.”
Humor brightened his dark eyes. “I imagine they did not.”
She laughed, then gathering her courage, pressed her fingers against his high, sculpted cheekbone. When he didn’t protest, she slowly traced his features. The sweep of his eyebrows, the firm line of his jaw. She lingered longest on his mouth, outlining his lips, then laughing when he unexpectedly nipped at her fingers.
“Did you tell people who you were?” she asked.
“No. The city is a secret. I had to protect it. Besides, telling people I was a prince made them act differently.”
“I know what you mean. Keeping that part of me from my friends meant there was always something between us. I wanted to be close…I wanted to confide the truth, but I couldn’t.”
Kardal rolled onto his back and pulled her along with him. When he wrapped an arm around her, she rested her head on his shoulder.
“I could talk to my grandfather,” he said. “He understood because he’d led the city for nearly forty years.”
“You still miss him.”
“Every day. It’s been four years and I still long to hear his voice. I have so many questions and no one has answers. No one who understands.”
She thought about pointing out that King Givon would understand. But even if Kardal and Givon could make peace with the past, it would take time to build a relationship based on trust.
“It’s too bad about your father,” she said.
“I agree. I do not approve of how he handled things here, but in El Bahar, he has been a good and strong leader for his people.”
Sabrina ached for him. “I wish there was something I could do,” she said. “I’d listen, if it would help. I don’t know much about running a city, but I get the whole royal thing. More than I want to.”
Kardal raised his head and looked at her. “Thank you. I would like to speak with you about my concerns.”
“Really?”
He nodded. “I am surprised as well, but then you are nothing like I imagined.”
“Don’t even pretend to tell me what you thought before. You got all your ideas out of those stupid articles. I’m nothing like that.”
“I know.” He sat up. “The troll prince is a most fortunate man.”
He started to say something more, then turned and rose. “Thank you,” he said, leaning forward and kissing her mouth. “I was most honored this afternoon.”
He straightened and adjusted the front of his bulging trousers. “And most aroused.”
He gave her a smile, then turned and left. Sabrina stared after him. When the door closed, she pressed her head to her pillow and sighed. What a strange encounter. She didn’t understand Kardal at all, yet she liked him. A shiver rippled through her as she wondered how long it would be until he touched her again.


Chapter Ten

Sabrina, Kardal, Rafe and Cala sat around an antique oval table in a small anteroom outside the old throne room in the palace. Despite the importance of the meeting, Sabrina found it difficult to focus on what everyone was saying. She was too busy admiring the room.
It wasn’t large, maybe sixteen feet square, with tall, narrow windows on one wall. Instead of a view of the desert, she could see a beautiful garden. Lush and green with exotic flowers from around the world. The bougainvillea tree looked ancient and she wondered where it had originally come from. What Prince of Thieves had requested it be carried by camel to his secret palace? Or perhaps one of the princesses had wanted something beautiful to gaze upon while waiting for her husband to finish his business for the day.
There were several stunning tapestries on the wall, although she winced when she saw bright sunlight falling directly on a length of cloth depicting Queen Victoria attending an elegant picnic. There were faded patches and frayed threads. The tapestry needed immediate attention if it was to be saved.
“Sabrina?”
Kardal spoke her name with some impatience, as if he’d been trying to get her attention for some time.
“What? Oh, sorry.” She turned her attention away from Queen Victoria and settled it firmly on those in the room.
Cala smiled at her. “Kardal and I have grown up in the palace so we’re used to its splendors, but it can be overwhelming for someone seeing it for the first time.”
“It’s not just that,” Sabrina said heatedly. “So many of the treasures are in serious danger. These tapestries—” she pointed to the cloths on the wall “—should never be exposed to sunlight. They’re being destroyed.”
Kardal glared at her. “You may deal with them later. Right now we need to plan for the visit.”
Instead of arguing, Sabrina simply nodded. Kardal had been growling like a lion ever since he’d agreed to allow King Givon to visit. She couldn’t blame him for his temper. No doubt he was fighting nerves, not to mention second and third thoughts about the whole thing. Meeting one’s father after all this time couldn’t be easy.
She reached for her pad of paper and pointedly ignored the sideboard covered with small ivory figurines just begging to be cataloged. “How many will be in the king’s party?” she asked. “Oh, and how are they arriving? Will there be extra animals to house in the stables?”
Kardal, Rafe and Cala all stared at her. “I assure you the king of El Bahar will not arrive by camel,” Kardal said dryly.
Sabrina thought about sticking her tongue out at him, but restrained herself. “Like that was something I should know intuitively,” she grumbled. “The palace is in the desert. From what I can tell, there aren’t any big roads. A convoy would have difficulty with the terrain and call attention to the location of the palace.”
Kardal leaned toward her. He sat next to her, with Cala across from her and Rafe on her right. She was fairly comfortable with Kardal’s mother, but Rafe still gave her the willies. The man seemed dangerous when he was just sitting in a chair and breathing.
“I understand your point about the convoy and it is well taken. Still, the king will not arrive by camel. Or horse.”
“Fine. Then how?”
“Helicopter,” Cala said, consulting a notepad in front of her.
Rafe did the same, only instead of a pen and paper, he had an electronic device the size of a paperback book. “The king will travel with the pilot and one security agent. We’ll be responsible for his security once he arrives in the city.”
“No entourage?” Sabrina asked, even as she felt Kardal stiffen. As clearly as if he’d spoken, she knew what he was thinking. Why so few people? Was Givon being trusting or showing disrespect?
“My father always travels with at least a dozen people,” she continued. “Even family vacations included staff. Is the king keeping the number down because this is a ‘getting to know you’ kind of visit?”
Cala glanced from her to her son, then understanding dawned in her brown eyes. “Exactly,” she said quickly, flashing Sabrina a grateful smile. “He didn’t want a lot of extra people around to call attention to the visit, or to get in the way. We discussed it and thought this would be best.”
Kardal stared at his mother. “You’ve spoken with him?” He made it sound as if she’d been selling state secrets to a mortal enemy. Perhaps in his mind, she had.
“Yes, Kardal,” Cala said evenly. “I’ve spoken with him. We’ve had several conversations. How do you think this visit got arranged in the first place?”
He didn’t answer. Sabrina searched for something to say to ease the tension in the room. Instinctively she shot Rafe a pleading glance. The blond security agent surprised her by filling the silence.
“Keeping the king safe here won’t be a problem,” he said as if he hadn’t noticed the tension between mother and son. “I understand Sabrina is planning the social portion of his visit, so I’ll coordinate things with her. You’ll want him to see the security center, of course, and perhaps tour the air force facility.”
Sabrina had known about the fledgling air force for several days. “Where is all that stuff?” she asked. “I mean, is it far from the city?”
The corner of Rafe’s mouth tilted up slightly. “I can’t give you the exact location of the air force facility, ma’am.”
“Because I’m such a security risk,” she said, glancing at Kardal. “Let me guess. If he told me, he’d have to kill me.”
Kardal turned his attention from his mother. Some of his anger faded. “Yes, and that would displease me.”
“I wouldn’t be too thrilled about it, either. So how long do you need to show off this secret air force and security center?”
Kardal shifted in his seat. Sabrina stared at him thinking that if she didn’t know better, she would swear he was suddenly uncomfortable.
“Give us an afternoon for the air force,” Rafe said, consulting his tiny computer. “We can do the security center whenever we’d like. What works for you, Sabrina?”
Kardal continued to look uneasy. She glanced at him, then at Rafe. Comprehension dawned. “It’s here, isn’t it?” she asked as outrage filled her. “The security center is in the castle.”
Rafe shrugged. “Sure. Where else would it be?”
She turned her attention to Kardal. “Let me guess. There’s electricity and computers. Fax machines, telephones and all kinds of weird Internet stuff.”
Kardal didn’t meet her gaze. “I had planned to mention it.”
“When? Two weeks after you released me?”
“No. At first I didn’t want you to know and then I simply forgot.” He finally met her gaze. “You are my slave. You have no right to question me. I am the Prince of Thieves and here, within the walls of this city, my word is law.”
“You’re a slimy creep,” she protested. “You let me live like some fourteenth-century sex slave in a room that doesn’t even have running water. Do you realize that—”
Sabrina suddenly realized that all three of them were staring at her. She mentally replayed her last few sentences and felt herself go scarlet when the phrase “sex slave” crossed her consciousness.
She’d done her best to forget what had happened between Kardal and herself three days ago. Actually she’d thought she’d done a good job. Except for strange dreams in which he touched her as he had before, and the occasional moment of inattention as she worked her way through cataloging items in the vault, she’d practically put it out of her mind. Well, not when he joined her for dinner or when she bathed in the large tub delivered to her room every day. There was something about being naked and in steaming water that set her mind to wandering to what it had been like in Kardal’s arms. And often when she was alone, flashes of what had happened appeared in her mind. But other than that, it was as if the incident had never occurred.
“I see,” Cala said at last, gazing at her son. “Is there something you want to tell me?”
“No.” He didn’t seem the least bit embarrassed when he turned to Sabrina and said, “I had meant to tell you about the remodeled section of the castle. However, with all that has happened the past few days, I forgot. Would you like to move to a more modern room?”
She thought about the beauty of her quarters, the ancient books and the large four-poster bed upon which…She cleared her throat. “No. I like where I am. However, I would like access to a real bathroom.”
“Of course. Tell Adiva to show you where the closest one is located.” He inclined his head as if to say the matter was closed. “About the king’s visit.”
Sabrina returned her attention to her notes. “How long is he staying?” She glanced from Rafe to Cala as they seemed to be the ones in the know on the subject of Givon’s visit.
“I’m not sure,” Cala murmured. Now she was the one looking flustered. “A few nights. I don’t think it’s necessary to have a formal state dinner. Perhaps just one with a few close friends.”
Kardal appeared uneasy at the suggestion. Sabrina knew he was wondering what they would all discuss. The reasons he, Givon, abandoned his family? Why he’d never acknowledged his bastard son? She sighed. While her summers in Bahania had not allowed her to move in royal circles beyond Bahania, she’d met King Givon several times. From her personal experience, not to mention all she’d heard about the man, he was a decent person. Stern, but not cruel. So why had he treated Cala and Kardal so badly?
“What about a small dinner the first night,” Sabrina said. “Just you, the king and Kardal.”
Cala nodded slowly. “Yes. That would work. Rafe, you are welcome to attend, and of course you’ll be there, Sabrina.”
She wasn’t so sure she wanted to participate in what promised to be a most awkward meal, but felt it was important for her to be there, at least for Kardal.
“As for the meal itself,” Sabrina said, “I’ll discuss several options with the chef and come up with a tentative menu. There is also the matter of entertainment. I was thinking of background music more than an actual show.”
They continued to discuss different ideas. At least Cala, Rafe and Sabrina did. Kardal was no longer participating in the conversation. Sabrina wished there was a way to make this easier for him. She wished a lot of things. She wished that she understood why she cared if Kardal was apprehensive about meeting his father. She wished she knew why she wasn’t anxious to leave the City of Thieves. While the opportunity to study the stolen treasure was not to be missed, she was here on the whim of a man who claimed her as his slave. Not that he’d treated her badly. He obviously had no plans to abuse her or mistreat her. So why exactly was she here? What did Kardal intend for her?
Cala asked a question, forcing her attention back to the conversation at hand. Fifteen minutes later everyone stood.
“I think we have a basic understanding of what we plan to do,” Cala said brightly, although her eyes looked more haunted than happy. “Kardal, you are pleased?”
He took his time in answering. Sabrina could practically read his thoughts. He wasn’t pleased about any of this, but he didn’t want to make his mother more uncomfortable. She wasn’t surprised when he replied in a reassuring tone.
“Yes. Well pleased.”
He walked to the door and held it open. Cala went first. Rafe hesitated. Kardal murmured something to him that Sabrina couldn’t hear. The American nodded and stepped into the hallway, leaving Kardal and Sabrina alone.
She collected her notes. “Are you all right?” she asked.
Instead of answering, he crossed to the window and stared out at the elaborate garden. Today he wore western garb—a well-tailored suit in dark gray with a white shirt and red tie. She wasn’t used to seeing him dressed like a businessman. In some ways she found that she preferred Kardal in more traditional clothing.
He motioned for her to join him at the window, then pointed to the stone benches circling a large tree.
“This is a replica of a French garden,” he said. “From some time in the eighteenth century.”
“Early or late?” she asked, following his gaze and staring at the neatly trimmed shrubs.
“Late. When being a member of the royal family put one’s head at risk.” He touched the glass. “It takes more water than it is worth, yet I cannot find it in myself to instruct the gardeners to dig it up. Sheer folly.”
“I’m surprised the heat doesn’t destroy everything.”
“It would, however in the summer the gardeners hang tarps to provide shade.” He looked at her. “As I said, a waste of time and resource. There was an English maze on the other side of the palace. It had taken nearly fifteen years for the hedges to grow tall enough. Every fall and spring there were festivals in the maze. The children loved it.”
“What happened?”
He shrugged. “During the Second World War there were more important concerns than caring for the maze. It, too, required protection from the desert summer. The decision was made to dig it up. The land is now a park. Something easier to maintain within the walls of the city.”
“This world is so different from any I’ve ever known,” she said, wondering how it was possible that something so magical existed within a few hundred miles of the capital of Bahania.
“I hope you are pleased with it.”
“I am.” She smiled. “Although I still think you should return some of those treasures.”
He dismissed her with a wave, then rested his hand on her shoulder. The slight weight was most pleasant, she thought dreamily, wishing that he would kiss her. While she was a little nervous about repeating their previous intimacy—the one she barely thought of anymore—she wouldn’t mind repeating their kisses.
“I should have told you about the rest of the palace,” he said. “You may change rooms if you wish.”
“No. I already told you, I like where I am.” She tilted her head. “Besides, if I’m your slave it would be inappropriate for me to choose my own room.”
He slid his hand down her arm, making her tremble slightly. Her thighs felt too weak to support her weight. He stopped at her wrist where he fingered the gold slave bracelets binding her to him.
“Are you my slave?” he asked softly.
His eyes flared with a light she didn’t understand. Although she often knew exactly what he was thinking, at this moment, Kardal was a mystery. A looming, slightly intimidating male mystery.
“I wear the bracelets,” she hedged.
“I see that. But do you embrace their philosophy? Is your purpose in life to serve me? Will you do whatever you must to provide me with my heart’s desire?”
It was as if he’d run a feather along the length of her spine. The hairs at the back of her neck rose and she felt goose bumps on her arms.
“Are you asking if I’ll die for you?”
“Nothing so dramatic.”
His fingers continued to rub the bracelet with occasional forays onto her forearm and the back of her hand. She found herself wishing he would spend more time caressing her and less time polishing the gold.
“I simply wondered how far you would go to fulfill your duties. If you are my slave.”
“You mean there’s a question? I’m free to leave if I want to?”
His dark gaze never left her face. She found herself leaning toward him, wanting to be closer. The need for him to kiss her grew until it was difficult to breathe. She wanted to be in his arms, feeling the male strength of him. She wanted the forgetfulness she found when they were together.
“Do you want to leave?” he asked.
It was, of course, a completely logical question. She shouldn’t have been shocked by the inquiry. Yet she was. Stunned, actually. Leave Kardal? Leave the City of Thieves?
She turned away from him until she was staring out the window. But she didn’t see the beautifully landscaped garden. Instead different images filled her mind. The ride out into the desert. Her first view of the city. The way her father had barely bothered to greet her when she’d arrived in Bahania.
“Sabrina?”
She squeezed her eyes tightly closed. “I don’t know if I want to go,” she whispered.
“Then don’t decide now,” he suggested. “You are welcome to stay in the City of Thieves for as long as you like. Should you grow tired of our company, there is always the troll prince.”
She opened her eyes and glared at him. “Talk about threatening me with something horrible.”
“He may not be as bad as you think.”
She shook her head. “With my father arranging things, he’s probably worse.” But she didn’t want to think about that. Instead there was something more important to consider. “Why do you keep me here?”
Kardal smiled. “I come from a long line of men who collect beautiful things. Perhaps you are to be my greatest treasure.”
If her knees hadn’t been in danger of collapsing before, they certainly were now. Whether or not he meant them, she appreciated his words. Did he really think of her as a treasure? She’d never been valued before. In the past she’d only ever been in the way.
“Why did you lie to me about the city?” she asked. “Why didn’t you want me to know there were modern conveniences?”
He grinned. “You are known to be spoiled and willful. I thought to teach you a lesson.”
She knew he was teasing, but the words still stung. “You were wrong about me.”
“I know.”
“It was not your place to teach me anything.”
He shrugged. “I am Kardal, the Prince of Thieves. My place is what and where I choose it to be.”
She rolled her eyes. “Don’t go all royal on me. I get enough of that with my brothers.”
“You cannot change my nature.”
“No, but I can insist on retribution. I should be compensated for your lies.”
“They were little more than omissions.” The humor fled his gaze. “What would you like for your compensation?”
Her ability to read him was back. She knew exactly what he was thinking. That she would pick some bauble from the vault. Perhaps a priceless necklace or earrings.
Disappointment filled her. Just when she thought he finally understood her, she realized that he didn’t. Frustration filled her voice. “I’m not her,” she insisted. “I’m not the spoiled brat from the papers. Why can’t you see that?”
And why did it matter that he didn’t? Except she was afraid to answer that question.
He folded his arms over his chest. “What are you talking about?”
“You. Right now you’re assuming I want one of the treasures. Haven’t you figured out that all the gold in the world can’t buy me what I want?”
“What is it you want?”
She returned her attention to the garden. Tears filled her eyes, but she blinked them away. What was the point? Kardal wouldn’t understand and she would never make herself so vulnerable as to speak the words. What would a man who had been well loved all his life know of not being wanted anywhere? She and Kardal shared a past of being torn between two worlds, but he’d always had his mother’s support. She, Sabrina, had been unwelcomed by both her parents. What she wanted more than anything was to be loved for herself. To be accepted, welcomed, cherished.
He touched her cheek. “Ah, my beautiful desert bird, you are wrong about me. I may not know your heart’s desire, but I can guess what you would like to compensate you for my omission of certain details about the castle.”
“I doubt it.”
“You have so little faith.” He tapped one of her slave bracelets. “While it is your duty to please me in all things, it is my duty to protect you and care for you.”
How she wanted the words to be true. “You haven’t a clue about me.”
He leaned close until his breath tickled her ear. “You are wrong and in the morning, I’ll prove it.”
 
Darn the man. He’d gotten it right in one. Sabrina thought about being annoyed at the fact the next morning when they left the city on horseback, but she was too happy to be riding in the desert to want to quarrel with Kardal.
“I feel as if I haven’t been outside in weeks,” she announced when they’d cleared the gates and cantered toward the rising sun. “This is wonderful.”
Kardal didn’t reply with words. Instead he urged his horse forward until they were racing across the smooth desert floor. The air still contained a hint of coolness, but that would soon burn away. It was spring in the desert, which meant the intense, killer heat lurked around the corner. But Sabrina didn’t want to think of that. This morning there was only the rush of air in her face as her robes flew out behind her.
Kardal had appeared at her door shortly after five thirty that morning. He’d brought traditional clothing for her, explaining that in robes and a headdress she would not call attention to herself. She’d seen the sense of his suggestion right away. Now, flying over the sand as the sun rose higher above the horizon, she felt at one with the glory that was the desert.
After a half hour or so, they slowed to a walk. Sabrina glanced around at the endless empty land.
“You do know how to find your way back, don’t you?” she asked, her voice teasing.
He met her gaze. “I have been out here a time or two. I believe I will manage quite well.”
She remembered what he’d told her about growing up with his people. “Did you really spend months at a time out in the desert?” she asked.
He nodded and moved his horse closer to hers. “Until I was sent away to school, I lived in the desert. I only went to the city to visit my mother and grandfather, although sometimes he rode out with me as well.”
He stared toward the horizon. Sabrina looked in the same direction and saw nothing, but she suspected Kardal could see a thousand adventures from his past.
“I would guess it’s a difficult life,” she said.
He looked back at her. “The desert does not tolerate weakness or fools. But it honors those who know its ways. I learned. The elders taught me, as did my grandfather. By the time I was eight, I could find my way across the length and breadth of the El Baharian and Bahanian desert.”
He pointed to the north. “There is an oil field. You should be able to make out the pumps.”
She squinted slightly and saw several metal pumps, along with a few low buildings.
“There are many more stations, such as that one. We take from the desert, but we do carefully. If there was an attack, the fragile ecosystem would be destroyed. After the Gulf War, oil fires raged for months. I do not want that for my land or my people.”
Sabrina nearly pointed out that the land wasn’t really his. It belonged to the two neighboring countries. However, while Kardal’s territory might technically end at the borders of his city, in truth it stretched for thousands of miles. Neither King Givon nor her father could begin to control the vastness of the desert. It was here that Kardal reigned supreme.
“Perhaps it is time to change your title,” she said. “You are no longer the Prince of Thieves.”
He smiled. “Perhaps not, but I have no desire to acquire a new title.”
He looked especially dangerous on horseback. She had seen him slip a gun into a holster before they left and she doubted that was his only weapon. Should they be attacked, Kardal was prepared. She’d been more than stupid heading out on her own the way she had. She was lucky to have been found alive.
“What are you thinking?” he asked.
“That I should have stayed home instead of going off looking for the City of Thieves. It wasn’t my finest hour.”
“But if you had not ridden into the sandstorm, I couldn’t have taken you as my slave.”
She wanted to say that wouldn’t have been tragic to her at all, but the words got stuck in her throat. “Yes, well, you did and here I am.” She pulled at her head covering, removing it so the breeze could stir her hair. “Where exactly will the air force be located?”
Kardal gazed at her for a full minute, letting her know that he didn’t have to accept her change in topic. But eventually he responded to her question.
“The main base will be in Bahania, but there will be airstrips all over the desert. I believe your brother, Prince Jefri, is in charge of the development of the air force.”
Sabrina shrugged. “Maybe. No one has mentioned anything to me, not that I’m surprised. As a woman, I’m not considered bright enough to follow any kind of meaningful conversation.”
“Obviously they have not spent much time in your company.”
She smiled. “Obviously.”
Their horses were practically bumping shoulders, they were so close. Sabrina liked the feeling of being next to Kardal. He was unlike anyone she’d ever met.
She stared out at the desert and tried to imagine a jet cutting through the silence. “The planes are going to be very out of place in the middle of all this,” she said thoughtfully. “Are any pilots going to be stationed in the City of Thieves?”
“Probably not. They will be at different bases in the area.”
“Is Rafe going to coordinate all that?”
“Yes.”
“Because you trust him.”
“He has given me reason.”
In the process Rafe had become a rich, powerful man. “I can’t imagine him as a sheik in traditional robes. I would guess—”
Without warning Kardal reached toward her and grabbed her by the hair. He wrapped her long red curls around his fist and held her tight.
“Make no mistake,” he growled, pulling her close, forcing her to lean toward him. “I may be willing to give you some freedom, but you are still mine. All the men of the city, including Rafe, have been warned.”
He held her firmly, without hurting her. She listened to his words and stared at the fury in his face. Energy poured from him.
“What on earth is wrong with you?” she demanded. “I asked a simple question.”
She supposed she should have been afraid, but she was not. Not of Kardal. Nor of his power or his possession.
He released her, then ran his palm along the length of her hair. His dark eyes glittered. “You asked about another man.”
“We were discussing the air force. Rafe is in charge of security and getting the whole thing off the ground, so to speak. I didn’t think inquiring as to whether or not he would be coordinating it for the city was out of line.”
Kardal urged his horse to take a step away from hers. “I see.” His voice was tense. “He is an American. Many of the women find him attractive.”
Sabrina stared at him. “You can’t be worried I’m going to do anything with Rafe. Kardal, I’ve avoided men and romantic entanglements all my life. Why would I give in now?”
He shrugged. “I do not know. We will speak of something else.”
“Aren’t we being Mr. Imperious?”
She wanted to pursue the topic, to find out what he thought she might do with his chief of security. She found she sort of liked the idea of Kardal being a little bit jealous. He’d never said how he felt about their kissing and the touching. She didn’t want to be the only one affected by the experience. Apparently she was not.
 
Kardal felt restless as he approached Sabrina’s room that evening. He normally didn’t allow himself to feel ill at ease. Not since those first disastrous years at the American boarding school. He’d taught himself all he needed to know in order to fit in. Since then he had not experienced the nagging sensation of needing to be doing something else.
But the feeling was with him tonight. Perhaps it was because he was going to dine with his betrothed, speak with her, look upon her and perhaps touch her. But he would not be able to have her.
He had thought he might grow to like his future wife, although he had doubted the possibility. He’d thought they might find some common interests…eventually. He’d hoped to find her somewhat easy to talk to. He had never thought he would ache for her. Ache in a way that haunted his sleep until he was reduced to dreaming about her like a teenage boy dreaming of a film star.
He was the Prince of Thieves. Custom stated that it was an honor to be chosen for his bed. Like his grandfather before him, he had been careful not to abuse the privilege, taking only the willing and experienced. A young widow of an unhappy arranged marriage. A divorced computer technician trained in the west. No married women, no innocents. The Prince of Thieves did not defile virgins.
Nor did he take innocent princesses to his bed, however much he might like to. Which left him wanting and unable to satisfy that want. It was a most uncomfortable and unfamiliar circumstance. One he would like to change as soon as possible. Yet he could not. Not without setting both himself and Sabrina on a course from which there was no escape.
Did he want to marry her? Was the wanting simply a desire to tame a beautiful woman who challenged him, or was it something more? Love was an emotion created by women for their own use. It had no place in a man’s world, except for the love a man might have for his children.
Kardal paused in the corridor and frowned. Children? Had he thought “children” and not just sons? Would he love his daughters as well?
The image of a red-haired girl riding fearlessly across the desert filled his mind. He heard her laughter and felt pride in the strong, sure movements of her small body. Yes, he thought in some surprise. He would love a daughter. Perhaps even as much as a son. Five years ago he could not have imagined such a thing. What had changed?
Not wanting to know the answer, Kardal stalked toward Sabrina’s room, then entered without knocking. He found her curled up in a chair in front of the fire, comparing a gold and ruby bracelet with some pictures in a large textbook.
“I knew you would be unable to resist taking some of the treasure for yourself,” he said by way of greeting. “As you see, it’s easy to say ‘give it back to the rightful owners’ when it is not yours to own. But put the items in your hand and things change.”
She laughed. “Good try, Kardal, but not even close to the truth. I’m trying to place the age of this piece. It’s a blend of styles.” She closed the book and set it on the table next to her chair, then put down the bracelet as well. “I’m thinking that the artist was originally from El Bahar or Bahania and then moved to Italy at some point. Maybe the late 1400s.”
She rose and crossed toward him. “How was your day?”
She moved with the grace of a hawk—her body curved and swaying. The ancient rhythm of the female called to him so strongly it was all he could do to resist her siren song. The ache returned and with it the desire to claim her as his own. To be her first—her only. To touch and taste her innocence, then to change her into a woman and discover all the possibilities they could create together.
However, this was not the time. Kardal ignored the fire inside of him and instead handed her the saddlebags he’d slung over his shoulder.
“Your horse and your camel were found wandering in the desert. I believe these belong to you.”
She laughed and took the bags from him. “My maps and diaries,” she said with delight. “Not that I need them to find my way to the city now. Thank you for bringing them to me. And I appreciate knowing my animals are all right. I’ve been worried about them.”
“They were found by a tribe of nomads right after the storm,” he told her, watching her open the saddlebags and pull out the contents. “They have been safe since then. The tribe was making its way to the city and turned them over to me as soon as they arrived.”
He walked to the tray of refreshments Adiva always kept ready in Sabrina’s room, then poured himself a glass of water. “The information in the diary is mostly accurate, but the maps would not have brought you anywhere near the city.”
She flipped through the pages of the diary. “You looked through my things?” she asked, then glanced at him. “What happened to me being a free woman and all that?”
He moved toward her and stared into her dark eyes. “You had your chance at freedom, Sabrina, and you chose to stay in the City of Thieves. You are mine once again. To do with what I will.”
She shivered slightly at his words, but didn’t turn away. “You’re forgetting about the troll prince. He might want me enough to fight for me.”
Kardal was grateful she didn’t know the truth of her words. “I know he would fall on a sword for you…if he knew you. But he will only know what he has read in the paper and what your father has told him. I think I am safe from him.”
“You can’t know that,” she said, but they both knew she was bluffing.
“Is it so awful, to be my slave?” he asked.
She sighed and turned away. “No. I’m not ready to return to Bahania and face my fate, but it’s going to happen eventually. You have to know that, Kardal. You can’t keep me here forever.”
“I know.”
He spoke the words even as he wondered what she would say if she knew the truth. That he could keep her forever, if that was what he desired. What exactly did Sabrina think of him? And why did he care? She was only a woman. His betrothed, if he chose to have her.
He tried to tell himself that it was only his desire for her that made him interested in her opinion, but a voice in his head warned him it might be more serious than that. He might be close to admitting that Sabrina’s opinions, needs and happiness just might matter.
It was a most disconcerting state of affairs. One he wasn’t sure he liked at all.


Chapter Eleven

The afternoon temperature was surprisingly warm. Sabrina found herself wishing her cloak weren’t so thick and long, but she didn’t have a choice. She also wished she weren’t sneaking around the halls of the palace like some common criminal, but that wasn’t to be helped.
As she had every day since Kardal had said she could begin cataloging the treasures of the city, she kept careful hold of the items bundled together under her cloak. When she met someone in the hall, she did her best to act as natural and normal as possible, praying no one would guess the truth. Kardal would kill her if he knew what she was doing.
Sabrina saw the door to her room at the end of the hall and sighed with relief. Another secret mission completed without incident. She slipped into her room and hurried over to the small trunks arranged against the far wall, next to the window. She’d requested them from Adiva, supposedly to store her personal belongings. Fortunately Adiva had never realized Sabrina had very little of her own to store.
Sabrina shrugged out of her cloak and let it fall to the ground. Lengths of white cloth were wrapped around her middle, holding her precious cargo safe. She released the tie in back, then pulled out three velvet bags and a small jade statue. In the bags were various gems and pieces of jewelry. The jade statue had once belonged to the emperor of Japan. At least the residents of the city had been equitable thieves, she thought humorously. They had stolen from nearly every country in the world.
After examining the contents of the first bag—the tiara from the reign of Elizabeth I, she opened one of the small trunks and deposited everything inside. Pausing to admire her bounty, she calculated that given just another month she could make quite a sizable dent in the—
“I know for a fact you can’t be stealing,” a woman’s voice said from behind her. “So what are you doing?”
Stunned, Sabrina spun on her toes and watched as Cala stepped out of the shadows. Kardal’s mother had been sitting in a chair in the corner, obviously waiting. She’d seen everything. Questions filled her dark eyes, but it was impossible to read her expression or know what she was thinking.
Sabrina felt the heat that instantly flared on her face. She knew she was turning the color of a pomegranate seed. Words failed her as she met the questioning gaze of someone she had come to think of as a friend.
“I…” She cleared her throat. “It’s not what you think.”
“I don’t know what to think.”
Sabrina glanced at the small chests lined up against the wall and knew their contents could damn her. “It’s just—” She began speaking very fast. “Kardal won’t listen to me and I don’t understand his position. If the city no longer steals, why can’t some of the treasures be returned? But he won’t speak of it. He says that if those countries want their treasures, they should come and take them back themselves. Except how can they when they don’t know that they’re here?”
She twisted her hands together. “I see his point about some of the treasures. He’s right about the Imperial Eggs. Who owns those? But there are other items that are easily identified. I pointed that out to him, but he just laughed. So I, ah, well, I decided to return some of the items myself.”
She pointed to the chests. “Most of the things I’ve taken are from El Bahar and Bahania. Those are the easiest for me to identify and the ownership is clear. There are a couple of things that belong to the British crown and some other countries. They’re not for myself,” she finished, feeling lame.
Cala didn’t say anything for a long time. She walked over to the open trunk and stared inside. “I think I told you my charity was first financed by stolen goods.”
Sabrina exhaled in relief. Cala didn’t sound angry. At least not too angry. “Yes, you’d mentioned that.”
Cala smiled slightly. “My father indulged me. He gave me diamonds and rubies, emeralds the size of your fist. All stolen. He made sure that what he gave me was untraceable. They were at least a hundred years old and no one knew the rightful owners. So I went out and sold them. In time the charity grew large enough to attract attention. Donations now support the causes. But the seed money was the result of the city’s tradition.”
She bent down and pointed to a diamond tiara. “This has always been one of my favorites,” Cala said. “Where does it belong?”
“Great Britain. It was created for the first Elizabeth. She’s wearing it in one of her portraits.”
Cala straightened and touched her arm. “Kardal can be most difficult when he doesn’t agree with someone. He tends to be stubborn to the point of wearing one down. I’m glad you’ve found a way to circumvent him.”
Sabrina tried to keep the surprise out of her voice. “You’re not going to tell him what I’ve been doing?”
Cala laughed. “Kardal is the Prince of Thieves. Surely one with such a title should know when he himself is being robbed.”
She walked to the sitting area next to the fireplace and rested her hands on the back of the brocade chair. Today Cala wore her casual clothes, jeans and a T-shirt. Her long hair had been pulled back in a braid. She wore no jewelry save a pair of gold hoop earrings and a gold bracelet.
“What do you think of my son?” she asked, staring into the fireplace, as if the unlit logs could show her a most desired truth.
The question surprised Sabrina. What did she think of Kardal? “He confuses me,” she said honestly, walking over to stand closer to her guest. “I agree that he can be stubborn, but he can also be kind.”
She thought of the way he touched her. How he’d kissed her. He was a passionate man, but she wasn’t comfortable saying that to his mother.
“You’re his prisoner,” Cala said. “Shouldn’t you hate him?”
“When you put it like that, I want to say yes. But I don’t. Mostly because at this point in time, I have no desire to go home. So as long as Kardal lets me, I will stay in the city, cataloging the treasures.” She paused, then smiled. “Stealing those small enough for me to carry to my room, with the intent of returning them when I finally leave.”
Cala moved around to the front of the chair and settled herself. Sabrina sat opposite her.
“Why must you go home?” Cala asked.
Why indeed? Sabrina had begun to suspect she might like to stay for a very long time. But to what end?
“My father and I aren’t very close,” she began carefully. “However, he does have certain expectations. I am betrothed.”
Cala looked surprised. “To whom?”
“I don’t know. I was so angry when he told me he’d arranged a marriage that I left before hearing the details. I refer to my future husband as the troll prince. My biggest fear is that my description is going to be accurate.”
“Perhaps he will not be as bad as you fear.” Kardal’s mother leaned back in her chair.
Sabrina didn’t want to think about that. She didn’t want to think about not being with Kardal. She knew she was here on borrowed time and eventually she would have to leave. And then what? Would he miss her? Would he think about her after she was gone? Sabrina didn’t understand her relationship with the Prince of Thieves. He could be both passionate and caring, funny and dictatorial. She still didn’t know why he’d brought her here nor why he kept her. She wasn’t his slave, yet a few days before he’d told her that she wasn’t allowed to leave.
“I suppose if I were a different kind of person I would want to leave,” she said more to herself than to Cala. “I should hate being held here.”
“As prisons go, it is very nice,” Cala teased. “One with a remarkable treasure.”
Sabrina smiled. She supposed the problem was that she liked Kardal. Perhaps too much. He was unlike anyone she’d ever known. Perhaps her half brothers—also princes—had similar personalities, but she’d never spent enough time with them to know.
“There is also the matter of Kardal,” Cala said, completely serious now. “I think you like him a little.”
“Yes.”
Sabrina was willing to admit to that. Perhaps even more than a little. He made her think of things, want things, she’d never thought of before. When she remembered how it was when he kissed her and touched her, she nearly went up in flames. But they had no future. She could not allow them to make love. However angry she might be at her father, she couldn’t defy tradition or the monarchy. Not in that way. She had to stay a virgin. If she did not—if she allowed Kardal to make her his own—her father would kill him. She did not want to think of a world without the Prince of Thieves.
“Life is complicated,” Cala said quietly. “After nearly thirty-two years, King Givon returns to the city and I can’t think of what I’m supposed to say to him.”
Cala’s obvious distress distracted Sabrina from her own thoughts. “You invited him. Have you changed your mind?”
Cala looked at her and laughed. The sound was more strangled than humorous. “A thousand times. Every morning I wake up determined to withdraw the invitation. I reconsider that over breakfast, then around ten in the morning, decide to call and tell him not to come. Then I switch again.” She shrugged. “It goes on like this all day and long into the night.”
She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around herself. “What am I supposed to tell him?”
Sabrina tried to imagine what it must be like—to meet the father of one’s child after a thirty-one-year absence. “What do you want to tell him?” she asked. “Is there any unfinished business between the two of you?”
“Too much. Perhaps none. I don’t know.” Cala shook her head. “I was so young. Just eighteen. I knew the tradition, the expectation. I knew there had to be heirs for the city, but in my heart I never thought my father would make me bed a stranger for the sole purpose of becoming pregnant. And if the resulting child was a girl, I would be expected to do it again and again, until I had a son.”
She closed her eyes as if she could not stand to see into her past.
“I threatened to run away,” she continued. “I believe I even threatened to kill myself. My father stood firm and told me I was the princess of the city. I had a responsibility to my people, my heritage and the future.” She glanced at Sabrina. “At eighteen, I wasn’t very moved by his arguments. But I had never defied my father, not significantly. So I didn’t run away or take my life. I waited. Then one day he arrived.”
Cala stood and walked to the fireplace. She touched the uneven stones. “In a room much like this one, I met him for the first time. He was old.” She laughed. “He seemed old to me. He was at least thirty and he was married, with two sons and a third child on the way.” She paused, then turned to face Sabrina. “He was kind. I could tell that the situation made him as uncomfortable as it did me. Perhaps more, because he had a wife and a family. But duty required that we produce a son together.”
Cala fingered a slender gold chain on her wrist. “That first night we only talked. He said we had time and that he would not rush me. I had imagined being raped and abandoned so his consideration did much to ease my fears. Over the next couple of weeks, we became friends. When we were finally lovers, I was the one who went to him.”
Cala turned away, facing the stones again. Her shoulders stiffened. “As I already told you, I was very foolish. I didn’t think about his wife or his sons. I only thought of myself and how Givon made me feel when he touched me. I only thought of the laughter, how we danced together. How we made love each morning as the sunlight crept across the room. I fell in love with him.”
Sabrina’s chest tightened at the words. Cala painted a picture of a doomed relationship, one in which an innocent young woman lost her heart to a man she could never have. Recognition made her squirm. Until this moment, she hadn’t bothered to name her growing feelings for Kardal. She’d found him annoying and charming, dictatorial and a great companion. She knew that she liked him when he wasn’t making her crazy. But she hadn’t thought beyond that. She hadn’t considered there might be danger for both of them.
“One month turned into two,” Cala said. “I knew I was pregnant, but I didn’t want to tell him because I didn’t want him to leave.” She glanced at Sabrina and smiled, despite the tears sparkling in her eyes. “It turns out he knew, but didn’t want to say anything because he’d fallen in love as well.”
Cala sighed and returned to her chair. “When we finally confessed all, I was so happy. Givon loved me and would never leave me. Because I was young I could convince myself that it would work out. I didn’t think of his kingdom, his wife or his sons. I only thought of the man who was the light of my world.”
“But he left,” Sabrina said. “What happened?”
Cala fingered the slender bracelet again. “His wife arrived. She brought with her his newborn son and placed the child in his arms. ‘Will you abandon us all?’ she asked. I was standing in an alcove of the foyer and I heard her words. I saw the indecision in Givon’s eyes and I saw the moment he chose.” She glanced at Sabrina. “He didn’t pick me.”
Cala pressed her hands together. “I raged at him. I accused him of toying with me, of tricking me, of never loving me. I’m not proud of my behavior. My only excuse is that I was very young and in love for the first time in my life. I told him if he left I never wanted to see him again. He crushed the last piece of my heart when he agreed that would be best. Neither of us would be comfortable with an ongoing affair.”
She curled her feet under her and closed her eyes. “In a final attempt to punish him, I told him I would forbid him to see his son. That the heir to the city would be raised by me and my father. Givon was not to approach the child ever. I made him swear.”
Cala opened her eyes and looked at Sabrina. “So you see, I have many sins to atone for. I have kept Givon and Kardal apart all these years. I nearly destroyed a king and I did serious damage to his marriage. So what, after all this time, am I supposed to say?”
Sabrina had no easy answer. “There were circumstances you couldn’t control,” she told Cala. “You didn’t seduce him from his marriage. Your father arranged it and Givon agreed. Aren’t you the innocent party in all this?”
“Perhaps I was once, but not anymore. What about Kardal? He hates his father. How am I supposed to explain the truth?”
Sabrina bit her lower lip. She had thought her situation was complicated and difficult, but Cala’s had been much worse.
“Do you want me to speak with him and try to explain?” she asked.
Cala nodded. “I’ll admit I’m willing to take the coward’s way out of this. I don’t want to see the hate in my son’s eyes when he finds out it was my fault he never knew his father.”
Sabrina didn’t think Kardal was going to hate his mother when he found out the truth, but he wasn’t going to be happy with the information. She wondered if it would change his attitude toward Givon. She wondered if her impossible story was going to have as unhappy an ending.
 
“So you see,” Sabrina said that evening when she and Kardal had finished dinner. “It’s not all Givon’s fault. Cala made him swear he wouldn’t contact you.”
Kardal stared into his coffee, but didn’t speak.
Sabrina shifted on the cushions in front of the low table. “Don’t you believe me?”
His dark gaze settled on her. “I don’t question that you are repeating the story as it was told. However, that does not make it the truth. Givon had a choice in the matter. He could have come to see me when I was at school. He could have invited me to visit him in El Bahar.”
“But he’d given his word!”
Kardal raised his eyebrows. “He had given his word to his wife, yet he bedded another woman.”
“That’s not the same thing at all. His being with Cala was a matter of state.”
She could tell that Kardal was not impressed by her argument. She wanted to reach across the table and shake him. Didn’t he understand how important this was to her?
“What are you thinking?” he asked suddenly.
“Nothing.” She stared at the napkin draped across her lap.
“Sabrina?”
She slowly raised her gaze. “I don’t understand why you’re being so difficult,” she admitted. “I’m not saying that Givon wasn’t wrong, but there might have been mitigating circumstances. I think you should talk to your mother about this. Hear her side of the story.”
“No.” He rose to his feet. “I do not wish to discuss this anymore.”
She stood, also. “Maybe that’s not your choice. You said you wanted my help in this matter. You can’t pick and choose when you want me to participate. Either we each have an equal voice in this matter or there isn’t any matter between us.”
He glared at her. She thought he might be trying to loom over her but she was too upset to notice.
“We are not equal in this circumstance or any other,” he announced. “I am Kardal, Prince of Thieves.”
“That’s hardly news. I’ve been aware of your title practically since we met. And while we’re on the subject of titles, I happen to be a princess, which makes us pretty much the same. And if you dare to get into some macho conversation about you being a man and me merely being a woman, I won’t just scream at you, I will come into your room while you’re sleeping and cut out your heart.”
Thick silence filled the room. He glared down at her and she didn’t even blink. Finally one corner of his mouth turned up.
“With what?”
“A spoon.”
He chuckled. “Ah, Sabrina, don’t fight with me.”
His voice was low and husky as he moved around the table toward her. She recognized the danger signs and took a step back.
“I’m not fighting with you—you’re fighting with me. If you would just listen with an open mind you would see the sense of what I’m s—”
His lips pressed against hers, cutting her off before she could complete her sentence. In the half second before passion claimed her she knew that Kardal would never see anyone’s view but his own on the subject of his father. She could speak for a thousand years, but his mind had long since been decided.
Then she gave herself up to the glory of his body pressing against hers, the feel of his strong arms wrapping around her body, and the sweetness of his mouth claiming hers.
Being with him felt so incredibly right, she thought dreamily as she parted her lips to welcome him home. Fire began, as it always did, heating her breasts before settling between her legs. She longed to feel his strong hands on her body. She was embarrassed to admit—even to herself—that she wanted him to touch her again, the way he had before. She wanted to feel that amazing release and this time she wanted to put her hands on his body. She wanted to know what he would feel like and look like. She wanted him to take her.
Unable to resist the need growing inside of her, she rose on her tiptoes and pressed against him. If only there was a way to crawl inside of him, she might at last feel that she belonged. When his tongue touched hers, she answered with more intensity, following him back, tasting him, circling him, silently begging him never to stop. She ran her hands up and down his back, then boldly pressed her palms against his rear. The action forced his hips forward, thrusting his arousal against her belly.
She might never have seen a fully aroused man before, but she knew exactly what that bulge meant.
“Sabrina,” he growled when he dragged his mouth from hers. His breathing was as heavy as her own. “I want you.”
Unwelcome tears sprang to her eyes and before she could blink them away, they spilled onto her cheeks.
He frowned. “What is wrong? You cannot be shocked by my declaration.”
“I’m not.”
A sharp pain thrust through her chest. She didn’t know what it meant, nor could she state its cause. For some reason his words had stung.
I want you. Not—I love you.
Time froze. Sabrina couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, couldn’t do anything but stand there as harsh reality sank into her being.
She wanted Kardal to love her. But why? The situation was impossible. They could never be together. She was betrothed to someone else. Her father would never forgive, never understand. Kardal had responsibilities. She should be pleased that his desire was only physical.
But she wasn’t. Because…because…Because she wanted more. She wanted Kardal to long for her heart as much as her body.
“Sabrina?” He touched the tears on her cheeks. “Why do you cry?”
She couldn’t tell him the truth so she searched for something that would satisfy him. “We can’t do this,” she said quickly. “Be together physically. If you take my virginity you’ll be killed, or at the very least, exiled.”
He surprised her by smiling. “How like my little desert bird to worry. But you must let that be my concern.”
“I can’t. I won’t be responsible for something bad happening to you.”
She felt confused. Her words were the truth; she didn’t want him hurt in any way. Even though he didn’t care about her the way she cared about him, she wanted only the best for him. So they couldn’t become lovers.
She was both pleased and dismayed by his recklessness. Would he really risk his life to play in her bed? She thought that he might. Yet he wouldn’t let her touch his heart.
She was confused and afraid.
“You have to go,” she said, pushing him away. “We can’t do this anymore.”
For a number of reasons, some of which she would never explain.
Kardal watched as Sabrina turned from him. Fresh tears trickled down her cheeks. Her distress pleased him. Things with her were going exactly as he had planned.
“As you wish,” he said formally. “I will see you in the morning.”
He left her bedroom and headed for his office. Sabrina had obviously come to care about him. Her fear for his physical safety was proof. While at first he had resisted the betrothal, now he found that she was nearly the perfect wife. Her intelligence meant that their sons would be good leaders. She cared for the people and the castle. She had adjusted well to life within the city walls. The marital connection to Bahania was an advantage, of course. Her body aroused his and he didn’t doubt they would do well in bed. Yes, she would be a fine wife. He would call King Hassan this very evening and tell him that he agreed to the match.
He paused in the hallway. When would he tell Sabrina? Not now, he thought. Not until after Givon’s troublesome visit. Then he, Kardal, would be free to deal with her. They would plan the wedding together. She was a sensible woman and would be most honored to know that he found her worthy.
He remembered the fear in her eyes. How concerned she’d been about his safety. Perhaps she was even falling in love with him. He resumed walking, pleasure lightening his step. He would like Sabrina to love him, he told himself. She would love with the same fire and determination she brought to all her other occupations. Yes, he had chosen well.


Chapter Twelve

Kardal called the king of Bahania and was quickly connected with Hassan.
“You are sending her back,” Sabrina’s father said as soon as he came on the line. “I suppose I should not be surprised. She has never been very good for—”
“Be very careful about what you say,” Kardal told the monarch in a low, deadly voice. “You speak of my future wife.”
“What?” Hassan spluttered. “You can’t mean to marry her.”
“That is my intention. I have not informed her of the fact yet, so while you may go ahead with the plans, I wish you to keep them quiet for now.”
“But—”
“You have been wrong about Sabrina,” Kardal said. “Very wrong. I do not know her mother, but I can tell you your daughter is a treasure. She is loyal, determined, caring and even intelligent.”
“Yes, well, perhaps.” Hassan sounded stunned. “Kardal, you realize that I can’t vouch for her virtue.”
It was the final insult. Kardal rose to his feet, still clutching the telephone in his hand. “I will vouch for her virtue. I know that she has been untouched by any man.” Then, because he couldn’t resist tweaking the tiger’s tail he added, “Until now.”
“Kardal!” Hassan’s outrage traveled the nearly thousand miles between them. “If you have defiled my daughter, I’ll have your head on a platter.”
“Don’t you think it’s a little late to pretend you care?” he asked contemptuously. “She is no longer your concern. Despite your neglect, she is all I desire in a bride. I accept the conditions of the betrothal. See that your staff prepares a wedding fitting for your only daughter and the Prince of Thieves.”
Then, without saying goodbye, he hung up the phone. Satisfied he’d captured Hassan’s attention, he turned to the work waiting for him.
 
The helicopter appeared in the sky, first as a small bird, then growing larger and larger against the impossible blueness of the desert afternoon. Kardal stood alone, watching the security personnel that Rafe had assembled rather than the approach of his father.
Sabrina stood behind him, next to Cala who was practically hyperventilating from nervousness.
“I can’t do this,” Cala murmured, turning as if to leave.
Sabrina put a reassuring hand on her arm. “You’ll be fine. You look beautiful. He’ll be too stunned to speak.”
She was telling the truth, Sabrina thought. Cala wore an elegant suit in deep purple. She’d swept her long hair up into a chignon. Diamond earrings glittered. They were her only adornment and didn’t distract from the loveliness of her features.
Rafe stood to their left. He looked calm, but then Sabrina doubted anything ever ruffled the city’s head of security. As for herself, she was prepared to do whatever she must to make this visit a success for Kardal. He was her main concern. Despite the times they’d talked about it, she knew he wasn’t prepared for the impact of meeting his father for the first time. He said he didn’t care, that Givon would have no effect on him, but she knew he was wrong.
Wind swept around them as sound filled the air. Sabrina tried to imagine what it would be like to meet a man who had ignored her for her whole life. What was Kardal feeling now? While she had problems with her own father, at least he had acknowledged her from the beginning.
But when the helicopter’s doors were opened by two of Rafe’s men and King Givon stepped out into the afternoon, she was surprised to find he didn’t look like an evil man. He wore a tailored suit, which made him look more like a European businessman than the El Baharian king. He was a couple of inches shorter than Kardal, strong looking with dark eyes he’d passed onto his son. She saw wisdom lurking there, and sadness. There was something about the set of his mouth that made her wonder—for the first time—if he’d been suffering, too.
Had he missed the opportunity to get to know his son? Kardal didn’t believe Givon had stayed away because he’d given his word to do so, but Sabrina thought it might be the truth.
She sighed. There were no easy solutions to this situation. What a thing to realize in the first thirty seconds of Givon’s visit.
The king stepped away from the helicopter. A single security agent stepped out after him. The pilot shut off the engine. As the noise wound down, Sabrina waited for Kardal to say something. As the leader of the city, it was his job to greet his father first. Yet he didn’t move or speak.
Cala solved the problem by stepping around her son. She walked slowly and proudly toward a man she hadn’t seen in over thirty years. Sabrina watched as his expression changed. Emotions followed each other—gladness, pain, longing. In that moment, Sabrina knew that Givon had loved Cala with all his heart.
“Welcome to the City of Thieves,” Cala said warmly. “It’s been a long time, Givon.”
“Yes, it has. I had begun to wonder if I would ever see this place again.”
Or you.
He didn’t say the words, but he didn’t have to. Sabrina heard them and judging from the hesitation in Cala’s step, she heard them, too.
Sabrina’s throat tightened as the older couple stood in front of each other. There was a moment of awkwardness as Cala thrust out her hand to shake his, then withdrew it. Givon took a half step forward. Cala cried out softly and opened her arms. The king stepped into her embrace.
The naked longing on his face was so private and intimate that Sabrina quickly looked away. She glanced at Kardal. He, too, had found something else to interest him. What was he thinking? she wondered. Was he beginning to understand that no one person was to blame for their current circumstances?
Cala released Givon and stepped back. “It is time for you two to meet,” she said.
The king approached his son and held out his hand. “Kardal.”
Kardal nodded as he took his father’s hand. “King Givon, welcome to the City of Thieves.”
While Givon continued to smile, Sabrina saw the flicker of pain in his eyes. He had hoped for a more personal greeting.
Give it time, she said silently to herself. Kardal needs more time.
“And this, of course, is Sabrina. Perhaps you know her by her more formal title—Princess Sabra of Bahania.”
Givon bowed to her. “Sabrina. A pleasure. I did not know you were staying here.” Confused, he drew his brows together. “I spoke with your father just yesterday. He didn’t mention anything.”
“She is my guest,” Kardal said quickly. “She is here, ah, studying our treasures.”
“Oh, sure,” she said with a laugh, hoping to ease some of the tension. “You say that now.” She held up her arms, allowing the full sleeves of her dress to fall back and reveal the gold slave bracelets around her wrists. “That wasn’t your story when you captured me in the desert and took me as your slave.”
Givon looked shocked. “You took a Bahanian princess as a slave?”
Kardal shot her a look that warned her she would answer to him later. Sabrina merely smiled. She didn’t care if he was angry with her or not. All that mattered was that he’d forgotten about being distant toward his father.
“The story isn’t quite so simple,” Kardal said stiffly, still glaring at her.
“Actually it is,” she said breezily to the king. “I’ll give you all the details as I show you to your room. This way, Your Majesty.”
Givon hesitated. He glanced at his son, then at Cala. Finally he nodded and moved next to Sabrina. “Please, call me Givon,” he told her as they walked toward the open doors of the palace.
“I’m honored. I mean what with being a mere slave and all.”
Givon looked at her. A smile played across his mouth. “I see that you have probably been more than Kardal bargained for, however you came to be in the City of Thieves.”
Finding herself starting to like Kardal’s father, she linked her arm through his. “I believe you are right. At times I frustrate him immensely. Let me tell you all about it.”
Kardal watched them leave. He hated that Sabrina had been so easily blinded by his father’s practiced charm. He would have expected more of her.
“What do you think?” Cala asked. Her voice quivered slightly as she spoke.
“I do not know what to think. It is always stressful to have a visiting dignitary in the city. The security concerns, the disruption of the routine.”
Cala faced him, her eyes stormy. “Don’t play that game with me, Kardal. I’m your mother. I’m not asking about the inconvenience of the visit, I’m asking what you think of your father. You’ve never seen him in person before, have you?”
Of course he’d known what she was asking but he hadn’t wanted to answer the question. “No, I’ve never seen him before.”
At joint conferences, he’d always managed to avoid King Givon and the man had never sought him out. When there was direct conversation between the city and El Bahar, representatives had been sent.
“So, what are you thinking?” she persisted.
“I don’t know.”
In that he told the truth. Givon was not the devil, nor even a bad man. Kardal felt confused and angry and hurt. He couldn’t explain why he felt such emotions, nor did he know how to make them go away.
“I’m sorry,” his mother said, touching his arm. “I shouldn’t have kept you apart all these years.”
“It wasn’t your fault.”
She met his gaze. “Yes, it was. You don’t want me to have any blame in the matter, yet so much of it is mine. I was young and foolish. When Givon returned to his family, I was destroyed. I ordered him out of my life, which was my right, but I also ordered him out of yours, which was wrong.”
Kardal shrugged off her concerns. “He had a wife and sons of his own. He would not have been interested in me.”
“I think he would have been. While it would have been difficult for him to openly acknowledge you, there could have been private meetings. You needed a father.”
He didn’t like that her words made him ache for what he’d never had. “My grandfather was the best man I have ever known. He was more than enough.”
“I’m glad you think so and I hope it’s true because I can’t change the past. I can only tell you that I’m so sorry.”
He pulled his mother to him and kissed the top of her head. “You have no need to apologize. What is done is done. The past is behind us.”
“I don’t think it is.”
He straightened and looked at her. Color stained her cheeks and she wouldn’t raise her gaze past his chest.
“What are you saying?” he asked.
She swallowed. “I’m afraid my worst fear has come true. Despite the time that has passed and different people we have become, I’m still very much in love with him.”
 
Sabrina opened the door to the guest quarters she had prepared for the king. As Givon followed her, she gave the room a once-over, taking in the elegant sitting area with its view of the desert from all three large windows. A tile mosaic showed marauders thundering across the desert, arms held high, swords at the ready.
There were several sofas and occasional tables. Small pedestals had been set up around the room, each displaying a different treasure. She had chosen them herself.
Givon stepped into the center of the room. He glanced around, saw a small golden statue of a horse and crossed to the display. After picking up the animal, he turned it over, then looked at Sabrina.
“Are these to honor me or mock me?” he asked.
“I had wondered if you would recognize some of your country’s history.”
“I have a full-size version of this in bronze in my garden.”
“Ah, that would make it easier then.”
She cleared her throat. What had seemed like a good idea at the time suddenly didn’t. Would King Givon be angry with her choices?
“I didn’t intend to mock you…exactly.”
Kind eyes crinkled as he smiled. “What was your intent?”
“Perhaps I simply wanted to get your attention.”
“Something my son has wanted to do all his life?” he asked, then returned the horse to the pedestal.
Sabrina took a step toward him. “I’m sorry,” she told him. “I didn’t mean to make this situation any more difficult than it needed to be.”
He crossed to the window and stared out at the desert. “I’ve always thought the city a most beautiful place,” he said conversationally. “How much of the story do you know?”
“Some of it. Cala told me what happened but only you and she know the details. I doubt anyone knows the entire truth.”
“I suspect you are correct.”
He nodded. There was much gray in his hair and lines by his eyes, but he didn’t appear to be an old man. There was still an air of vitality about him. Did Cala find the king attractive? Sabrina thought she might.
He turned away from the window and walked to the far end of the room where an ancient tapestry showed several women being gifted to the king of El Bahar.
“That was a long time ago,” he said.
For a second Sabrina thought he meant the tapestry. “Yes, it was.”
He kept his attention on the tiny stitches. “Choices had to be made. Difficult choices. Ones that no man should have to make. Is he very angry with me?”
She ached for his pain. “You’ll need to discuss that with him,” she murmured.
“I shall.” He glanced at her over his shoulder. “But your lack of answer gives me the information I need. Kardal is very angry. I can’t blame him. From his perspective, I abandoned him. He was never acknowledged. I had no place in his life. There were reasons, but do they matter?”
“No,” she said before she could stop herself. “Children don’t care about reasons. They only know the results of actions. When a parent isn’t there, or makes it clear the child isn’t important, then the child is hurt and feels betrayed.”
He walked toward her, studying her. Sabrina kept her chin high and her shoulders square, but her manifestation of pride didn’t erase the fact that Givon knew her life story. He would know that she wasn’t just speaking about Kardal.
When he was standing in front of her, he took one of her hands. “I was a fool. Partly because I was hurt when Cala demanded that I never contact her or her child again, and partly because it was easier. I could suffer silently when I was alone, and no one else had to know. If I had acknowledged Kardal, questions would have been asked. Questions that I did not want to answer.”
He squeezed her fingers, then released them. “Expediency is never the answer. I should never have promised Cala. Or having promised, I should have broken my word. Kardal was more important than both of us.”
Sabrina followed him to the sofa and settled next to him. “King Givon, it’s not too late. Seeing the truth is the first step in making it right.”
“This can never be right.”
“Perhaps, but it can be better than it is now.” She leaned toward him. “Why did you come if not to make peace with the past?”
He was silent for a long time. “I came because I could no longer stay away. The pain of being without was too great. I wanted to know if there was a second chance.” He shrugged slightly. “Perhaps with both of them.”
“Cala, too?”
Was it possible that after all this time they would rekindle their romance? Sabrina felt pleased at the thought.
King Givon smiled. “You think I am too old?”
“No. I think things are going to be very interesting around here.”
“Kardal will not approve.”
“Perhaps not at first,” she admitted. “But I don’t think it’s going to be his decision. His mother can be just as determined.”
“Tell me about Kardal. What is he like?”
She drew in a breath. “Obviously the best thing would be for you to get to know him yourself. But until that happens, I can tell you that he is a wonderful man. You’ll be proud of him.”
Givon shook his head. “I have no right to pride. I had no part in forming the man he has become. Is he a good leader? Do his people respect him?”
“Yes to both. He does not shy away from difficult decisions. He is strong, yet fair. You know about the joint air force with Bahania?”
“Yes. El Bahar will be a part of that as well. We will contribute financially as well as having airfields out in the desert.” He touched her slave bracelets. “I suspect you and Kardal met under most unusual circumstances.”
She laughed, then told him about getting stranded in the desert. “He brought me here, so I have found the City of Thieves after all.”
“You have not known him very long, yet you seem to understand him.”
“I try. In some ways we make each other crazy, but in other ways we get along perfectly.”
King Givon’s expression turned knowing. Sabrina shifted uncomfortably. “It’s not what you think,” she said, refusing to remember the kisses they had shared. “We’re friends. There’s not all that much royalty running around so we understand each other.”
“Does he know what he has in you? Does he know what is in your heart?”
Heat flared on her cheeks, but she refused to be embarrassed. “I assure you, there’s nothing to know.”
“Ah. So you have not yet admitted the truth even to yourself.”
“There’s nothing to admit.”
And even if there was, she thought to herself, and there wasn’t, it all meant nothing. Because no matter what she might dream about, reality was very different. Her destiny lay elsewhere, and not here with the Prince of Thieves.
 
Sabrina did not return to her own quarters after leaving King Givon in his. She had too much to think about. Too much to consider.
The king had been wrong, she told herself for the hundredth time. He’d been wrong about her having feelings for Kardal. She couldn’t think of him as anything but a friend because that’s all he was to her. A good friend. Someone with whom she had a lot in common. Someone…
She hadn’t realized where she’d been walking to until she found herself in the anteroom overlooking the formal garden. Spring was rapidly approaching summer and already the gardeners had hung wide awnings to protect the delicate plants from the strong desert sun.
Sabrina moved to the window and pressed her fingers against the three-hundred-year-old glass. It was less smooth than what one could buy today, and thicker. But it had a beauty no factory could produce. She thought of the treasures in the vaults and the magnificence of the castle. There was so much to see and understand here in the city. She could happily make it her life’s work.
And in a few short weeks, she would never see it again. She knew her time here was limited. She felt like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz, watching the time of her life flow like the sands in an hourglass. How long before her father insisted she return home? How long until she had to pledge herself to the troll prince? How many more days in the City of Thieves?
She ran her finger along the ledge, where lead held the glass in place. A sharp point caught the skin of her thumb, piercing her. She winced and pulled back. Instantly a single drop of blood formed in the shape of a teardrop. As if her body wept.
But not for the city, she thought as she finally accepted the truth. While it intrigued her and excited her imagination, she would not miss the castle nor the streets nor even the treasure when she left. She would miss the man who was the heart of the city. The man who had stolen her heart.
She’d fallen in love with the Prince of Thieves.
Sabrina rubbed at the drop of blood, as if by erasing it from her body, she could erase the truth. Except the truth could no longer be denied. She was in love with a man she would never see again. Even if she went to her father and confessed her feelings, she knew he wouldn’t care. He had married for the sake of his country twice and he would expect no less of her. Perhaps if he cared about her, she might have a chance, but he did not. He had made his feelings abundantly clear.
Kardal, she thought suddenly. She could go to Kardal and tell him. Perhaps he had come to care for her as well. They could run off together and…
And what? Where would they go? Even if he would leave the city for her, she could never ask that of him. He was as much a part of this place as the castle itself, or the sand of the desert.
So he would stay where he belonged and she would return to Bahania to marry someone else…a man who could never hold her heart because she had already given it away.


Chapter Thirteen

“The security area is through here,” Kardal said the next afternoon, trying to sound more gracious than he felt.
After more than twenty-four hours of ducking his father and when that wasn’t possible, making sure they weren’t ever alone so they would have to speak directly to each other, he was finally trapped with Givon.
After lunch, both his mother and Sabrina had claimed appointments that could not be broken. Even Rafe had deserted him, stating he had an important staff meeting to attend. Givon had been left to Kardal, and Kardal didn’t doubt for a second that there was a conspiracy afoot.
However, there was no time to round up those involved and complain. Instead he had to show his father the security section of the castle.
“We have taken advantage of improved technology,” Kardal said as they stepped through wide glass doors that opened silently, admitting them into an alcove. When the doors closed behind them, they did so with an audible snick of an activated lock.
“As you can see,” he said, indicating the glass room, “we are trapped. The glass is bulletproof and explosion resistant. Should we try to make our way into the security area without proper clearance, forces on duty will respond within thirty seconds. To prevent us from trying something aggressive in that short period of time, a nontoxic sedative will be dispensed into the atmosphere.” He pointed to small spray nozzles extending down from the ceiling.
Givon looked around at the glass enclosure. “Most impressive,” he murmured. He glanced at Kardal. “Do you plan to sedate me?”
Kardal ignored the humor in the other man’s voice along with the question. “The doors are released by a combination of thumbprint and retinal scan.”
He touched the security pad and stared into the scanner. Seconds later the inner doors opened and they stepped into the heart of the operation.
Television screens lined one entire wall of the huge room. Remote cameras sent back views of every oil pump in both El Bahar and Bahania, except those within twenty miles of the main cities.
“All the information gathered is collected here,” Kardal said, walking over to a row of monitors opposite the television screens. “We regulate oil flow, check for any potential safety problems with the equipment and notify the nearest crew if something breaks. Over here—” he led the way to a different cluster of monitor screens “—we use infrared to find trespassers. And of course the remote cameras provide us with the majority of our information.”
Givon crossed to those screens and watched a group of nomads seen on one television. They rode camels and appeared not to notice the large oil pump behind them.
“Internal security?” he asked.
Kardal nodded. “They patrol the desert regularly. We also have helicopter patrols, but it’s not enough. The area is too large and those who wish to make trouble are growing more sophisticated. The technology which aids us, assists them as well.”
Givon circled the room, pausing to speak with several technicians. Kardal stayed still, watching his father, wishing the visit would end quickly. He didn’t like being uncomfortable, but that was how he felt around King Givon. If they weren’t discussing matters of mutual political and economic interest, he didn’t know what to say.
His father was not as he had expected. Kardal hadn’t realized he even had expectations until they were not met. He’d thought Givon would be more arrogant and brusque. Instead he found the king to be a thoughtful man who didn’t pontificate or insist his opinion be the only one.
He wore western-style dress rather than traditional robes. He could have been a visiting executive rather than a reigning monarch.
Givon returned to his side and smiled. “You are doing an extraordinary job. Your unique blending of traditional methods with new technology has given your security an edge.”
Kardal led them out of the security monitoring station and into one of the conference rooms. Unlike the ones by the old throne room, this space was completely modern and impersonal.
“The City of Thieves receives a percentage of the oil profits from both your country and Bahania. In return we provide security for the oil fields. It is to our advantage that there is no trouble, or any delays in production.”
Givon took a seat on the far side of the table. “I agree, but there are degrees of excellence. You aim for the top.”
Kardal settled in the chair opposite his father. Was that pride in Givon’s voice? Kardal felt both pleased and annoyed.
“You have a natural affinity for leadership,” Givon continued.
“I suppose you want to take credit for that,” Kardal growled before he could stop himself.
“Your grandfather raised you and you are now your own man. I think any praise should be shared equally between you and him.” Givon paused, then pressed his hands on the table. “Whatever you might have inherited from me could have easily come to nothing. So no, I do not believe I am entitled to take credit for your success. I will admit to feeling some sense of pride, however misplaced. That is a father’s right. Even a father who has done as badly as me.”
Kardal didn’t know how to answer that. He wanted to storm out of the conference room and not have this conversation, however he didn’t think he would. He and Givon had been heading toward this moment ever since Cala had issued the invitation to the king.
There was a pitcher of water in the center of the table, along with several glasses. Givon turned one of them right-side up and poured the water. He took a sip.
“I should have come sooner,” he said, studying Kardal.
“Why? What would have changed?”
Givon shrugged. “Perhaps nothing. Perhaps everything. We will never know.”
“You wouldn’t have received any better security service.”
Givon set the glass on the table. “This is not about your work, Kardal. It is about you and I. However much you do not wish us to discuss these matters, we must. I can tell you that I have learned over my life that some things can be delayed, but few can be escaped entirely. I don’t blame you for being angry with me.”
Kardal continued to sit in the chair. He forced his features to remain calm, but both activities took all his strength of will. He wanted to spring to his feet and rage against the man sitting across from him. He wanted to shout his frustration and demand Givon explain his arrogance in coming here after all this time. He wanted to yell that his father was nothing to him—less than dust and no words were going to change how he felt.
Anger, frustration and deep, ugly hurt filled him. Emotions he’d never acknowledged before bubbled to the surface. He could barely breathe from the intensity of it. Sabrina had warned him, he thought suddenly. She had said he must prepare himself for what would happen when he finally met his father. That if he didn’t consider the impact the meeting might have, he could be overwhelmed.
She was more wise than he had been willing to admit.
“I know you are angry,” Givon said.
“Anger is the least of it.” Kardal spoke between clenched teeth.
“Yes. That must be very true. I wish…” He sighed. “I want to explain. Are you willing to listen?”
Kardal wanted to shout that he was not. But he refused to storm out of the room like an angry adolescent. Instead he offered his father a curt nod and wished fiercely that Sabrina was with him. He could use her gentling presence.
“Thank you.” Givon leaned back in his chair. “I am sure you know the story of how I came to be here. When your grandfather produced no male heirs, tradition dictated that either King Hassan or I provide Cala with a son. The tradition also stated that the king of Bahania and the king of El Bahar would alternate. The last time there had been no heir had been over a hundred years before. It was my turn, so I left my wife and sons and came here.”
“I am familiar with the history of the city,” Kardal said impatiently.
“Perhaps, but this isn’t just about history. This is about the people involved. We are not talking about cold facts. I was married, Kardal. I had two sons. I cared for them very much. None of them wanted me to come here. I did not want to come here. The thought of seducing an eighteen-year-old girl was repugnant to me.” He paused and stared directly at Kardal. “I was the same age you are now. How would you feel about taking one of the elder’s daughters?”
Kardal shifted uncomfortably. He understood his father’s point at once, but didn’t want to admit that. “Go on,” he said instead.
“Whatever you may think of me,” Givon continued, “know that I was never unfaithful to my wife. She was pregnant with my third son. We were happy together. But duty called. I came to the City of Thieves and met Cala.”
As he spoke her name, Givon’s entire face changed. A softness filled his eyes and the corners of his mouth turned up. Kardal frowned, refusing to allow the old man’s emotions to sway him.
“She was not what I expected,” Givon said simply. “She was beautiful, but it was more than that. She might only have been eighteen, but she and I got along from the first. I found myself mesmerized by her, feeling things for her I had never felt for anyone before. I had arrived with the intention of doing my duty and leaving. But after meeting her, I could not imagine simply taking her into my bed without some kind of understanding between us. We spent time together and began to enchant each other.”
He leaned forward and picked up his glass. “I was a king, a powerful man, completely enthralled by a slip of a girl. I felt like an idiot and more happy than I had ever been in my life. I loved her and in loving her realized I had never truly loved my wife. Not the same way. So Cala and I decided that I would stay.”
Kardal stiffened in his seat. “You were going to stay here?”
Givon took a sip of water, then nodded. “I did not want to leave her. What other choice did I have?”
“But you didn’t stay.”
“No.” He set his glass on the table. “A month slipped into two. I knew I would have to give up my monarchy, my sons, everything. I was prepared to do so until my wife arrived. In my absence, my third son had been born. She placed the infant in my arms and asked if I was planning to abandon them all. In the baby’s eyes I saw my future and knew it could not be here. I had been playing a game but it was time to return to my responsibilities. The people of El Bahar mattered more than the state of my heart.”
Kardal didn’t want to think about how difficult the leaving would have been. He knew his mother well enough to know that she would not have handled the disappointment with quiet dignity.
“Cala told you never to come back,” he said, believing the words for the first time in his life.
Givon nodded. “I agreed, but I had no intention of keeping my word. I promised I would return. But within a year, my wife had died. I was left alone with three young boys. I couldn’t leave them to be with you and Cala. They were the heirs, so I could not take them with me, nor would I have forced my oldest son to rule at such a tender age. I sent word to Cala asking her to bring you and join me. She said that you were to be the Prince of Thieves and had to be raised within the city walls. I think she was still very hurt and angry. I don’t blame her. Mine was not a world she trusted. I was not a man she trusted.”
Kardal didn’t know what to think. He hadn’t wanted to hear his father’s words, but now that he had, he couldn’t erase them from his mind. Nothing was as he had imagined.
“She never hated you,” he said before he could stop himself. “She never spoke ill of you.”
“Thank you for telling me.” Givon’s dark eyes turned sad. “For myself, I never stopped loving her.”
That was more than Kardal wanted to know. He mumbled an excuse to his father and quickly left the room. Hundreds of thoughts tumbled around and around in his brain, but there was only one that mattered. He had to get to Sabrina. Once he was in her company, everything would be better.
He hurried down the halls of the palace, slowing only when he reached her door. He stepped inside without knocking.
She sat at the table, several old books opened in front of her. She looked up at him and smiled. He took in the long red hair tumbling around her shoulders, the welcoming light in her eyes, the curves of her body more hidden than revealed by the cotton dress she wore.
She rose and walked toward him. “Kardal. What’s wrong?”
“I spoke with my father.”
He tried to say more, tried to explain how difficult it had been to find out that Givon wasn’t the devil at all, but a man who had been forced, by circumstance, to make difficult decisions. Kardal didn’t feel the older man was absolved from blame. Givon still could have contacted him. But the areas of blame and guilt were less clear than they had been.
Sabrina watched the emotions chasing across Kardal’s face. His confusion and pain called to her as clearly as if he’d spoken her name. She didn’t know exactly what had been discussed, but she could guess.
Her heart ached for the proud man standing in front of her. The man she loved but could never be with. Without considering the wisdom of her actions, she crossed to him and wrapped her arms around him. He hugged her back. Their bodies pressed together, comforting them both. When he lowered his mouth to hers, she had no thought of refusing him or pulling back.
The passion was as instantaneous as it was familiar. Sabrina felt her bones begin to melt as she pressed against Kardal. He was all hard planes to her soft curves and she thought about how right it was to be in his embrace. His lips, always tender yet firm, pressed against hers. There was something hungry about his kiss. This time he didn’t tease her or play by nibbling. Instead he plunged inside of her, circling her, taking her as if she were necessary for his very being. His desire—almost a desperation—fueled her own growing excitement. She clung to him, letting him take what he would and then following the movements of his tongue, showing him how much she wanted as well.
His large hands moved up and down her back. One slipped to her derriere and he pressed her to him. She arched her hips forward, and settled her belly against the thickness of his arousal. As she felt his maleness, she shivered from equal parts of excitement, curiosity and apprehension.
“Sabrina,” he breathed, breaking the kiss long enough to press his mouth against her jaw. He bit the tender skin just below her ear, then licked her lobe and made her squirm.
When she moved, his need flexed, as if he’d enjoyed the contact. She suddenly wanted to see him without his clothes. She wanted to touch him and understand what happened between a man and a woman. It wasn’t that she didn’t have theoretical knowledge, it was that her practical skills were sadly lacking.
Just the thought of them lying naked together was enough to make her breath quicken. Her breasts were already swollen and tender. Her nipples pressed against her bra in a way that was almost painful. Between her legs dampness and pressure grew, making her wish he would touch her there as he had before.
She wanted him. She wanted them to make love. Her bodily needs blended with her emotional connection to this man. Combined they were a force impossible to deny.
“I want you,” he said, kissing his way down her neck. “Sabrina, I need you.”
I love you.
But she only thought the words. She didn’t speak them. For loving Kardal would only bring heartache.
“We can’t,” she whispered even as he found the zipper at the back of her dress and tugged it down. “Kardal, I’m a virgin.”
Her dress slipped off her shoulders. She pressed the fabric to her breasts. He cupped her face in his hands and gazed into her eyes. She saw the tightness of his expression—the need flaring there.
“I want you,” he repeated. “It would be worth any price to touch you, to teach you, to make love with you. Please, do not deny me the glory of making you mine.”
Had he demanded, she might have found the strength to say no. Had he teased or cajoled she would have had some recourse. But the dark pleading, the raw need he exposed to her left her unable to deny him anything. Even when she knew they would both pay a price for this moment.
He reached for the dress she clutched to her chest. Reluctantly she released the cloth and he drew it away. The garment fell soundlessly to the floor.
Underneath she wore silk panties and a bra. The peach lace exposed as much as it concealed. Before Sabrina could react to being nearly naked in front of him, Kardal glanced down at her and caught his breath. He made an audible sound—a gasp of pleasure. As if her body were as beautiful as the ancient treasures that filled the castle. Reverence joined need in his eyes. Suddenly she wasn’t embarrassed. She was proud to be the woman he desired.
“I would die for you,” he breathed and stunned her by dropping to his knees.
Sabrina didn’t know what to think. Kardal kneeling before her? What did it mean? But before she could figure out an answer, he pressed an openmouthed kiss to her belly and all rational thought fled. Sparks seemed to flare inside of her, leaping through her body in all directions. Goose bumps erupted on her arms and legs and her breasts swelled even more.
He ran his tongue around her belly button before dipping inside. A trembling started in her thighs, then moved both up and down, making it nearly impossible for her to stay standing. Without thinking, she pressed one hand to his shoulder and the other on his head. She slipped her fingers into the thick layers of his dark hair and gasped when he moved lower, kissing her just above the elastic of her panties. Then lower still, nibbling along her thighs.
It tickled. It was perfect. She trembled so much, she could only remain upright by clinging to him. He wrapped one of his arms around her waist, holding her in place. Kisses and bites and tantalizing licks—all up and down her thighs. Finally he tugged at her panties, drawing them down her legs.
She was confused by what was happening. Shouldn’t they be in bed? Shouldn’t it be dark in the room? Or at least more dim than it was with sunlight streaming in through the windows? They were up high enough in the castle that no one could see in, but she felt exposed and awkward as he urged her to step out of her panties. Exposed and very vulnerable.
“Kardal, I don’t think we should—”
He kissed her. Not on the stomach or the leg, but in that most private place. A kiss of lips and tongue that made her stop breathing. Pleasure shot through her with an intensity she’d never felt before. Without meaning to, she parted her legs so he could do it again. She held on tighter and prepared herself for the next wonderful kiss.
He did it again, parting her curls and licking her deeply, finding that single point of pleasure and flicking it with his tongue.
She cried out and her knees gave way. He caught her easily and pulled her against him.
“Sweet desert bird,” he murmured, shrugging out of his suit jacket, then gathering her in his arms and carrying her to the bed. “I wish to make you fly.”
She had no objection. She had no will. She would have done anything he told her, said anything, promised the world. If only he would touch her that way again.
He lowered her onto her mattress, then reached behind her and unfastened her bra. When she was completely naked, he settled next to her on the bed and bent down to take one of her nipples in his mouth.
Sabrina had never felt the soft, damp warmth of a man’s mouth on her sensitized breasts. She’d never felt the gentle tugging that pulled all the way down to her most feminine place. She hadn’t thought she was capable of feeling more, but she’d been wrong.
Over and over he licked her breasts, discovering the shape of them, the sensitive places. His fingers worked on the opposite nipple, making her pant and toss her head. The bottoms of her feet burned, her toes curled into the bedspread.
She didn’t know how long he touched her that way. Finally, when every muscle in her body had tensed with anticipation of a release—any release—he began to move lower.
This time she knew what to expect. This time she nearly wept with the glory of anticipating his tongue on her body. He moved between her thighs and she parted to admit him. When he lowered his head, she caught her breath.
Then screamed his name. He licked her from the entrance of the place that would forever make her his to the tiny point of pleasure hidden within her slickness. Again and again. First slow, then moving faster. She clutched at the bedspread, unable to catch her breath or focus or do anything but exist through the most amazing pleasure she’d ever experienced.
No one else could ever do this to her, she thought hazily as her body tightened even more. No one would ever touch her body or her heart the way Kardal had. She wanted to tell him. She wanted to cry out that she loved him, that she would always love him. But words required air and she could not breathe. She couldn’t do anything but hang on for the sudden rush that overwhelmed her.
The whisper of a ripple slipped through her. Then another and another until she was no longer in possession of herself. It was perfect. It was better than her wildest fantasy. It was impossible, and yet the pleasure continued until she was limp, exhausted and more content than she’d ever been in her life.
She opened her eyes and found Kardal looming over her. Let him loom, she thought with a smile. Right now he could do anything he wished and she wouldn’t protest.
“There’s more,” he murmured, kissing her neck, then sitting up and unfastening his tie.
As she watched, he removed the length of silk, then his shirt. Next he pulled off shoes and socks, finally standing to unfasten his trousers and step out of them, along with his briefs.
In a matter of seconds, he was as naked as she. Naked and…oh, my. She tried to notice how his honey-colored skin seemed to reflect the light, but she could not. Instead her gaze was drawn down the thin line of hair bisecting his belly, lower until she gazed upon the proof of his arousal.
He was beautiful in a way only a man desiring a woman would be beautiful. He smiled slightly as he knelt on the bed and lightly kissed her still-tight nipples.
“I would ask you to touch me, but the results would be most disastrous. I find myself in the embarrassing situation of having to admit that my control is not what it should be.” He stroked her face. “I would like to tell you that it is because I have not been with a woman in a long time, which is true, but the truth lies elsewhere.”
He reached between her legs and began to rub her sensitized flesh. Instantly tension began to fill her.
“It is you,” he said lazily, slipping one finger inside of her. “You, Sabrina. You make me want with a fire I cannot control.”
She hadn’t thought it was possible for her body to need him again so quickly, but in less time than it took him to finish his sentence and her to clutch the words tightly to her heart, she found herself ready for him to take her back to paradise.
“Kardal,” she breathed, opening her arms.
A warning sounded in her head. A small voice whispered that once done this act could not be recalled. They would both be changed forever. But she couldn’t pull away or demand that he stop. She wanted him. She needed him. She loved him and she wanted to lose her innocence in his arms.
He didn’t take much persuading. He slipped between her thighs and she felt him pushing against her. She was slick from her recent release and at first he moved inside her easily. But then her body began to stretch to accommodate him. Pressure increased—a different kind of pressure from the pleasure she had felt before.
He paused and reached between them, finding her point of pleasure and rubbing it. She was quickly aroused. He pushed in a little more. And so they went until he reached the barrier that defined her innocence. With a kiss of apology, he pushed through, making her wince at the slight pain.
And then he was inside of her. Supporting himself on his arms, he began to move in and out of her in a rhythm as old as time itself. She clung to him, feeling her body respond to each thrust. Tingling began. Odd flares of heat filled her. She found herself pulling him closer, straining toward him. Wanting more, wanting him. Knowing that—
Deep contractions started low in her belly. They moved out like ripples in a pond. She was caught unprepared and found herself drowning in the sensation.
“Yes,” Kardal growled, thrusting in her again and again. With each movement, another ripple began. Then he stiffened and called out her name. She felt the powerful shudder that shook his body.
They lay tangled together until their breathing slowed. He touched her face and smiled at her. “You are mine,” he told her. “I have made you so and nothing will ever change that.”


Chapter Fourteen

Sabrina lay curled in Kardal’s arms and tried to think only of how contented she felt. How this had been right from the very first moment he had touched her.
She had finally done it—she was no longer the innocent virgin she had been just an hour before. The realization surprised her because it didn’t frighten her. She’d been so terrified that if she allowed herself to want a man, she would turn into her mother—going from relationship to relationship, her life ruled by sex.
She recalled a conversation she’d overheard between her mother and another woman. They’d talked about how being with one man made them want to be with all of them. Sabrina hadn’t understood their feelings then and she still didn’t. As far as she was concerned, she would be happy to have Kardal be the only man in her life for always.
For so long she had tried to be unlike her mother and now she knew that she’d succeeded. Perhaps they had always been different and she had never noticed before.
“What are you thinking?” Kardal asked as he gently stroked her hair.
She snuggled closer, savoring the heat of his body and the way the hair on his legs tickled her skin. “That I don’t have to worry about turning into a wanton.”
He was silent for a moment, his expression confused, then he smiled. “You were worried that making love with me meant you were like your mother. You see that you are your own person instead?”
She nodded, her chin brushing against his bare arm. “I have no interest in another man.”
He shifted so that she was on her back, her head pressed into the pillow. He bent down and kissed her.
“That is as it should be,” he said arrogantly. “I have told you—you are mine. No one else will ever have you.” He grinned. “Not even the troll prince.”
His words broke the fragile protective wall she’d erected. While they’d been making love she’d been able to ignore the fear gnawing at her but it crashed into her, filling her with apprehension.
“Kardal, you can’t joke about that,” she said frantically, pushing him away and sitting up. She pulled the sheet with her so that she could cover herself. “You don’t understand.”
He sat up as well. “Do not trouble yourself. All will be fine.”
“Will it? What do you think will happen when my father finds out about this? And the troll prince? He’s not going to be happy that I’m not a virgin.”
Panic filled her. She tugged the sheet free and wrapped it around herself while she hurried to her closet.
“Why are you pretending this doesn’t matter?” she asked as she reached for her clothes. There had to be a solution. What would her father do to Kardal? Would he simply threaten him or would there be actual violence? And what about the troll prince? What kind of man was he? If he had a temper…
She spun back to face Kardal. Tears burned at her eyes. “You have to do something. Go away. Maybe just for a little while until all this blows over.” She pulled on panties and a bra, then slipped into a sleeveless dress.
Kardal didn’t seem to appreciate the seriousness of the situation. Instead of getting up and dressing, he stretched out on the bed and beckoned her to his side.
“I have told you,” he said lazily. “You need not worry. I will be fine.”
He was so handsome, she thought as the first of her tears fell. So strong and such a good leader for his people. She’d never met anyone like him and she never would again.
Sabrina leaned over him. “Kardal, you have to listen to me.”
He touched a tear on her cheek. “You cry for me?”
“Of course.” She wanted to shake him. “Don’t you get it? I love you and I don’t want anything bad to happen to you.” The tears fell faster. “Dammit, Kardal, get up, get dressed and get out of here.”
She hadn’t thought about what would happen if she confessed her feelings, but she never expected him to sit up and start laughing. His reaction was so unexpected, she stopped crying and stared openmouthed at him.
He kissed her cheek. “How sweet you are to worry about me.” A smile curved his mouth. “And I’m glad that you love me. It is always important for the woman to love the man. Loving him makes her happy. Obedient as well, but I doubt you will ever be that. Still, you have many good qualities and you will be an excellent wife for me.”
She heard the words. They physically entered her ears and moved to her brain. She was even somewhat confident that he was speaking English. Yet nothing made sense.
“W-what?” she asked, barely able to form the question.
“Haven’t you guessed?” His smile turned into a grin. “I am the troll prince.” He chuckled. “At first I was quite insulted that you would call me by such a disrespectful name, but now I find it charming.”
“You?”
She took a step back from the bed. She tried to recall her conversation with her father. The one during which he’d announced her engagement to a stranger. She hadn’t stayed around long enough to find out anything about the man. But Kardal?
He shrugged. “I know. You are happy now. That is as it should be.” He got out of bed and reached for his clothes.
A large object sailed toward him. Kardal barely had time to duck out of the way before a vase crossed the place where his head had been just the second before. He stared at Sabrina who stood by the table at the foot of the bed. Fury darkened her face and fire flashed from her eyes.
“You bastard,” she said in a tone of outrage. “How dare you?”
He quickly pulled on his trousers, then held up his hands in protest. “What’s wrong? Why are you angry? You should be happy that there is no troll prince.”
“You knew!” She pointed at him as if he’d just stolen something precious. “You knew we were engaged, but you never told me.”
Her mouth opened, then closed. “That’s why you claimed me as your slave. You wanted to know what I was like. And that’s why my father didn’t come get me. It’s not that he didn’t care that I’d been kidnapped. I hadn’t been kidnapped at all.”
“Sabrina, you are overreacting. You said you loved me and now we will be together. I told you it would be fine, and it is.”
“Like hell.” She picked up another vase, glanced at it, then set it back on the table. A fruit bowl flew at him next.
“You played with me, you bastard,” she spat. “You deliberately kept this information from me and let me feel horrible about everything. How dare you presume to decide if you want me around without consulting me?”
“Why are you angry? I will be your husband.”
“What makes you think I want anything to do with you?”
He still didn’t understand why she was so upset. “Sabrina—”
“Don’t you ‘Sabrina’ me,” she yelled. “All this time I was worried about you. I was afraid to be with you and make love with you because I thought you were going to get killed because of me. You used me and you kept the truth from me.” She crossed her arms over her chest and turned away. “I thought we were friends. I thought we mattered to each other.”
“We are friends…and lovers. Soon we will be married.”
She spun back to face him. “Don’t for one second think I’m going to marry you. I’ll never forgive you for this, Kardal. You treated me badly. You’re still doing it.”
“How?” he asked, genuinely baffled. “What have I done wrong?”
“You don’t love me.”
“You are a woman.” Love? A woman? Him? “I am the Prince of Thieves.”
“You’re a man. I have to tell you, I’m really sorry there isn’t a troll prince, because I would much rather marry him than have anything to do with you. I can’t believe I was stupid enough to let myself care about you. Well, you can be sure that I’m never going to make that mistake again and just as soon as I figure out how not to love you anymore, I’m going to do it.”
She stalked toward the door and before he could stop her, she was gone.
 
Sabrina ran through the halls of the palace. Adiva saw her and tried to find out what was wrong, but Sabrina couldn’t think. She couldn’t do anything but keep moving because it all hurt too much.
She ached inside, as if someone had ripped out her heart. Perhaps they had. Kardal had thought all of this was a great joke. He’d been laughing at her expense. So many things now made sense. She should have realized. Somewhere along the way, she should have known the truth.
Without realizing where she was, she found herself in front of Cala’s quarters. She walked through the arch that used to lead to the harem and knocked on the closed door of Cala’s private chamber.
“Cala,” she called as she knocked again on the door. “Cala, are you there?”
“Just a moment.”
There was a rustling sound from inside the room, then the door opened a few inches.
The normally perfectly groomed and unruffled princess wore a thin robe. Her long hair was mussed.
“Sabrina.” Cala sounded distracted. “What’s wrong, dear?” Her gaze sharpened. “Have you been crying?”
A movement in the rear of the room caught Sabrina’s attention. She saw a partially dressed King Givon pulling on his shirt. Color flared on her cheeks. She pressed one hand to her chest.
“I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “I didn’t mean to interrupt you while you were…That is, I didn’t want to bother you.”
Apparently Givon and Cala had picked up the pieces of their relationship. The information should have made Sabrina happy, but instead it was very hard not to cry.
“I’m sorry,” she repeated, and started to leave.
“Wait.” Cala glanced at Givon who nodded slightly. She drew Sabrina into the room. “Tell us what’s wrong.”
Sabrina felt uncomfortable discussing her personal life in front of King Givon. She tried to retreat, but Cala’s grip on her arm was firm. When Cala and Sabrina were seated on the sofa, Cala took her hands and squeezed them gently.
“What happened?”
Givon sat in a club chair at right angles to the sofa. His concerned expression combined with Cala’s kindness was Sabrina’s undoing. She found herself stumbling over her story, starting with her father telling her that she was engaged to someone she’d never met and ending with Kardal’s admission he was her betrothed.
“He laughed at me,” she finished, barely able to keep from crying. “All the time I worried about him and loved him, and he was laughing at me. Plus he doesn’t love me at all. He thinks I’ll be a decent wife, but that’s not the same thing. He’s talking about the fact that I’ll be happy loving him. I guess that’s supposed to be my reward as his wife. Pleasure in service.”
She looked at Cala. “What did I do wrong? How can this have happened?”
Kardal’s mother sighed. “It seems I do no better in my relationships today than I did thirty years ago. I’m sorry, Sabrina. I knew who you were, but I didn’t say anything. I didn’t want to interfere with my son’s life, but I see now that was a mistake.”
Sabrina tried not to feel even more stupid than she already did, but it was impossible. She started to rise to her feet.
“I see. I’m sorry I bothered you.”
“Don’t,” Cala implored. “Please, don’t run off. I feel terrible about what’s happened. I’m sorry my son is an idiot. I want to do what I can for you. I know you and Kardal have a lot in common. I think you would do well together.”
Great. Cala was offering a lifetime of companionship. Sabrina wanted love.
“Perhaps I can help,” Givon said, speaking for the first time.
Sabrina sniffed. “I don’t think anyone can. I don’t care if Kardal is willing to marry me. I won’t have him. He treated me as if my feelings were only there to be convenient for him. If he doesn’t love me back, I don’t want anything to do with him.”
Givon nodded. “I understand what you are saying. However, I have recently watched all three of my sons fall in love with wonderful women. Not one of them did it right. In fact they all came perilously close to losing the loves of their lives. Thirty-one years ago, I lost mine. So I have some experience in this matter. Kardal needs to learn what is important.”
Sabrina swallowed. “You know how to teach him that? Because I don’t.”
“I have a good idea.” He smiled. “Men often do not realize the importance of what they have until it is taken from them. With that in mind, I would very much like to offer you sanctuary from both your father and Kardal.”
She blinked. “You can do that?”
“Young lady, I am Givon, king of El Bahar. I can do anything I wish.”
 
Less than thirty minutes later Sabrina, Cala and several servants crossed toward Givon’s waiting helicopter. In addition to suitcases containing clothes, they carried with them several small trunks. Inside were the stolen artifacts Sabrina was determined to return to their rightful countries.
The helicopter blades circled lazily in the early-evening twilight, stirring up dust and the sweet scents of the desert.
“Princess, are you sure you want to do this?” Adiva asked, sounding worried and yelling to be heard over the engine. “The prince will miss you very much.”
“I hope you’re right,” Sabrina said as Cala kissed Givon goodbye and stepped onto the helicopter.
“What is going on here?”
At the shouted question, Sabrina glanced back and saw Kardal striding toward her. He’d changed into traditional garments and the front of his robe flapped with each step. He looked dark, angry and very dangerous. Sabrina thought about ducking into the helicopter, but instead she squared her shoulders. Kardal couldn’t hurt her any more than he already had.
“What are you doing?” he asked when he stopped in front of her.
“Leaving.”
Dust swirled around her, making her squint but she could still see the frown as Kardal planted his hands on his hips and stared down at her.
“Why?”
She wanted to scream with frustration. The man honestly didn’t know. When had he gotten so stupid?
“Because I fell in love with you and you played me for a fool. I was worried about you dying and you laughed at me. I’m leaving and I’m never coming back.”
“But if you love me, you must want to marry me. I will consent to the union. I wish us to be married.”
Givon moved close and put his hand on his son’s shoulder. “Tell her you love her.”
Kardal glared. “I do not need your fatherly advice at this late date.” He reached for Sabrina’s arm. “Enough of this game. Return to your rooms at once.”
“Not even on a bet.”
She jerked free of him and hurried to the helicopter. As she settled in her seat next to Cala, a man appeared in the door. Rafe! She gasped.
But he didn’t grab her or haul her out. Instead he stared at her for several seconds.
“He’s a stubborn man,” he said finally.
“I don’t expect him to change. I simply refuse to play his game anymore.”
Rafe surprised her by smiling. “You have backbone. I always figured you were exactly what he needed.”
She knew that Rafe was only trying to be kind, but his words were a knife to her heart. Why did everyone see that she and Kardal belonged together except Kardal?
“I can’t wait around until he figures that out,” she said.
Rafe nodded. Kardal approached. Rafe quickly shut the door, then stepped back and gave the pilot a thumb’s-up. Seconds later they were in the air, moving away from the City of Thieves.
Sabrina glanced out the window at the ancient castle. She’d been happy there. She’d fallen in love there. And now she was leaving and would probably never come back. She couldn’t remember ever feeling so broken and sad.
Cala touched her arm. “Things will work out. You’ll see.”
Sabrina didn’t say anything. Words of comfort from a woman who had lost the love of her life for thirty-one years didn’t make her feel better.
 
“I will not stand for this,” Kardal raged.
He paced the length of his office, unable to believe what was happening. One moment everything had been fine with Sabrina. The next she was in tears and threatening to leave him. More than threatening. She was gone.
“How could you help her?” he demanded of Rafe as he walked past the other man. “You work for me. You should have stopped her from leaving.”
Rafe shrugged. “So fire me.”
Kardal didn’t want to lose the other man, so he ignored his impertinence. He turned his anger on his father.
“Where are they? Tell me this instant.”
Givon leaned against a corner of the desk. A gleam of humor lit his dark eyes. “You’re not the only one with a secret castle. Both Sabrina and your mother are perfectly safe. When you’ve figured out what the problem is and how to fix it, I’ll take you to them. Until then, you’re on your own.”
“Problem?” Fury filled him. He understood Sabrina’s need to throw things. Right now he wanted to throw both these men across the room. “There is no problem except Sabrina is gone. I wish her to be returned to me, immediately.”
He paused in front of his father and glared at him. “We are engaged. You have no right to keep her from me.”
“The lady does not want to marry you,” Givon said calmly.
“I can’t blame her,” Rafe offered helpfully. “You’re being an idiot, Kardal.”
He stared at the two of them. Had the entire world gone crazy? “I am Kardal, the Prince of Thieves. I have made no mistake.”
“So why did Sabrina leave you?” Givon asked.
“Because she is a woman and prone to hysterics.”
“Then one would think you are better off without her.”
One would think so, Kardal thought grimly. Yet he couldn’t imagine the palace without her. In the past few weeks, she’d become a part of his life. Almost of his very being. He needed to hear her voice and her laughter. She was someone he could talk with. She understood so many things.
“I will find her,” he announced.
“Good luck,” Rafe said cheerfully. “I’ve heard rumors about Givon’s secret palace. It’s way the hell and gone out in the Indian Ocean. You ever try finding an island in an ocean before?”
Before Kardal could respond, there was a knock on his office door.
“Go away,” he yelled, but instead of doing as he requested, his secretary stepped into the room.
“I’m sorry to bother you, sir,” Bilal said, obviously uncomfortable. “However, I’ve just been informed that King Hassan of Bahania has arrived. He says he’s here to check on the welfare of his daughter.”


Chapter Fifteen

Chaos exploded upon them. King Hassan burst into Kardal’s office. He was not as tall as Givon or Kardal, but he had about him an air of authority that spoke of many years of being the respected leader of a sovereign nation.
“I heard she’s not even here,” Hassan announced by way of greeting. He paused to nod at Givon, then turned his steely gaze on Kardal. “I trusted you with my daughter and you have misplaced her.”
“She is perfectly safe,” Givon said mildly, walking over to Hassan and shaking his hand. “She and Kardal’s mother flew out a few minutes ago on my helicopter.”
Hassan frowned. “Why? Where are they going?”
“That’s what I want to know,” Kardal growled, thinking that he didn’t need to be dealing with Sabrina’s father right now.
Givon shrugged. “She is going to a private island that I own.”
Hassan folded his arms over his chest. “What is going on here? Givon, why are you in the City of Thieves?”
“I am visiting my son.”
Hassan raised dark eyebrows. Kardal tried to find some likeness of Sabrina in her father, but except for her brown eyes, he didn’t see any.
“I was not aware that you acknowledged your son.”
“I do now,” Givon said.
“It is about time,” Hassan announced.
The three of them were standing in the center of the room. Rafe was the only one who had bothered to claim a seat on the sofa. Kardal thought about playing the polite host, but he found he didn’t care about good manners or what the other men thought of him. He leaned toward Hassan.
“You have no right to lecture anyone on fatherly responsibilities. What about your own failures with Sabrina?”
Hassan stiffened. Anger flashed in his eyes. “You forget yourself.”
“Not for a minute.” Kardal narrowed his gaze. “Your daughter is a beautiful, intelligent woman. You assumed she was like her mother, but that is because you never bothered to get to know her. She could have been the most valuable flower in the garden that is your children, but you ignored her in favor of your sons. You ignored her because it was easier.” He turned to Givon. “Much as you ignored me.”
Givon nodded. “I cannot deny the truth of your words. However, I would remind you that you grew to be a fine strong leader who has done well for himself.”
“That doesn’t erase your responsibilities.”
“Perhaps not, but it explains my choice. You had your mother to raise you and love you. Had I left El Bahar, I would have been required to abandon my children to be raised by ministers. They had no mother.”
Kardal refused to see any validity in Givon’s argument. “What about Cala? Did you ever think about her?”
“Every day of my life. I thought about you as many times. I wanted to be with both of you. Meaningless to know now, perhaps, but true.”
Givon spoke the words with such profound sadness that Kardal almost forgot to be angry.
Hassan waved his hand. “This is all very nice. Now father and son can reconcile. However, my question remains unanswered. Where is my daughter?”
“She has run off,” Kardal said flatly. “Givon won’t say where.”
Givon smiled slightly. “You are leaving out the most interesting parts of the story.”
Kardal shifted, suddenly feeling uncomfortable. “What parts?”
“Tell him about her falling in love with you,” Rafe offered helpfully from his place on the sofa. “And about this afternoon. You know, when you…”
Kardal glowered at Rafe, but his friend simply shrugged.
“I will deal with you later,” Kardal said, then turned his attention to Hassan.
The king of Bahania nearly vibrated with rage. He might be wearing a western-style suit, but he had been born in the desert and the blood of vengeance ran in his veins.
“This afternoon?” he repeated icily.
“We’re engaged,” Kardal reminded him. “You’re the one who said you couldn’t vouch for her virtue.”
“And you’re the one who told me she was innocent. Until you had your way with her. I had assumed you were bluffing. Trying my patience to get my attention.”
Kardal drew in a breath. “It is important that Sabrina and I are married right away.” He squared his shoulders. “This afternoon I made her mine.”
Hassan lunged at him. Givon grabbed for Sabrina’s father, and Rafe sprang up from the sofa, but Kardal waved them both off. He moved even closer to Hassan.
“What are you going to do to me?”
“Behead you,” Hassan spat out. “If you are lucky. Or perhaps I’ll simply make sure you aren’t able to be with another woman again.”
“Why?” Kardal challenged. “You have never cared about Sabrina before.”
Hassan opened his mouth, then closed it. “You were wrong to take her,” he said at last.
“I know. I want to make it right by marrying her.”
Rafe shoved his hands into his trouser pockets. “I think this is where the argument started, King Hassan. The trick is Sabrina no longer wants to marry him.”
“What?” Hassan looked surprised. “Why would she refuse you?”
“Who knows the mind of a woman,” Kardal said, trying to sound casual, but inside he felt uneasy. He knew that he could force Sabrina to marry him. Theirs was an arranged marriage and she did not have to be present for it to take place. Perhaps with someone else, he might have simply seen it done, but not with her. He found himself wanting her to want him.
“She loves him,” Rafe said, earning another scowl. “But he doesn’t love her back. So she left.”
“Love.” Hassan threw up his hands. “Women and love. They think it is both the moon and the stars.”
“They are right,” Givon said. “Thirty-one years ago I chose duty over love. While I cannot regret my decision because I did not feel that I had a better option, I have hated the outcome every day since then.”
For Kardal it wasn’t a matter of duty. It was practicality. Women loved and men…He frowned. What did men do? They respected their wives, treated them well, supported them and their children. But love?
He glanced at his father. Givon claimed to have never stopped loving Cala.
“Why?” he asked his father. “Why did you love my mother?”
Givon smiled. “To quote your future father-in-law, she was my moon and stars. There was passion between us, but more than that, there was a meeting of the minds. There was no one I wished to speak with more, no one else who understood me and whom I could understand. I would not have minded her seeing me ill or weak. I could trust her with my heart.”
“Yes, yes, all that is fine,” Kardal said impatiently. “But men do not love.”
Givon nodded. “Perhaps you are right. Perhaps you will be content to live without Sabrina.”
“I do not want to live without her,” he said. “I want her here.”
“Why?” asked Rafe. “She’s just some good-looking princess with a mouth the size of Utah. Frankly, I always thought she was a pain in the butt. I could easily get you a dozen, all of them better in bed.”
Kardal turned on him and grabbed him by the front of his shirt. “Speak of her that way again and I will kill you with my bare hands.”
“Powerful words for a man not in love,” his friend told him, not looking the least bit impressed by the threat.
Kardal released him. “I do not—”
But he found he couldn’t say that he didn’t love Sabrina. He walked to the window and stared out at the vast emptiness. He tried to imagine a world without his desert bird. In his mind the walls of the castle became a cage. How could he survive without her laughter? Her beauty? Her sharp mind? The way she insisted he return treasures to governments long past caring about them?
He stalked to the door. “Come,” he said. “We are going to find them. Hassan, you may join us if you promise to treat your daughter with respect. Givon, you must go with me because you are the one who knows the way.”
Hassan stepped toward him. “Not so quickly, my young prince. You still have to answer for your crime against my daughter.”
 
Sabrina sat on her balcony and watched the sun rise over the Indian Ocean. Givon’s island paradise was more lovely than anything she could have imagined. But the stunning profusion of colorful blooms and soft balmy breezes didn’t wipe the tears from her cheeks or ease the pain in her heart.
“Kardal,” she whispered, then gasped as the sound of his name inflicted new pain.
She was never going to see him again. She might love him for the rest of her life, but she refused to give her heart to a man who wouldn’t love her back. Worse, Kardal wouldn’t even admit that him loving her was necessary for them to have a successful relationship.
She’d been so stupid. How could she have let him trick her that way? Why hadn’t she seen what was going on? She’d been so worried and he’d known the entire time.
“Did you sleep at all?” Cala asked as she walked onto the balcony.
Sabrina shook her head. She sniffed and brushed the tears from her face. “I would like to tell you that I spent the night planning painful ways for your son to die, but I can’t quite wish him dead. I’m sure that will come in time.”
“Although I believe my son is behaving very badly,” Cala said, pulling up a chair and sitting next to her, “I don’t wish him dead. Besides, if you truly love him, you won’t want to live without him.”
“I don’t have a choice.” She looked at Cala. “Would you tell me to go back and simply accept all that happened?”
“No. Of course not. However, walking away can be difficult.” She stared out toward the ocean. “Forgiveness isn’t easy, Sabrina. But sometimes it’s the only alternative.” She sighed. “Kardal always asked me why I never married. It wasn’t for lack of offers. There were men in my life—good men. I wasn’t holding out for Givon. Instead, after a period of mourning and growing up, I decided I would find someone I loved as much, and then I would get married.”
“What happened?” Sabrina asked, intrigued despite her pain.
“I never met him. All I wanted was to love someone as much. Not more, just the same amount. But I couldn’t. I had great affection and respect for many of the men I met. Some I took as lovers and we were together for several years. But I never loved the same way, so I never married. For the past thirty-one years, I’ve been haunted by a ghost.”
“He’s back now,” Sabrina said.
“I know.” She smiled. “And his feelings are exactly as they were. He has asked me to marry him.” She turned toward Sabrina. “My choices are simple. I can forgive him and take the happiness he offers, or I can live with the bitter taste of knowing I finally have revenge when I refuse him.”
“You’re going to marry him,” Sabrina said without doubt. For Cala there was no other choice.
“I am. I will go with him to El Bahar and we will begin a new chapter together.” She tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ear. “Kardal was wrong to keep the truth from you. And if he can’t admit that he loves you, then I believe you are right to walk away. For a man who will not tell the truth about the secrets of his heart will lie about other things. But if he comes to you and confesses his devotion, I would urge you to forgive and begin a new chapter of your own. If you do not, I fear you will regret it the rest of your life. And even if you are offered a second chance later, you may find that it is not as precious as the first.”
Sabrina didn’t know what to say. She respected Cala and her life’s wisdom, but Kardal had made it clear that he didn’t love her. He’d been playing her for a fool, not wooing a wife.
“I can’t—”
A commotion in the hallway made them both turn. Loud voices called out. Sabrina pulled her robe closer around her as she rose to her feet.
One of the servants came running out to the balcony. “Princess,” she said, looking at both women. “You must come at once.”
Cala and Sabrina exchanged confused glances, then hurried after the servant. The young woman led them into the hallway, then back toward the entrance. Sabrina heard men yelling and what sounded strangely like the clink of chains. Chains?
They rounded the corner and stopped instantly. Sabrina’s breath caught in her chest. She had to lean against the white walls of the small villa. Cala gasped out loud, then ran toward her son.
“Kardal!” she screamed.
Two armed guards captured her, keeping her away from the people just inside the main door.
Sabrina shook her head, convinced she was seeing things. But the image in front of her didn’t go away. Kardal knelt on the floor, shackled and held by large, burly guards. Beside him were King Givon and…her father!
She blinked several times. “I don’t understand.”
Hassan nodded at the guards holding Cala. They released her instantly, but when she tried to approach her son, Kardal looked at her.
“Mother, stay back.”
“But Kardal—”
Cala turned to Sabrina. “Help him.”
Sabrina didn’t know what to think. “I will. Of course, I just don’t know what’s going on.”
She glanced at the two kings, then focused her attention on the Prince of Thieves. “Is this some kind of game? What are you playing at?”
“He’s not playing,” her father said, stepping toward her. Hassan crossed the tiled floor and took her hands in his. “How are you, my daughter?”
“Confused,” she admitted. “Why are you here?”
“Because you are my child and I have behaved badly toward you.”
Sabrina stared into her father’s familiar face. They didn’t look very much alike—she’d always taken after her mother—but she knew him. Now she gazed into his eyes and tried to tell what he was thinking.
“You don’t believe me,” he said sadly. “I suppose that is your right. For all these years I’ve ignored you and treated you as if you were little more than a bother. I’m sorry. I’ve learned that you’re nothing like your mother. I was wrong to judge you as if you were.”
She pulled her hands free. “That’s a pretty crummy apology. What you should be telling me is that it doesn’t matter if I’m like my mother or not. I’m still your daughter. Parental love shouldn’t come with conditions.”
Surprisingly Hassan bowed his head. “You are correct. I have been gravely at fault. I hope that with time, we can begin to rebuild our relationship.”
She wanted to believe him. Perhaps she would…someday.
Hassan moved to stand next to her. He draped one arm across her shoulders. “On a different matter, Kardal, the Prince of Thieves has confessed to defiling you. Under normal circumstances, he would be put to death, but there are extenuating circumstances. The two of you are betrothed. Also, I have responsibility in the matter as I allowed you to stay with him.”
Cala began to cry. It was the other woman’s tears that convinced Sabrina this was really happening. She looked at Givon. “This is real, isn’t it?” she asked.
Kardal’s father nodded. There wasn’t a flicker of humor in his eyes. “Kardal has been a law unto himself for many years. But even the greatest leader must answer to a higher power. Kardal took something that was forbidden. He is fortunate to still be alive.”
She turned to Kardal. His steady gaze didn’t show any fear. “It’s not so bad,” he told her. “You can either marry me and all will be forgiven, or you can refuse me and I will be banished.”
Feeling returned to her body, and along with it, pain. “So this is another trick. You’ve got them all on your side. I’m not going to marry you, Kardal. No matter how many games you play.”
His dark eyes continued to watch her. “Good,” he said. “I do not wish you to marry me.”
She hadn’t thought he could continue to hurt her, but she was wrong. Another knife wound cut through her heart. “I see.”
“No, you don’t.” He started to stand but the guards on either side of him pushed him back to his knees. He frowned at them, then returned his attention to her.
“Sabrina, I was wrong from the beginning. I shouldn’t have kept the truth from you. My excuse is simple arrogance. I had read things about you, things that made me not like you. I had agreed to the betrothal, but I had second thoughts about the bride. I wondered if the alliance with Bahania would be payment enough.”
“Gee, thanks,” she muttered.
He shrugged. “Then I began to spend time with you. I learned the truth about your heart and your soul. I knew then that I would be proud to call you mine. I wanted to teach you a lesson—how to be a docile wife—yet I was the one who changed.”
He paused and shifted on his knees. She thought that his bindings looked uncomfortably tight, then scolded herself for caring. Kardal deserved whatever happened to him.
“I love you,” he said bluntly. “I who had thought men were above such emotions have realized you are my moon and stars. My father has loved my mother for thirty-one years, despite being apart from her. I fear that I would suffer the same fate should you cast me aside.”
Too much had happened too fast, Sabrina thought, still not sure what to believe. Her heart ached, desperate to be convinced by his words, but her spirit was not so sure.
“Kardal, how do I know this isn’t just some way for you to get what you want?” she asked.
“You don’t,” he said simply. “So I ask that you refuse my proposal. Then I will be banished.”
Her lips parted. “What? You would leave the city?” The desert? The place he loved more than anything in the world?
“Yes. Once banished I would come to you and spend the rest of our days convincing you that you are my one true love.” He smiled, then. A warm, open, loving smile that began to heal the wounds of her heart. “I can live without the city, but I could never survive without you.”
Sabrina took a step toward him, then paused. What should she do? She so wanted to believe him, but could she?
“Follow your heart,” Cala said, stepping into Givon’s embrace and holding him close. “Sabrina, trust what you know to be true.”
“Don’t marry me,” Kardal said. “Please. Have them send me away. I swear I will come to you. I will prove it all. I will worship you as the sun worships the City of Thieves.”
“Kardal…”
“Sabrina, you were right. I didn’t mean to play you for a fool, but that is what happened. You deserve to be sure of me and what I tell you here today. Banish me. Banish me and I will love you forever.”
His dark gaze seemed to see into her soul.
“You know we belong together,” he continued, his voice low and heated. “We are too much alike to ever be happy with anyone else. Let me prove my love.”
“No!”
Sabrina shook her head, then turned and hurried from the room. There was too much information. Too many questions. Banish Kardal? Have him lose everything to prove his love?
She reached her quarters and slipped inside. Footsteps sounded in the hall, then her father stepped into the room.
“This is not a bluff,” Hassan said. “Givon and I will have him banished.”
“I don’t want that,” she told him. “I just want to be sure.”
“What would you have him do to convince you? Give up his heart’s desire?”
Which is what Kardal had done. She thought of the beautiful city and how happy he was there. She thought of all the times he’d come to speak with her, seeking her advice, sharing secret fears with her. These were not the actions of a man who didn’t care. He’d been arrogant and stupid. He was a prince—and a man—why was she surprised?
“I love him,” she said, impulsively hugging her father. For the first time in her life, he hugged her back.
“I’m glad. After all, you could be pregnant with his child.”
Sabrina froze. “I hadn’t thought of that.” Pregnant? With Kardal’s baby?
Joy filled her. Joy and a certainty that eased the pain in her heart and made her feel as if she could fly. She loved him. Cala had been right. It was time for her to follow her heart.
She ran across the room and opened the first of the small trunks she’d brought with her. Inside were dozens of priceless treasures.
“They’re in here somewhere,” she said, digging through the gold, diamonds and other precious stones.
She opened a second trunk, then third. Finally she crowed in triumph and pulled out a pair of slave bracelets. They were solid gold and intricately carved. They were also much larger than hers—designed to fit a man’s wrists and forearms.
Hassan raised his eyebrows. “I am most impressed with your creativity.”
“Thank you.”
Still smiling she hurried back to the villa’s foyer. Everyone was still there, including Kardal who remained on his knees. She crossed to him and motioned to the guards to release him.
“I have decided,” she said.
Kardal waited until his wrists were unbound, then he rose and stood in front of her. She held out the slave bracelets. Kardal looked at her, then at the gold symbols of servitude. Without saying anything, he put his arms out straight in front of him. She locked the bracelets in place.
“Just as a reminder that I could have had you banished,” she said, watching his expression. “Although I’ve decided to marry you instead.”
Love and pleasure lit his eyes. He touched her cheek. “Most couples prefer to exchange rings of some kind.”
“We’re not most couples,” she told him.
He pulled her close and kissed her. “I will spend the rest of my life proving myself to you, Sabrina. I am deeply sorry that I hurt you. I did not intend to make you feel that I didn’t care.”
“I know.”
“Then you forgive me?”
“I love you. I don’t have a choice.”
He gazed into her eyes. “You had one today. I would have come for you regardless of my fate.”
“I know, but now you can have me and the city.”
“I have loved the city all my life,” he admitted, “but you will always possess my heart.”
His lips touched hers again. Behind them she heard Cala sigh.
“I am relieved that is over,” her father said. “I really thought she might banish him. And then what would we have done?” He cleared his throat. “Now I must go home and deal with the rest of my family.”
Sabrina raised her head and looked at her father. “Are my brothers all right? Is something wrong?”
Hassan smiled. “Not in the way you mean. I have four sons in need of wives. It is past time they married and still they resist me.”
“I could never resist you,” Kardal whispered in her ear. “Are you ready to go home, my desert bird? We have a wedding to plan.”
She smiled at him. “We have a couple of other things to do as well. One of them is to find the keys to these slave bracelets.”
He laughed. “I will love you forever, Sabrina. I will be as constant as the desert, for all of our lives and into the next.”
“That works for me,” she told him.
They turned and headed out into the bright morning light, ready to begin the adventure of their lives.
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Chapter One

“What kind of stupid does it take not to want to be a princess?” Cleo asked.
Zara Paxton ignored both her sister and the question. Stupid or not, what she wanted more than anything was to turn tail and run. This had been a really bad idea from the start.
“The mosaics on the east wall date back to the early 1100s,” the tour guide intoned as she pointed to the Bahanian palace wall covered with small tiles in a rainbow of colors. A few tiles had chipped over the past thousand years, but the majority were in place, detailing a lovely landscape of the ocean and a lush island in the distance.
“The scene is of Lucas-Surrat,” the guide continued. “The crown prince of the island has always been a member of the Bahanian ruling family.”
“How can you not want to know?” Cleo asked in a low voice. “Come on, Zara, take a chance.”
“Easy for you to say,” Zara pointed out. “We’re not talking about your life.”
“I wish we were. I would love to find out I’m the illegitimate daughter of royalty.”
Zara hushed her sister, then glanced around to make sure that no one in their tour group had overheard Cleo’s comments. Fortunately the others were more interested in what the guide had to say than any conversation between the two women.
Zara tugged on Cleo’s arm, pulling her to a stop. “Don’t say anything,” she said urgently. “We’re not sure what’s true. So I have a few letters. They don’t mean the king is really my father.”
Cleo didn’t look convinced. “If you don’t think there’s a possibility, what are we doing here?”
Zara didn’t have an answer for that. The “here” in question was a public tour of the famous royal palace of Bahania. Cleo had suggested they simply announce themselves at the front gate and demand to be let in. Zara had opted for the more subtle approach—hence the tour. If nothing else, she could get the lay of the land, so to speak. Her trip to Bahania had been impulsive, something she tried to avoid. Now that she was here, she was going to have to think through what she wanted to do.
“You make me crazy,” Cleo muttered, trailing after their group. “All your life you’ve wanted to know who your father is. You finally get some information on the man and suddenly you get all scared.”
Zara shook her head. “You make it sound cut-and-dried, and it isn’t. I thought my mother had an affair with a married man and that’s why she wouldn’t talk about my father. If it turns out he really is the king, then life is a whole lot more complicated. I’m not sure I want to be a part of all this.”
“Which brings me back to my stupid remark,” Cleo said with a look of impatience. “Hello? This is your chance at the fairy tale, Zara. How many of us get to be transformed into a princess? Why on earth wouldn’t you jump at the chance?”
“Because I—”
“Princess Sabra! I did not know you had arrived.”
Both women turned to the man who hurried toward them. He was slight, in his mid-thirties and wearing some kind of uniform.
“I was told you would be arriving shortly. I had been watching for you, but must have missed you.” The man stopped in front of them and bowed slightly. “A thousand pardons.”
Zara blinked. “I’m sorry, but I have no idea what you’re talking about. I’m not—”
“I am new,” the man continued, as if she hadn’t spoken. “Please do not be angry. This way.”
Before Zara could protest, the man grabbed her arm and hustled her down a long corridor—one that led away from the tour group. She heard Cleo’s footsteps as her sister hurried after her.
“Zara? What’s going on?”
“I have no idea.” She tried to free herself, but the little man’s grip was surprisingly strong. “Look, you’ve made a mistake. I’m not who you think I am. I’m with the tour group. We’re just tourists.”
The man gave her a disapproving glance. “Yes, princess, but if you wanted a tour of the castle, you could simply ask your father, who is waiting for you even now.”
Father? Zara’s stomach tightened. She had a bad feeling about all of this.
They turned right, then left. She had a brief impression of large rooms, tile floors, beautiful statues and paintings, along with occasional glimpses of the blue Arabian Sea. Then they came to an oval foyer filled with half a dozen people. The man stopped and released her arm.
“I have found Princess Sabra,” he announced to the milling crowd.
Everyone turned to look at her. Conversation stilled. In the heartbeat of silence, Zara knew that something awful was about to happen.
Her premonition proved true.
A male voice yelled that they were imposters. People dove at them from all directions. Zara didn’t know what to do, and that indecision cost her breath when a large man threw himself at her. One second she was standing, the next she hit the hard, tiled floor with the impact of a train barreling into a brick wall.
Air rushed from her body. Her head banged against something unforgiving and the room began to spin. The next thing she knew, she couldn’t breathe and there was a gun pointed at her temple.
“Talk!”
The voice commanded her obedience. Zara blinked and tried to suck in a breath. Her lungs wouldn’t cooperate. The spinning increased, fueled by panic. She moved—or at least made the attempt—but her body froze. She inhaled again and this time air seeped into her lungs. Again and again she drew breath until she was able to focus. It was then that she realized her body wasn’t frozen, it was pinned by a large, angry man with the coldest blue eyes she’d ever seen.
Blue had always been her favorite color, she thought somewhat hysterically. It was the color of the sea and the sky. But the irises of this man held no warmth. Staring at him, she felt chilled down to her bones. Maybe even down to her soul.
“Talk,” he repeated. “Who the hell are you?”
“Zara Paxton,” she breathed.
The pressure on her temple increased. She swallowed when she remembered the gun.
“Are you going to shoot me?” she asked, her voice shaking.
Everything she’d read about Bahania had told her that the country was safe, forward thinking and a perfect tourist destination. Perhaps the brochures had been wrong.
“What are you doing here?” he demanded, ignoring her question.
“My sister and I were touring the castle. A man pulled us away and insisted we come with him.” She hesitated, not wanting to say that he’d called her Princess Sabra and had mentioned seeing the king. That sounded too far-fetched to be believed.
Those cold blue eyes never wavered from her face. She didn’t doubt that he could read her every thought, so there was no need to go into detail. She noticed the man wore traditional Middle-Eastern garb, and that his Anglo features looked out of place.
They were nestled together intimately, his legs pinning hers, his chest flattening her breasts. One of his hands rested on her throat where he could no doubt feel the galloping of her pulse.
She licked her lips. “I’m sorry.”
“Me, too,” the man muttered as he slid off her and got to his feet.
Zara sat up slowly. She glanced around and saw that she was the center of attention—one of her least favorite things to be. Two burly guards were holding Cleo, but released her when the blue-eyed man instructed them to do so.
Zara got awkwardly to her feet. She still felt a little shaky and afraid. Cleo rushed to her side and they held each other. Zara pushed up her glasses.
“What happens now, Mr….” Her voice trailed off as she realized she didn’t know the man’s name.
“Rafe Stryker.”
He spoke several sharp commands in a language she didn’t recognize. The area cleared.
“Come this way,” he said, and started walking without checking to see if they would follow.
Zara had the idle thought that they could run for it, but where would they go? They were in a strange country, in a huge castle and she had no idea of the floor plan. As the guards had disappeared, it seemed unlikely that they were about to be arrested.
She glanced at Cleo, who shrugged. Together the two women trailed after the man in the long robe and traditional headdress.
He led them into a small office. After seating them in chairs, he perched on the corner of the desk and studied them both.
“There’s been some kind of misunderstanding,” Zara said when the silence had stretched on for too long. “I was telling the truth before. My sister and I were on the tour, and suddenly we were dragged away. Then you and those guards attacked us. I’d like to know what’s going on.”
Rafe Stryker rubbed his temple. “That’s what I’d like to know, as well. You two have any ID on you?”
Zara and Cleo exchanged a look. Did they really want to turn their passports over to this man?
“I’m not the bad guy here,” Rafe said, confirming Zara’s suspicions that he could read her mind. “I won’t take any documents out of this room. I simply want to make a few phone calls.”
“I don’t think we have a choice,” Cleo said in a stage whisper. Her short blond hair was more spiky than usual, and the corners of her full mouth trembled.
Zara nodded. She had been worried about a lot of things when they’d talked about coming to Bahania, but being attacked in the palace wasn’t one of them. What on earth was going on?
They pulled their passports out of their purses and handed them over. Rafe picked up the phone on the desk and began making calls.
Five minutes later a young woman appeared with a tray of cold drinks and small sandwiches. She smiled as she entered and set the refreshments on the credenza by the window. Without saying a word, she bowed slightly and backed out of the room. Rafe was still talking, but he jerked his head toward the food.
Zara took that as a sign that it was permissible for them to partake of the offering. She and Cleo stood and moved to the far side of the room.
Cleo, always hungry, eyed the snack. “Think they’re drugged?”
“I’m beginning to think we’re caught up in a badly made spy movie,” Zara admitted, trying to ignore the way she trembled. Adrenaline surged through her, making her want to run and hide. “But I doubt they went to all the trouble to drug the food.”
Cleo shrugged and reached for one of the glasses. She sipped, then sighed. “Lemonade. It’s perfect.”
Zara’s mouth watered and she found herself sipping the ice-cold liquid. While Cleo munched on a tiny sandwich, Zara studied the small office, along with their host.
The room was modern, with a computer against the far wall and a fax machine. The only window overlooked a courtyard filled with a garden of different flowers and fruit trees. Linoleum covered the floor, not the tiles they’d seen on their palace tour.
Her gaze slipped back to the man on the phone. Zara couldn’t tell much about his body due to the long flowing robe covering him, but she’d felt his strength as he’d pressed into her, holding her captive. His accent sounded American. He had blue eyes, and while his skin was tanned it wasn’t dark. What was Rafe Stryker doing in the Bahanian royal palace and why was he pulling guns on unsuspecting tourists?
As if sensing her attention, Rafe turned toward her. Zara told herself to look away. Even as a blush climbed her cheeks, she couldn’t seem to make herself move. It was as if he’d mesmerized her. Her body stilled, her heartbeat slowed, and once again she could feel the weight of him on top of her.
No emotion flickered in his eyes. His firm mouth didn’t give away his feelings, nor did his body language.
Finally he shifted and hung up the phone. Zara felt as if she’d been released from a spell. The shivering returned, along with the sensation of being exposed.
“So what’s a nice schoolteacher like you doing in a place like Bahania?” Rafe asked.
His voice—deep and strong—made her swallow. “I’m not a schoolteacher, I’m a college professor.”
He shrugged as if to say “what’s the difference?”
Cleo sighed. “Zara worked her butt off to get to full professor. You’d better not mess with her about that.”
Cleo made her announcement in between sandwiches. When Rafe turned his steady gaze to her, Cleo instantly took a step back.
“I mean it,” she said sounding brazen, all retreats to the contrary. “For all we know, her father is the king. You don’t want to get him mad at you, right?”
“King Hassan is your father?”
Rafe asked the question with just enough amusement to make Zara wince. She put down her drink and squared her shoulders. This had gone on long enough.
“Here’s what I know. My sister and I are American citizens on a public tour of the palace. For reasons no one has explained, we were forcibly taken away from our tour and led into a private area. There we were attacked. Now you’ve taken possession of our passports. I want them returned immediately, then I would like us to be escorted from the palace.”
“Zara!” Cleo frowned. “What about the king?”
“This isn’t the time,” she said, not looking at her sister, instead focusing on Rafe Stryker, who hadn’t appeared the least bit impressed by her speech.
He surprised her by holding out their passports. But other than that, he didn’t make any attempt to grant her wishes.
Zara grabbed the documents and tucked them into her purse. “May we leave now?” she asked.
“Not until I hear the whole story.”
“There isn’t a story.”
“There’s the letters,” Cleo said helpfully. “Zara has these letters from King Hassan to her mother.”
Rafe carefully watched the two sisters. Cleo, the younger, was short and blond, with the curvy kind of figure that made most men’s mouths water. Rafe dismissed her. He was far more interested in the tall, slender brunette who claimed to be the daughter of a king.
He could see how the guard had mistaken her for Princess Sabra. Zara was only a couple of inches taller. Her coloring was the same, as were her features. Both she and the princess had large brown eyes, and the shape of their faces was remarkably similar. However, the American schoolteacher wore glasses, while the princess did not. And even though he’d been in close contact with Princess Sabra, never once had his body reacted to her. However, his few moments of nearness to Zara Paxton had left him…intrigued.
Zara sighed. She pulled the chair a couple of feet away from the desk, then settled onto the seat. Still holding her lemonade, she reached into her large purse and drew out a stack of letters.
“My mother never told me who my father was. There were no pictures, no personal effects. She didn’t even share many stories about their time together. I assumed he was a wealthy married man. You see, she’d been a dancer and very beautiful. Men were always interested in her.”
Zara smiled slightly, as if remembering something that brought her pleasure. The smile faded as she fingered the letters.
“There were several pieces of jewelry. My mother sold most of them over the years to supplement our income. She died eight years ago, and I figured that any information about my father died with her.”
“Why did you come here now?” he asked, even as he wondered how much she intended to ask for. Had the plan been her idea or her sister’s? At what point had she realized she had more than a passing resemblance to Princess Sabra, and when had she decided to use that to her advantage?
“My mother kept these letters along with several other personal mementos with an attorney. I only discovered their existence a few months ago when he sent a bill for storage. I requested the things be sent to me instead. Once I read them, I realized…” Her voice trailed off.
“That you might be the king’s daughter. May I see the letters?”
Zara shook her head. “You know what I’d really like?”
About five million dollars, Rafe thought cynically.
“I’d like to go back to my hotel and forget this ever happened.”
“What?” Cleo sounded outraged.
Zara ignored her. “There’s been a mistake. I don’t want to be here. Can you get us out of the palace?”
Rafe considered the possibilities. Either she was having second thoughts about her plan, or she wanted time to come up with a better story. Or she was preparing to go to the media. Better that he not let her wander around on her own just yet.
“How about if I take you back to your hotel myself? As a way of apologizing.”
“Just show us the nearest exit and we’ll be fine.”
“I’d prefer to escort you. I insist.”
Zara didn’t look too happy, but she nodded her agreement. Rafe excused himself while he went to change his clothes, promising to return in ten minutes.
 
“What are you doing?” Cleo asked the second they were alone. “Why do you want to go back to the hotel? Zara, this is your chance to meet the king.”
Zara set her drink on the desk, rose and paced to the window. “Don’t you get it? Couldn’t you tell by the way he was looking at us? Rafe thinks we’re here for money.”
Cleo grinned. “Isn’t that one of the perks of being a princess?”
“I’m serious. He doesn’t believe us. He thinks we’re going to blackmail the king or something. It’s horrible.” She folded her arms over her chest.
All the times she’d imagined coming to Bahania, she tried to think of everything that could go wrong. She’d pictured the king telling her she wasn’t his daughter. She’d thought about having him admit to being her father and not wanting anything to do with her. She’d even figured he might think she was crazy. But she’d never thought anyone would think she was in it for the money.
“Why couldn’t Mom have fallen in love with a banker or an executive? Why did it have to be the King of Bahania?”
Cleo didn’t bother to respond. Zara knew her sister thought she was crazy for not simply marching up to the king and announcing she was his long-lost daughter. As if Zara had any chance of getting close to a member of the royal family. Besides, Cleo didn’t understand her ambivalence about the whole situation. Things had looked a lot clearer from five thousand miles away.
The door opened and Rafe entered. “Are you two ready?” he asked.
Cleo glared at Zara, as if daring her to say they could go. Which was unnecessary, because Zara wasn’t in a position to speak. In his traditional head-dress and robes Rafe had been tall and intimidating. Dressed in a well-cut business suit, he was simply gorgeous.
His gold-blond hair had been cut military short, a style that looked both severe and sexy. He had a strong jaw, a perfect mouth, and while his eyes were still cold enough to freeze air, they were also doing odd things to Zara’s insides.
She’d never felt herself melting in the mere presence of a man. But even as she stood there, she could feel her bones dissolving. It was impossible to move, let alone have a coherent thought.
She’d come halfway around the world to find the man who might be her father. In the space of an hour, she’d had second, third and fourth thoughts, been thrown to the ground, held at gunpoint, accused of being a gold digger and struck by lightning. All this and it wasn’t even noon.


Chapter Two

“Cool! A limo!”
Cleo beamed with excitement as they exited the palace through a side door and saw the waiting transportation. Zara tried to work up an equal amount of energy at the thought of riding in such an expensive car for the first time in her life. Unfortunately, all her extra attention was focused on continuing to breathe. Being too close to dangerous, not to mention mysterious, Rafe Stryker left her gasping.
What was wrong with her, Zara wondered. Why was she reacting this way to the man? Yes, he’d attacked her, throwing her to the ground, and that would have rattled anyone. But she should be over it by now. Unless her brain had somehow been scrambled during the altercation. Maybe that was it—she had a brain bruise.
Cleo slipped into the limo first. Unfortunately, she took the seat behind the driver, which left Zara to slide across the seat facing front. Rafe settled next to her. She scooted all the way to the corner so there would be plenty of room between them. She needed the distance to keep her thoughts from scattering.
“I should have stayed home,” she said aloud, before she could stop herself.
Rafe glanced at her. “It’s too late now.”
She didn’t want to think about that. The car pulled away from the palace. Cleo leaned forward and stared out the darkened window.
“It really is pink,” she said, her voice laced with awe. “I read that people call it the pink palace when we were doing our research, but I thought they were kidding.”
“It’s an effect of the marble,” Rafe told Cleo. “Something about the way the light hits it.”
“I like it,” Cleo announced. She leaned back in her seat, one hand stroking the supple leather. “I just wish we’d seen some of the royal cats while we’d been on the tour. We read about those, too. Does the king really keep dozens of cats in the palace?”
Rafe nodded. “They are considered a national treasure.”
“Lucky cats,” Cleo said, and grinned at Zara.
Zara tried to respond in kind, but her lips weren’t cooperating. She’d barely managed to slow her heart rate to something other than the speed of light. Now she concentrated on taking deep, cleansing breaths.
“How did you do your research?” Rafe asked.
Cleo shrugged, her pretty face completely open. “Mostly on the Internet. Zara’s at the University, so she looked in some books there, but I checked online. I have Internet access at my work. It was pretty easy. There’s a ton of information on the history of the country and the royal family. We downloaded pictures and everything.”
Zara winced. Cleo was only making things worse, but Zara couldn’t tell her that. Not in front of Rafe. He’d already decided they were gold diggers. Now he would think they were using technology to gather information to aid their scheme. Not that she could blame him. If she looked at the situation from his point of view there really wasn’t another explanation.
It was time to go home, Zara thought. She’d been crazy to think this would ever work. Even if King Hassan was her father, she wasn’t likely to have any contact with him—there would be too many watch-dogs in place. She’d survived twenty-eight years without a father; she certainly didn’t need one now.
The limo pulled up in front of their hotel. Zara remembered neither she nor Cleo had told Rafe where they were staying. The realization that he could get that information so easily made her shiver and reinforced her decision to leave. She wanted to go home where she felt safe. In Bahania she would only ever be out of place.
Rafe climbed out first, then held the door open for them. Zara forced herself to be gracious as she thanked him for the ride.
“You’ve been very kind,” she said. “We won’t be troubling you again.”
But he didn’t climb back into the car. Instead he took her arm and led her into the modest hotel. “I think we have more to discuss,” he said, not giving her an opportunity to protest. Cleo trailed along behind.
Zara made one attempt to pull free of his grip, but as she’d suspected, he didn’t let her go. No doubt he wanted to scare them into leaving. As soon as they were in private, she would tell him that he didn’t have to worry. She and Cleo would be heading back to the States as soon as possible.
They moved through the lobby toward the elevator. Zara tried not to notice the clean but slightly shabby furniture. Prints added color to the white walls. There were a few plants scattered around, but little else in the way of decorations.
She knew what he was thinking. She could read his thoughts as clearly as if they were her own.
“Just because we’re on a budget doesn’t mean we’re in it for the money,” she said in a low, angry voice when they stopped for the elevator. “You have no right to judge me or find me wanting.”
Those amazing blue eyes turned toward her. She met his gaze, despite the powerful force he exuded. Pride stiffened her spine and made her strong.
The elevator doors opened, breaking the spell.
“So do you know the king?” Cleo asked, oblivious to the tension between them.
“Yes.”
She laughed. “You’re not real chatty, are you? It doesn’t matter how mad you want to be. The truth is Zara is his daughter. She has letters and a ring. I think you should do your darnedest to prove them to be fakes. When you can’t, you’ll have no choice but to accept her for who she says she is.”
For the first time since they were led away from the tour group, Zara felt herself relax. Maybe it was a little too soon to think about running away.
“You have an excellent point,” she told her sister.
“I am more than a pretty face,” Cleo reminded her, as the elevator came to a stop on the fourth floor.
Zara turned to the man who still had a death grip on her arm. “Are you willing to look at the evidence? Despite already reaching a conclusion?”
“Absolutely.”
“And when you find out you’re wrong?”
“Let’s discuss that if it happens.”
 
Thirty minutes later Rafe was less convinced this was a hoax. He fingered the dozen or so letters Zara had shown him. The subject matter—especially the comments about the cats—made him suspicious. All the information could have been gathered by careful research. However the handwriting looked like Hassan’s, and the syntax was pure royal-speak. But what convinced him the most was the feeling in his gut.
Long years of experience had taught him to listen to his instincts—instincts that had saved his life on more than one occasion. He fingered the yellowing linen paper, then glanced at the stack of letters on the small desk in the hotel room. Despite his assumptions that Zara and her sister were looking to make an easy couple of million, there was a good chance he’d been wrong.
“Anything else?” he asked, turning his attention to the woman sitting on the bed next to the desk.
Zara reached into her carry-on bag and drew out a pad of paper. “Here’s a list of the jewelry I can remember my mother selling. It’s not a complete list because I’m sure she sold some before I was born or while I was too young to know what was happening. There’s also this.”
The “this” turned out to be a diamond band inscribed with the word forever on the inside. The tightening in Rafe’s gut got worse.
Zara sat facing him, her hands carefully folded on her lap. She wore a light cotton, peach sundress and sandals. Her long hair tumbled down her back. With her dark eyes and honeyed complexion, she looked a lot like Princess Sabra—Sabrina—the king’s only daughter.
Yeah, there were differences. Sabrina didn’t wear glasses and she had an air of confidence that Zara lacked. Still, the combination of the physical similarities and the evidence made him fairly sure Zara was exactly who she claimed to be. He couldn’t begin to imagine what was going to happen when the king found out.
“What stories did your mother tell you about your father?” he asked.
“She rarely said anything.” Zara shrugged. “When I would ask questions, she would just say that they couldn’t be together. He didn’t know about me and she wasn’t in a position to tell me about him. I used to ask if he would want me if he found out he had a daughter. She always said he would, but I never knew if that was her interpretation of events or if it was true.”
The information hardly helped. He glanced over at Cleo who had stretched out on the far bed, reading a fashion magazine.
“Do you remember your mother telling any stories about your father?”
Cleo smiled. “I’m not lucky enough to be related to royalty. Sorry.”
“Cleo is my foster sister,” Zara said.
“That’s right. Fiona brought me home when I was ten, just like picking up a puppy in a pound. I was housebroken, so she decided to keep me.”
Cleo spoke cheerfully enough, but there was a hint of darkness in her eyes. Rafe studied her pretty round face, taking in the wide eyes, blond hair and full, pouty mouth. She didn’t look anything like Zara.
Zara glared at her sister. “It wasn’t quite like that. Cleo came to us as a foster child, but quickly became a member of the family.”
This was more information than Rafe had wanted. “So you’re not blood relatives.”
Zara returned her attention to him. “No.” She opened her mouth as if she was about to speak, then shook her head and rose. “I can’t do this,” she said, and headed for the balcony.
Cleo sighed. “Zara’s been like this since we left Spokane,” she confided. “It’s one thing to say you want to meet your real father, but it’s another to have it happen. At least, that’s what she says. I think being related to royalty is pretty cool, but then, Zara’s always been the sensitive one.”
Sensitive? Rafe didn’t do sensitive. Why the hell had he been the one standing in the room when the guard had brought in Zara? Couldn’t someone else have attacked her and been responsible for this mess?
Muttering under his breath, he rose and stalked out to the small balcony that overlooked the tourist portion of the city. The late-May heat was a tangible creature, sucking air from his lungs and moisture from his body. Zara didn’t seem to notice as she leaned against the railing and stared off into the distance.
“I don’t want you to say anything to the king,” she said without looking at him.
“I don’t have a choice.”
That got her attention. She spun toward him. “Why? It doesn’t matter. He already has one daughter…he doesn’t need another one. Besides, I don’t think I’d be a very good princess.”
“You’d be fine.”
Rafe shifted uneasily. He didn’t like emotional confrontations with women who looked as if they might start to cry.
She swallowed. “You think maybe he’s really…” Her voice trailed off as she gestured to the letters he still held in his hand.
He knew what she was asking. “Yes, Zara. I think he could be your father.”
She turned her attention back to the city. “I didn’t think it would be like this,” she said quietly. “All my life I’ve wanted to belong to a real family. To have relatives and roots. But not here—with royalty. I wanted some normal, American family. You know the kind with a bunch of kids and maybe one or two eccentric relatives.”
She had a perfect profile. His gaze lingered on the gentle curve of her mouth and the length of her neck. Something flickered inside. Something that had nothing to do with his gut instincts and everything to do with being a man.
A faint breeze stirred, bringing with it the scent of her. A scent he remembered from when he’d attacked her. Even as he’d pulled a gun and prepared to defend the royal house of Bahania, he’d been aware of her feminine fragrance, not to mention her body beneath his.
She looked at him. “What if I can’t do this?”
There were questions in her brown eyes. Questions and pain.
“I could act as intermediary,” he found himself saying. “I could take the letters and the ring to the king privately. You wouldn’t have to be there, and no one else would have to know.”
She bit her lower lip. “Once you begin, there’s no turning back. I don’t like that.”
“You wouldn’t have come here if you hadn’t wanted this,” he reminded her. “You’re the one who started this in motion by going to the palace.”
“But wanting and getting are too different things. Maybe Cleo and I should just disappear.”
“If you do, you’ll spend the rest of your life wondering what would have happened.”
“Maybe that doesn’t sound so bad.” Zara hesitated, then nodded. “You’re right. I’m here. I want to know the truth. If you wouldn’t mind taking the letters to the king, that would be great. I’m not feeling brave enough to be rejected in person. Not that I could get in to see the king.”
Rafe didn’t know how the king was going to react, but he was fairly certain Hassan was Zara’s father. Which could create many complications.
She headed toward the room. “You should probably take the ring, too.”
She was so damn trusting. “How do you know I’ll return it?”
She stopped to stare at him. “Why would you keep it?”
He groaned. “You have no business traveling on your own.”
“I’m not. I’m with my sister.”
“The blind leading the blind.”
She drew herself up to her full height and glared at him. As he was six foot three, the top of her head barely grazed his chin. He wasn’t impressed by her erect posture or the fire spitting from her eyes.
“Cleo and I have done perfectly well without your help.”
“I can see that. Getting attacked at the palace was part of your plan all along, right?”
“That was your fault, not mine.”
“In a situation like this you have to be prepared for the unexpected.” Although she’d certainly caught him off guard.
Zara’s temper faded. “Do I really look like her?”
“Enough to fool a new guard.”
“But not you.”
“No.” He shifted from foot to foot. “I’m sorry I attacked you.”
“It’s all right. You thought there was a threat.”
Looking at her now he didn’t see how that was possible, but that was what he’d assumed.
She pushed up her glasses. “Do you think there’s really a chance I’m the king’s daughter?”
“What do you know about your name?” he asked instead of answering her question.
“Nothing. I mean I know it’s unusual, but if you’d ever met my mother, you wouldn’t be surprised. She wasn’t exactly the most conventional person on the planet.”
“Zara was King Hassan’s mother’s name.”
Zara shivered, as if she were suddenly cold. Rafe didn’t blame her. She might have come to Bahania looking for her father, but she was about to get a whole lot more than she’d bargained for.
 
Zara paced restlessly after Rafe left. “He said he’d call as soon as he saw the king,” she said, more to herself than to Cleo, who was still reading her magazine. “He said he could get in to see him this afternoon. What kind of man can just waltz in and see the king?”
“A man with connections,” Cleo said, then grinned at her. “Honey, you’re taking this way too hard. What’s the worst that can happen? You’ll turn out not to be Hassan’s daughter. Then we can enjoy the rest of our vacation and head home.”
Zara supposed it was just that simple, although there was a part of her that hated the idea of being fatherless again. Not that she wanted a king for her father.
“I didn’t think it would be so complicated,” she admitted, more to herself than to Cleo.
“It’s not so complicated. Nothing’s changed.”
Zara sank onto her bed and shook her head. Things had changed the second Rafe Stryker had tossed her to the ground. Not only was she seeing their position from someone else’s point of view, she couldn’t stop thinking about his incredible blue eyes and how her insides quivered when she was close to him.
“Who do you think he is?” she asked. “Rafe was dressed like a sheik, but he’s obviously American.”
“What does it matter, as long as he can do what he says.” Cleo tossed the magazine aside and rolled toward her. “Forget about him. Think about the palace instead. Wouldn’t it be great to live there? It was so beautiful.”
“It was big and scary,” Zara said.
Cleo sighed. “What am I going to do with you? This is a fabulous opportunity and you’re going to blow it by getting cold feet. We’re talking princess, Zara. You could be an honest-to-goodness princess. That doesn’t happen to people like us. It wasn’t that long ago that money was so tight we could only afford day-old bread.”
“I know.”
“You could be rich.”
“I don’t want to be rich—I want to belong. I want roots and relatives and a history.”
“You could have all of that and a tiara, too.”
Zara laughed. “Is that all you can think about?”
Cleo grinned. “Diamonds have a way of getting my attention.”
“You talk big, but in your heart you want what I want. Real family.”
“Maybe, but I’d settle for royalty.”
Zara tucked her legs under her. “Do you think Rafe works for the king?”
Cleo groaned. “Don’t you dare get all dopey about that guy. For one thing, you’re about to find out if the king of a wealthy nation is your father. You don’t have time to be distracted. Second, you have the worst luck on the planet when it comes to men. Don’t even think about it.”
“I know.”
Zara couldn’t disagree with either of her sister’s statements. She just might be starting an amazing adventure, and her ill fortune with men bordered on legendary. Still there’d been something about Rafe’s eyes.
“I wonder if he’s married,” she murmured.
Cleo threw a pillow at her. “Stop it. Think about being a princess instead.”
“All right.”
But as Zara shifted to stretch out on the bed, she pictured a tall, dangerous looking man with a gaze that seemed to see into her soul.


Chapter Three

Instead of going directly to the king, Rafe detoured by his own office first. Once there he headed for his computer, prepared to research the possibility of Zara Paxton being King Hassan’s illegitimate daughter.
A part of him had already accepted her story, which made him uneasy. Except for the feeling in his gut, he had no reason to trust her. Was he getting soft? Had he been out of combat too long? Or were his instincts telling him the truth?
Forty minutes later he had a rough idea of the king’s travel schedule from thirty years ago. There weren’t a lot of details, but it was obvious that Hassan had frequently visited New York City. Rafe toyed with the idea of breaking into the financial records to check on jewelry purchases, but figured he would do better to ask the king directly.
Rafe reached for the ring he’d slipped into his pocket and turned it over in his hand. The diamonds glinted in the midafternoon light. They circled the entire band. Again he studied the inscription of the word forever. Had the king meant the sentiment? He’d never been one to keep a mistress or wife around for very long. He had only ever loved one of his three wives. Had Zara’s mother been the only other woman to truly capture the monarch’s heart?
There was only one way to find out.
Rafe called Hassan’s secretary and requested a few minutes for a private meeting. Fortunately, the king was running ahead of schedule. Rafe collected the letters, tucked the ring back into his pocket and headed for the rear of the palace.
His Highness, the king of Bahania, believed in first impressions. His office suite was the size of a football field and overlooked a topiary garden growing around a large white fountain. Four guards in formal dress stood in front of wide double doors overlaid with a gold coat of arms. Once inside the suite, three secretaries protected the king from those who wished to see him. Two-story-high windows overlooked the lush gardens surrounding the palace, while priceless works of art hung on the walls—both paintings and tapestries delighting the eye. And wandering around as if they owned the place were several cats.
Rafe nodded at the guards as he approached. They opened the outer doors for him. As he entered, a white Persian cat slipped out, pausing to rub against him long enough to deposit several white hairs on his trousers. Rafe gritted his teeth. He’d never been much of a cat kind of guy—he was a dog person. But this was not the place to mention that. The king adored his cats.
Two gray cats lay curled up on a sofa by the window. A calico had stretched out on one of the secretaries’ desk, using a stack of files for a pillow. Rafe ignored the felines and approached the center desk.
Akil, an older man who had served the king for many years, smiled in greeting. “Mr. Stryker. His Highness is waiting for you. Please go on in.”
Rafe touched his suit pocket to make sure the ring was still in place, then headed for the half-open door on the left. As he entered the king of Bahania’s private chambers, he bowed.
“Your Highness,” he said, and paused.
King Hassan sat behind an impressive hand carved desk. The king generally wore Western-style suits during his working day and today was no exception. The tailored lightweight wool garment had been made by hand in Italy, the fabric especially woven to resist the ever-present cat hairs shed by the monarch’s beloved felines.
“Rafe, what brings you to see me?” Hassan asked, waving his guest forward.
Rafe had to move a dozing Siamese from a chair before he could sit and was then forced to allow the animal to drape itself across his lap. He couldn’t wait to get back to his regular job. At least his boss didn’t have a thing for cats.
“I have an unusual situation to report,” Rafe began.
Hassan raised his eyebrows. The king was close to sixty, but still a youthful-looking man. A few gray hairs had appeared in his closely trimmed beard but there weren’t many wrinkles on his face. He could be stern and distant. Until the recent decision to form a joint air force between Bahania, neighboring El Bahar and the City of Thieves, Rafe had had little to do with the king. Acting as the security liaison for the City of Thieves had recently put Rafe in close contact with the ruler of Bahania. He had yet to form an opinion of the man, so he couldn’t predict his reaction to Rafe’s news.
Hassan leaned forward. “Situation? With security?”
“No. This is personal. I haven’t discussed this with anyone, sir. If you instruct me to keep this to myself, I will never speak of it again.”
Hassan smiled slightly. “I’m intrigued. Go on.”
Rafe hesitated. He was about to tread over some potentially dangerous waters. “A young woman came to the palace this morning. She was part of the regular public tour. One of the guards noticed her because she bears a striking resemblance to the Princess Sabra.”
Hassan nodded to show he was listening. So far he hadn’t reacted. Rafe continued.
“I spoke with the young woman in question.” He’d already decided not to mention the details of their meeting. “She recently discovered some papers which had belonged to her late mother. Letters, actually. She thinks they may have been written by you.”
Hassan’s face tightened. “Who is this woman? How old is she?”
“Her name is Zara Paxton. She’s twenty-eight.”
Hassan gasped as if he’d been shot. He held out his hands for the letters, and as Rafe passed them over he already had his answer. Hassan looked both elated and stunned. Both the name and the age had been significant to him.
While the king was distracted with the pages, he took the opportunity to set the cat on the ground and brush the hair from his lap.
Hassan opened each letter slowly and read it, then put it back in the envelope. Color drained from his face. When he’d finished, Rafe gave him the diamond ring. The king took it and closed his fingers around the stones.
“Fiona,” he breathed, then looked at Rafe. “The daughter. Where is she?”
“Zara is staying at a hotel in the city. Her mother died some years ago. Apparently, she had kept these letters with a lawyer. Zara only found out about them a few months ago. She thinks you could be her father.”
Hassan rose, with Rafe quickly doing the same. “Of course she is my daughter. Fiona and I were together for over two years. After all this time her daughter is here. My daughter.” He shook his head. “You say she looks like Sabrina?”
“They have the same coloring, the same general build. Zara is taller and thinner. She wears glasses.”
Hassan smiled sadly, obviously caught up in a memory. “My sweet Fiona was as blind as a bat, but vain. She would never wear her glasses. I used to have to lead her everywhere.” He headed for the door. “Come. I must meet Zara at once.”
Rafe grabbed the letters—Hassan still had the ring. “Your Highness, we need to talk about this first.”
The king turned to face him. “Why?”
“For one thing, you can’t know if she’s really your daughter.”
“True enough, although I suspect she is.”
He wanted her to be. Rafe read that truth in the longing in Hassan’s dark eyes. Rafe felt oddly protective of the woman he’d left back in the hotel.
“Zara is a little nervous about the situation. She’s not prepared to have her long-lost father be the king of a sizable country. There’s also the problem of the media. Until we know who she is, it’s best if we keep this information private.”
“I see your point.” Hassan nodded slowly. “What do you suggest?”
“A meeting in a neutral location. One of the big hotels, maybe. We can use one of the suites. Your security people can get you into the building quietly. I’ll bring Zara.”
Hassan glanced at his watch. “Have this arranged by four o’clock. I won’t wait any longer.”
Which gave Rafe less than two hours. Great. “Yes, Your Highness. I’ll take care of everything.”
 
“I’m going to throw up,” Zara announced as she stood in the center of the massive living room of the presidential suite at the Bahanian Resort Hotel.
To her left were floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the incredible Arabian Ocean. She’d already tried concentrating on the view as a way to calm herself, but the height made her head swim…and not in a good way.
The furniture in the suite was enough to make her uneasy. The living room held five sofas—five!—and a baby grand piano. There were also coffee tables and sofa tables. All this furniture, and there was still enough floor space to hold an aerobics class.
She and Cleo had yet to find their way through the entire suite. They’d gotten lost twice then had given up exploring, fearing that the king would arrive and find them trapped in a bedroom closet or bathroom.
“Don’t throw up,” Cleo advised. “It never makes a good first impression.”
“Thanks for the share.” Zara tried for a smile, but her face felt frozen and tight. Like she’d had too much Novocain at the dentist. “What are we doing here? Are we crazy?”
Cleo rubbed her hand along the back of one of the sofas. “I don’t know, Zara. I mean, I didn’t really connect this whole king-father thing before. But now it’s real and it’s scary.”
“Tell me about it.” Zara forced herself to sit. She chose a sofa that faced away from the windows. “At least Rafe arranged for us to meet the king here rather than at our hotel.”
Cleo managed a brief smile. “I’ll bet he’s never been in a two-star place before. Do you want to know that you’re the color of a sheet?”
“Not really.” Her stomach tightened. “What was I thinking?”
“That it would be nice to meet the family.” Cleo sank into a sofa opposite hers.
“You’re my family,” Zara reminded her. “Whatever happens here, I want you to know that. Anything else is just gravy.”
Cleo rolled her eyes. “If your father turns out to be the king, then I would say that at least rates him being an entrée. Oh, and if you are a real princess, I want you to promise to send your jewelry castoffs my way.”
Zara chuckled. “Deal. When my tiaras get old and dusty, I’ll toss them your way.”
“Cool. I could wear them to work.”
The thought of Cleo wearing a diamond tiara while working at the copy shop she managed eased a lot of Zara’s tension. She’d nearly relaxed enough to sit back in the sofa when the main door of the suite opened. Instantly her heart beelined for her throat and her entire body began to quiver.
“I can’t,” she breathed.
Cleo was at her side in a second, putting her arm around her and hugging her. “You can. If you have to throw up, rush for that plant and I’ll distract him with a knock-knock joke.”
Cleo’s outrageous instructions allowed Zara to suck in a breath and get to her feet. Rafe entered the room, followed by a man she recognized from the research she’d done. A man who was staring at her as if she were the most amazing creature on the planet.
The dark intensity of his gaze made her uncomfortable. Was this really happening? Was the handsome, older man really King Hassan of Bahania?
“Your Highness, may I present Miss Zara Paxton,” Rafe said, gesturing toward her.
Zara felt, more than saw, Cleo move away. She was vaguely aware of two more men entering the room. Security, she thought hazily, all of her attention focusing on the man who might be her father.
He was a few inches shorter than Rafe, but a couple of inches taller than her. He wore a suit and looked fit. His eyes were the same rich brown as her own, and when he smiled she thought she recognized the shape of his mouth.
“My long-lost daughter,” he intoned, stepping toward her and holding out his arms. “The child of my beloved Fiona. Welcome. Welcome home.”
Before she knew what was happening, she found herself caught up in the king’s arms, pulled against him and held tight. Zara tried to hug him back, but she couldn’t move. For the second time in one day, a strange man held her immobile.
She needed to escape, she thought frantically, and glanced around the room. Only Rafe seemed to notice her distress. He eased forward and gently disentangled the king.
“Perhaps we should all have a seat and discuss what has happened,” he said, urging Hassan toward a sofa.
“Yes, yes.” The king took hold of Zara’s hand and sat down.
Zara perched next to him feeling both uneasy and awkward. He was royalty. Was she supposed to bow or sit lower or what? She looked to Rafe for an answer, but he was busy settling Cleo across from them, then he picked up the phone and announced that it was time to serve the refreshments.
Zara returned her attention to the king only to find him staring at her. His attention made her feel even more nervous. She pulled her fingers free of his and carefully laced her hands together.
“I don’t know what to say,” she admitted. “This is very strange. I’m sure Rafe explained about the letters. I don’t mean to be presumptuous or to get in the way. I’m simply trying to find out some information.”
Hassan sighed. “I see your mother in you. She was a true beauty. The most glorious rose in the garden of womanhood.”
Zara blinked and pushed up her glasses. While Fiona had always been lovely, Zara had inherited little of her physical attributes and none of her charm. “Yes, well, I am tall like her.” She glanced at Cleo. “Oh, you haven’t met my sister. This is Cleo.”
Cleo grinned. “Foster sister,” she corrected. “Although I wouldn’t mind being able to say my daddy is a king, I won’t be able to claim that relationship.”
Hassan chuckled. “I welcome you to my country. Is this your first visit?”
“For both of us. It’s great. A little hot, but hey, that’s why they invented air-conditioning.” Cleo leaned forward. “I confess, you’re the first royal person I’ve ever met. How exactly am I supposed to address you?”
“Your Highness is the accepted form,” Rafe said hastily as someone knocked on the door.
The security guys went on instant alert. One of them headed for the door while the second one covered him. They stepped into the hallway for a minute, then reappeared pushing a tray of drinks and snacks.
“Now that’s just what happens when I go through a fast-food drive through,” Cleo murmured.
Hassan raised his eyebrows. “What is that?”
“You know. When you desperately want a burger and fries, but you don’t want to get out of your car? You can place the order and pay, then get your food, never once putting out more effort than rolling down the window. You have to try it.”
Hassan asked Cleo a few more questions. Zara admired her ability to be almost normal, despite the situation, then remembered that Cleo had a whole lot less on the line.
Rafe and the security men put the drinks and trays of snacks on the coffee table between the two sofas. Zara reached for a cola bottle, but her hands were shaking too much for her to unscrew the top. Rafe took the plastic bottle from her and unfastened it, then poured the fizzing liquid over a glass of ice.
“You’re doing great,” he said as he handed her the drink.
She hoped he was telling the truth. The urge to throw up hadn’t gone away.
Hassan removed Fiona’s diamond ring from his coat pocket and held it out. “I gave this to your mother on our one-year anniversary. I wanted to make sure she would never forget me.”
“I don’t think that was a problem,” Zara said, then cleared her throat. “Your Highness, this is all very strange to me. I think, before we go too far, we should find out if I’m really your daughter.”
“I already know. You look very much like Sabrina.”
“Who?”
“Princess Sabra. She prefers the American version of her name.”
Zara remembered the guard at the palace. “Okay, so I look like her. That doesn’t prove anything.”
“You have this.” He placed the ring in her hand and closed her fingers over it. “I know, Zara. Here.” He touched his chest. “That is all that matters.”
Rafe sat next to Cleo and took a soda for himself.
Hassan touched Zara’s cheek. “Your mother was younger than you are now when we met. I was young, as well. Very proud and certain of myself. I was visiting New York and wanted to see a Broadway show. Afterward, at a party, I met the cast. Your mother had captured my attention from the first moment she stepped onstage. I arranged for us to have a private introduction. She was as charming as she was beautiful. I believe I fell in love with her that first night.”
Zara had tried to be sensible and stay in control of her emotions, but hearing about her mother’s past tested her resolve. Fiona had rarely talked about that time in her life and never said anything about the man who had fathered her child.
“I’ve seen a few pictures from when she was a showgirl,” she admitted. “She was lovely.”
“More than that. She had dozens of admirers, but from the first there was something special between us. We only wanted each other. We were together whenever I could get away.” He smiled sadly. “I asked her to marry me, but she refused.”
“Are you kidding?” Cleo blurted, then covered her mouth. “Sorry.”
Hassan shrugged. “I was stunned, as well. However, I already had a wife. I offered to divorce her, but Fiona refused. She said she didn’t want to make trouble and she doubted that she would have been content to live in one place, even one as amazing as Bahania.”
“My mother did like to wander,” Zara said, a little dazed by all she was hearing. A king had offered to marry Fiona and she had said no?
Hassan studied her. “Was there…” He cleared his throat. “I often wondered who Fiona had married.”
“She didn’t,” Zara said quickly. “We moved around constantly and while Fiona always had dozens of friends, there was never a special man in her life. She used to tell me that she’d already fallen in love once and didn’t plan to do it again.”
Hassan closed his eyes briefly. “Yes. I gave her my heart, and when she left, she took it with her. I like to think she experienced the same with me. Perhaps not. We’ll never know.” He turned his attention back to Zara. “At the time I could not understand why she disappeared from my world, but now I know. She must have left as soon as she found out she was pregnant. She knew that I would have insisted we marry. Even if we had not, she feared for her child.”
Too much was happening too fast. Zara felt as if her head was already too full of information. “Why would she fear that anything would happen to me?”
“Bahanian law requires that a royal child be raised in the palace. I suspect Fiona feared that if I knew about you, I would insist you be raised here. If she didn’t marry me, she would lose you.” He sighed. “I like to think I would not have insisted, but I don’t know that it’s true. After I lost her, I would have given anything to have a part of her with me.” He touched her hand. “And now you are here.”
Zara smiled tightly as she held on to her glass of cola. “Yes, well, it’s all very strange.”
“How did you find me now?”
Zara explained about the papers the lawyer had sent. “Once I read the letters, I started to consider the impossible.”
“Zara insisted we take the tour,” Cleo announced cheerfully. “I wanted to walk up to the front door and knock. She said the guards wouldn’t have let us in.”
The king smiled. “Even one as charming as you, Cleo, might have had a little trouble getting past the royal guard. Although I suspect you have a way with men. I’ll have to warn my sons about you.”
Cleo flicked her wrist. “I’ve sworn off princes, Your Highness. They’re just all the same. Rich, powerful…it gets boring after a while.”
Zara rose from her seat and crossed to the French doors leading to the balcony. Rafe came up behind her.
“Are you all right?” he asked.
She shook her head. “Would you be, under the circumstances?”
“Probably not.”
“Everything is so confusing.”
“There’s nothing to be confused about,” Hassan announced as he stood. “After twenty-eight years, my daughter has returned to me.”
“You make it sound so simple and I can barely catch my breath.”
Her father—she couldn’t believe that was possible—nodded. “This is unfamiliar to us both. Perhaps we should take the time to acquaint ourselves with the situation. I wish to show you my world. Bahania is a country blessed with great resources and people. You must see the beauty of it. We will start with you and Cleo moving into the palace.”
“All right!” Cleo clapped her hands together. “I think I’m going to like having you in the family,” she told the king.
Zara wasn’t so sure. “Our hotel is very comfortable,” she said. Both Hassan and Cleo looked at her as if she were crazy.
“You are my daughter,” Hassan reminded her. “As such, the palace is your home. You will be made to feel welcome. We will have time together.”
“Your Highness, you need to think this through,” Zara said. “I mean I know I look like your daughter and Fiona is my mother and you did have a relationship with her, but you have to be sure about this. Shouldn’t we take blood tests?”
“I know what is right and I know who you are.” He walked over to hug her. “After so very many years, you are where you belong. That is all that matters. Come, you will collect your things and move into the palace right now.”
Zara glanced around, searching for an escape. Her gaze settled on Rafe. For some reason he seemed the only sane person in the room.
“Are you going to be there?” she asked before she could stop herself. “At the palace? Do you live there?”
Rafe nodded. “For the next few weeks.”
Hassan stared at him. “That’s right. You will be at the palace. You have found my most beloved treasure and brought her to me. Therefore, I will entrust her to you.”
Zara slipped free of Hassan’s embrace. “I don’t understand.”
Rafe looked as if he’d just sucked a lemon. “Your Highness I don’t—”
Hassan cut him off with a shake of his head. “My mind is made up. I will only trust you with her safety. It will be a temporary matter, until you return to your regular duties.”
“Trust him for what?” Zara asked.
“Rafe will be your bodyguard. He will protect you with his life.”


Chapter Four

Rafe held in a groan. He did not need this kind of trouble in his life. Protecting royalty wasn’t that big a deal—he’d been in charge of Prince Kardal’s security for three years. But guarding the king of Bahania’s newly found, soon-to-be-favorite daughter wasn’t his idea of a good time. Especially when the king had more in mind than her physical protection. King Hassan wouldn’t want anyone messing with Zara for any reason—including and probably especially sex.
Which meant his physical attraction toward her could be a one-way to ticket to a headless moment, should he be foolish enough to let his libido overrule his common sense. Not that he would ever let that happen.
“Your Highness,” he said, trying to figure out how to reason with the king without creating trouble.
Hassan waved away his concerns before he could even voice them. “As a temporary measure, Rafe. I’m not unmindful of your duties to my son-in-law.”
Zara glanced between them, obviously confused. “What are you two talking about?”
Cleo bounced off the sofa and fluffed her short blond hair. “What your new father is saying is that Rafe has been assigned to protect you with his very life. While I could be taken by terrorists and tortured, and everyone would just yawn.”
Hassan smiled at her. “Rafe will keep you under his care, as well,” he said. “While you are my guest, your safety is of equal concern. You are the most-beloved sister of the daughter of my heart’s desire.”
“Could I get that on a plaque?” Cleo asked.
“Perhaps a tapestry,” the king told her. “We could have the weaving women design one.”
“You have weaving women?” Cleo sounded horrified. “Is that what they do with their entire day? Weave? Do you…” Her voice trailed off as she caught the king’s smile. “You’re teasing me.”
“Yes.”
Cleo shrugged. “He’s got a sense of humor. Who knew?”
Zara didn’t respond. She still looked as if she was in shock. Hassan hugged her one last time.
“I leave you in the protection of your bodyguard. Rafe will make all the arrangements to move you into the palace. I look forward to seeing you there.”
With that, he was gone. Cleo shook her head. “This is amazing. Just like in a movie.”
Rafe wished it was a movie. Then he could get out of his seat and head back to his regular life. Instead he was stuck. He supposed that he could go to his boss and complain, but that would annoy King Hassan.
Zara folded her arms over her chest. “He can’t be serious. He wants you to be my bodyguard?”
“I’m more than qualified.”
She opened her mouth, then closed it. “This isn’t about your abilities, Rafe. It’s about being sane. Who on earth would want to hurt me? No one knows who I am.”
“You might be Hassan’s daughter. I know it sounds far-fetched, but go along with it for now, all right? This is a temporary situation.”
“Don’t you have a real job you’d rather be doing?”
He was supposed to be coordinating the development of an air force in Bahania, El Bahar and the City of Thieves. “That is going to have to wait for a while.”
Prince Kardal, his boss, would understand. At this point in the negotiations no one wanted to annoy King Hassan. Which meant Rafe would spend the next few weeks making sure Zara didn’t get so much as a splinter. It would mean long hours and close contact with the first woman to get his attention in years. Life had a hell of a sense of humor.
“Look at the bright side,” Cleo said. “At least the king didn’t throw you out on your butt. If anything, he seemed really happy to see you.”
Zara nodded. “I don’t know what to think about any of this. I guess we should head back to the hotel and pack up our stuff.”
Cleo did a couple of quick dance steps. “I’m gonna live in a palace,” she sang as she shimmied around the sofa. “And you wanted to go camping in Yellowstone instead of coming here.”
Zara headed for the door. “I’m beginning to think that would have been a better idea.”
 
“I don’t have any experience with this whole bodyguard thing,” Zara said as Rafe followed them back to their hotel. “Do you plan to go with me everywhere?”
“Pretty much.”
“Will you carry the groceries when we go to the supermarket?” Cleo asked.
“You won’t be doing grocery shopping,” Rafe told her.
Zara was still focused on the whole “go with her everywhere” concept. “I don’t have a very interesting life,” she admitted. “You’re going to get bored.”
“I’ll manage.”
They crossed the street and walked toward the entrance to the hotel where she and Cleo had stayed. Was this tall, dangerous man really going to shadow her, day and night? Was it possible?
“You know, you could just meet us at the palace,” she said. “We can take a cab.”
He didn’t bother answering.
A bodyguard? It was too weird to believe. Of course there was a chance that King Hassan might be her father, which put the whole bodyguard dilemma in perspective. Her life had suddenly taken on the unreal qualities of a visit to a fun house.
Zara had seen some physical similarities between herself and the king, but she hadn’t felt any kind of emotional connection. He’d been so sure and she’d wanted to head for home. It was one thing to be ten years old and long for a father to sweep into her life and give her the stability she’d always wanted. It was another to be grown-up, with a life of her own and find out she might be related to a ruling monarch.
When they reached the hotel, Rafe escorted them to their room. Once there, he actually checked the small space before allowing them to enter.
“Because terrorists might want to kidnap me?” she asked, slightly bemused as he stepped aside to let them in.
“Because I’m good at what I do.”
His blue eyes were just as cold as they’d always been, but now she found them less scary. Perhaps because he was her only link to sanity in this impossible situation.
Cleo headed into the hotel room. Rafe briefly touched Zara’s arm to detain her.
“I’m going to make some phone calls while you pack,” he said, pulling a cell phone from his coat pocket. “Don’t let anyone in the room but me.”
“Is there a code word?” she asked.
“Troublemaker.”
“I like that. I’ve always been a good girl.”
“It’s my job to make sure that doesn’t change.”
“Don’t tell Cleo. She’s always getting in trouble.”
“Cleo isn’t my concern.”
“Figures.” Zara glanced down the hall to make sure they were alone, then lowered her voice. “What if I don’t want to go live at the palace?”
“If you’re Hassan’s daughter, that’s where you belong.”
She asked him because there was no one else. And because she trusted him to tell her the truth. “If I am, it’s going to change everything, isn’t it?”
He didn’t answer. For several heartbeats they simply stared at each other. Zara became aware of a heat generated by the powerful man in front of her. Despite the strange situations she’d encountered in the past few hours, Rafe was a haven of safety. Which made no sense—the man had pulled a gun on her that morning.
She had the most ridiculous urge to cuddle up next to him, to feel his strong body pressing against hers as his arms held her close. She wanted to hear the steady beat of his heart. She wanted him to—
“You’d better get your packing done,” he said. “I’ll have a car here in twenty minutes.”
Zara stepped into the room. Obviously, she was the only one having any kind of fantasies. It was a little disheartening, but not a big surprise. Men had never been very interested in her that way. Maybe it was the glasses.
She pushed at the wire frames as she moved toward her suitcase tucked in a corner of the room.
“Isn’t this incredible?” Cleo asked as she came out of the bathroom, her arms filled with cosmetics. “We are going to be in a palace. I can’t believe it. I bet our rooms are amazing. Just that little bit we saw on the tour was fabulous, and those were the places where they allow the public. It’s probably even better in the private quarters. Zara? What’s wrong? You don’t look excited.”
“I’m in shock. All of this is happening too fast.”
“Yeah, but it’s great.”
Zara wanted to say that she didn’t agree, but she knew Cleo wouldn’t understand. To her sister the situation was simple. The king of Bahania might be Zara’s father—let’s have a party. Zara was more concerned with the reality of trying to fit in to that kind of a world. While she and her mother had never starved, they’d certainly never had a lot of money. Her idea of a luxurious vacation was one where she didn’t have to cook.
“I’ll deal with it later,” she told herself as she packed her clothes and put her toiletries into a carry-on bag.
When Rafe knocked on the door ten minutes later, they were ready to go.
“We can carry these down ourselves,” Zara said as he entered the room.
Instead of responding, he opened the door wider. Two men entered and picked up their heavy suitcases as if they were empty soda cans. Cleo looked at her and shrugged.
“Okay,” her sister said. “So the rich and royal live different. I can adjust!”
Zara followed her to the elevator and wasn’t the least bit surprised when they walked outside and found a limo waiting.
“Because a car isn’t good enough?” she asked, sliding into the back seat.
“I didn’t know how much luggage you’d have,” Rafe told her.
The two men finished with their bags and slammed the trunk. As they walked toward the front of the vehicle, one of them slipped off his jacket. Zara saw a shoulder holster as he shifted onto the front seat. She glared at Rafe who sat across from them.
“They’re armed?”
“Standard precaution.”
Not in her world. The small college town where she lived and worked barely required her to remember to pull the key out of her car ignition.
“Try not to think about it,” he said. “Once you’re within the walls of the palace, you won’t have to worry about any of that. You’re safe, and I’ll be close by.”
How close? she wanted to ask but didn’t. Somehow those words took on a whole new meaning where Rafe was concerned. Instead she glanced at her watch and realized that a mere eight hours ago she and Cleo had been eating breakfast in their hotel. Who knew a world could change so quickly?
“Tell me about the royal family,” she said to distract herself. “What are they going to think about me?”
“I doubt they’ll be too surprised. Hassan is known as a man who likes women.”
“Are there other illegitimate children?”
“Not that I’m aware of.”
He looked comfortable in his leather seat. That morning he’d been dressed like a desert nomad. Now he wore a suit, but he was trusted with her safety.
“Are you armed?” she asked.
“You have plenty of other things to worry about,” he told her.
She took that as a yes.
Cleo rubbed the soft seat. “There are princes, right? Four of them?”
Rafe nodded.
“Any of them married?”
“Cleo!” Zara glared at her sister. “We’re not here to make trouble.”
“I’m not interested in trouble. I’ve given up on men, remember. I just thought this is my one opportunity to meet a real prince instead of just reading about them in magazines.” She returned her attention to Rafe. “Are they young and good-looking?”
“They’re in their late twenties and early thirties,” he said. “I’m not in a position to comment on their appearance.”
“I suppose if one is a wealthy prince, appearance isn’t all that important.”
Zara eyed her sister’s short blond hair and curvy figure. “They’re going to love you,” she said mournfully. “Try not to complicate the situation.”
“I swear.” Cleo made an X over her heart.
Zara wasn’t impressed. Cleo might not go looking for trouble, but it could very well come looking for her. After all, Cleo attracted men the way magnets drew metal. She’d had her first date sometime in her first year of high school and had rarely been without a boyfriend—until recently, Zara reminded herself. Cleo had sworn off men a few months before. She wondered if that resolution would withstand the prince test.
They drove through the streets of the city. Traffic slowed their progress, and Zara had the urge to jump out and get lost in the crowd. With her luck she would trip and break something important.
“King Hassan isn’t married now, is he?” she asked.
“He’s between wives,” Rafe answered.
“I thought so. I did some research on the Internet. I remember reading that there are four princes, plus Princess Sabra.” She frowned. “The king says she goes by Sabrina, right?”
“Yes. What else did you learn?”
“Just about everything,” Cleo said, interrupting. “Zara is the queen of research. She could tell you the top three exports of Bahania, the gross national product and a lot of other boring facts designed to put a room of insomniacs to sleep.”
Zara ignored her. “I’m a college professor. Research is a big part of that.”
“What’s your subject?” he asked.
Cleo leaned forward. “Women’s studies. Our little princess-to-be is something of a feminist.”
Rafe winced.
“I’m not rabid about it,” Zara protested. “To change the subject to something more relevant—you need to persuade the king to agree to a blood test. We have to be sure that I’m his daughter.”
“I think it’s a little late for you to back out now,” he said.
Cleo gave a long-suffering sigh. “You’ve wanted this all your life. I can’t believe you’re questioning your good fortune.”
“Thinking about finding my father and actually finding him are two different things.”
The limo turned onto a private drive and passed between two large gates. Up ahead through the trees she could catch glimpses of the famed pink palace—home of the Bahanian royal family.
“Really different,” she breathed as the panic seeped in.
 
There were servants in the palace. Servants and guards and priceless treasures. All of this had probably been discussed on the tour, but Zara had been too nervous to pay attention. Of course anyone thinking about a palace would assume such things existed, but she hadn’t been thinking, either. At least not sensibly. So here she was, being led down a long corridor, led by servants and passing guards. It was enough to give a healthy person a heart attack.
Even the normally bubbly Cleo was subdued as they walked and walked, passing huge rooms filled with Western-style furniture and open areas with pillows and cushions instead of chairs and sofas. There were statues and fountains and tapestries and cats. Many, many cats.
Zara had heard about Hassan’s love of felines, but she hadn’t realized they had their run of the palace. At least the cats were clean and well behaved, she thought as one approached and sniffed the luggage.
Finally their party stopped in front of a large door in a corridor of many doors. The head servant of their group—an attractive woman in her late forties—opened the door and motioned for them to step inside. Zara turned to Rafe and impulsively gripped his arm.
“Are you going to be close by?”
She managed to get out the sentence before her body registered the heat of him radiating through his suit jacket sleeve. Her bones started to feel that melting sensation again, which was almost more than she could stand. It wasn’t enough that she was entering a world as unfamiliar to her as another planet. No, she also had to be incredibly sexually attracted to a man for the first time in her life.
Rafe’s blue eyes stared into hers. She prayed that he couldn’t know how she was reacting to him. His pity, not to mention the rejection, would be more than she could handle today.
“You’re my responsibility,” he told her. “I’ll be around and you’ll be fine.”
“What if I’m not?”
He smiled. A warm, friendly sort of smile that made her muscles quiver—because the bone melting wasn’t bad enough. Then he gently pushed her toward the door.
“Go on,” he said. “You might like it.”
“Liar.”
But there was no turning back. She drew in a deep breath and prepared to enter a new world.
They had not been assigned a room—instead there was a suite at their disposal. Zara’s first impression was of space and beauty. Cream-colored walls soared up at least fifteen feet. Opposite the door, floor-to-ceiling windows and glass doors allowed a view of the deep blue Arabian Sea beyond the large balcony. She had the brief thought that the water was the same color as Rafe’s eyes, then she told herself not to go there—it would only be dangerous and potentially humiliating.
Two sofas and several chairs formed a conversation group around a large square table made of inlaid wood. Large pillows were piled up in the corners of the room. Tapestries in deep blues and rose covered the pale walls, and underfoot an intricate tile pattern formed a maze.
“You each have a bedroom,” the woman said, motioning to identical doors on either side of the vast living room. “His Highness thought you would prefer to be together, but if you would rather have separate quarters, that can be arranged.”
She looked at Zara as she spoke. Zara glanced at Cleo, who shrugged.
“This is fine,” Zara told the woman. “The room is lovely.”
“If you will tell me which luggage goes in which room?”
Zara pointed to her two suitcases. A different servant took them to the left. Cleo’s were taken to the right. Zara trailed after her bags and found herself in a massive bedroom.
A four-poster bed stood in the center of the room. Two steps led up to the high mattress. Double doors led to the same balcony she’d seen from the main room. An oversize armoire held a television and DVD unit. Drawers below offered a selection of American and foreign movies.
Dazed and with her senses on overload, Zara moved into the bathroom where she nearly fainted with delight. A private walled garden grew at the edge of the tub. Sunlight dappled the tile floor, illuminating a long vanity and double sinks. The shower could easily hold five or six people, and there were baskets of shampoo, lotion and soaps, all from expensive boutiques. It was girl heaven.
Zara turned and saw the head servant waiting expectantly. “It’s beautiful,” she told her. “Everything is lovely.”
The woman smiled. “I will tell the king you are pleased. Would you like us to unpack for you?”
Zara thought about her discount clothes and the ratty state of some of her underwear. “Um, no. Thanks. We can manage.”
The woman bowed and left, taking the other servants with her. It was only then that she realized Rafe hadn’t followed her into her room. Where was he staying? Not that she needed to concern herself with the arrangements. No doubt the palace had plenty of room for her temporary bodyguard.
“Can you believe it?” Cleo asked.
Zara stepped into the living room. “What’s your room like?”
“Come see. It’s amazing. It’s something out of a movie or a dream.”
Cleo’s room was identical to Zara’s, right down to the baskets of soaps and lotions. Cleo climbed the two steps and threw herself on her bed.
“I’m never going home. This is fabulous. When I grow up, I want to be the daughter of a king, too.”
Zara laughed at her sister’s pleasure. “Wait until you see the harem.”
Cleo sat up, her eyes wide. “There’s a harem?”
Zara held up her hands. “I don’t know. I was kidding. I didn’t read anything about it. I have no idea how old the palace is, but it’s possible.”
“I’m going to ask the king the next time I see him.” Cleo flung herself back on the mattress. “I can’t believe I’m saying that. The next time I see the king. How did you get so lucky?”
Zara didn’t answer. While she, too, was overwhelmed by the luxury of the suite, she still felt uneasy about being in the palace. Everything was so unfamiliar. At least she and Cleo had each other.
A knock on the door drew her into the living room. She found herself hoping it was Rafe, checking up on her. Her heart beat faster at the thought, but when she pulled open the door, the person waiting in the hall was a woman.
Zara opened her mouth to say hello but had to close it without speaking. All rational thought fled. Her mind filled with thoughts, went blank, then exploded with questions.
The woman standing in front of her looked to be about her age. They were of similar height, although Zara was a couple of inches taller. But it was her face that captured Zara’s attention. The shape of the eyes and the mouth. The angle of the cheekbones. The similarities were striking, although the mystery woman was far more attractive. Zara’s stomach plunged for her toes.
“You must be Zara,” the young woman said. “I see what my father meant when he said we could almost be twins. At the very least, it’s obvious we’re sisters.”
They both had dark hair. Zara nervously pushed up her glasses. “So you must be Princess Sabra?”
The woman nodded. “Call me Sabrina.” She slipped past Zara and stepped into the suite. “Nice room. I heard you have a sister, but she’s not really your sister? Is that right?”
“I’m Cleo.”
Sabrina turned toward the voice, saw Cleo entering the living room and smiled. “Well, we don’t look anything alike. Is your hair really that color? It’s gorgeous.”
Cleo fingered her spiky blond hair. “This is me. I tried being a redhead for a while, but blond roots look really weird, let me tell you.”
Zara closed the door. She didn’t know what to think or say. This was her half sister. Princess Sabra…aka Sabrina. She was stunning in her elegant clothes. She wore slacks and a silk blouse that looked expensive. Zara fingered her own bargain cotton dress. Geometric gold earrings caught the light and there was a huge diamond on Sabrina’s left ring finger. She moved with an elegant grace that reminded Zara of her mother. Fiona had been forever trying to teach her to glide rather than stomp, but Zara had never learned the lesson.
The three of them stood awkwardly in the center of the room. Zara couldn’t escape the feeling of being a bad copy of a stunning original. As usual Cleo broke the ice.
“So what do we call you?” Cleo asked. “Your Highness?”
“Just Sabrina.”
“And you’re really a princess?”
“From the day I was born.” Sabrina moved to one of the sofas and motioned for them to join her.
“You sound American,” Cleo said, sitting at the opposite end of the same sofa. “The king has a bit of a Middle-Eastern accent.”
“I spent a lot of my life in California. I can, like, do the Valley Girl thing if it makes you more comfortable.”
Cleo grinned. “Cool. So you live here, now?”
“I live close by.”
Cleo pointed at her diamond. “Great ring.”
“Thank you.”
“Is there a husband to go along with that?”
“Absolutely. Prince Kardal. We’ve been married about a year.”
“A prince and princess. Just like in the fairy tales.” Cleo sighed. “I can’t believe we’re here. This is so not our regular life.”
Sabrina turned her dark gaze on Zara. “Where are you from?”
“Washington State. It’s in the northwest part of the country.”
“Zara’s a professor,” Cleo confided. “She’s really smart. I live about eighty miles away in Spokane where I manage a copy shop.”
“And now you’re in Bahania,” Sabrina said. The words sounded welcoming enough, but there was an edge to her tone that made Zara uncomfortable.
Did Sabrina resent her being there? Dumb question, she thought. She was a complete stranger who arrived from nowhere with a preposterous story about being King Hassan’s illegitimate daughter.
“I know this is unexpected,” Zara said quietly. “For all of us. I don’t know how much the king told you about why I’m here and all.”
“He mentioned that you had recently found some letters he had sent to your mother. Apparently theirs was a great love affair.”
Sabrina smiled, but there wasn’t any humor in her eyes. Zara folded her arms over her chest. She felt awkward and unwelcome. Sabrina was everything she herself was not—elegant, beautiful, well dressed. Zara was reminded of all the times she’d attended her mother’s dance classes and hadn’t been able to help tripping over her own feet. Eventually Fiona had given up trying to teach her daughter to be graceful.
“What I don’t understand is how the two of you ever became sisters,” Sabrina said.
Cleo shrugged. “It was just one of those things.” She began telling the story.
Zara listened for a few minutes, then quietly rose and headed for the French doors. Maybe a few minutes outside would clear her head…or at least help her feel more as if she belonged here. Not that she did.
She stepped out onto the balcony and caught her breath. The city stretched out on either side of the palace. She could see a few buildings over the treetops of the lush gardens surrounding the royal lands. More impressive than that was her view of the ocean. She walked to the railing and leaned against the warm metal. The soft, heavy air covered her in a hot blanket. She could smell exotic flowers and a faint scent of the ocean beyond. She’d never seen anything so lovely.
And yet she desperately wanted to go home. How stupid was that? She was on the verge of having every fantasy ever come true and her heart’s desire was to bolt for safety. She was a coward—or an idiot. Maybe both.
She closed her eyes and let the heat seep into her. The sun had moved low toward the horizon. It was nearly sunset. She felt as if she’d traveled a thousand miles in just one day.
She heard a sound behind her. Before she could turn, she heard a familiar voice that sent shivers dancing along her spine.
“Want to talk about it?”


Chapter Five

Zara turned and found Rafe lounging in the doorway to the room next to hers. On cue, her bones began their slow dissolve and her heart performed a steady but disconcerting cha-cha. He’d removed his jacket and loosened his tie. What was it about a man in semidisarray that sent the most sensible woman on the planet into emotional regression?
“Are we neighbors?” she asked, doing her darnedest to keep her voice from coming out in a squeak.
“As your temporary bodyguard it’s necessary for me to stay close.”
Was it her imagination or did his voice sound more like a purr? Or maybe she was being affected by all the cats in the palace.
“I’m sorry they made you move quarters.”
He shrugged. “It’s no big deal. Are you getting settled?”
“Some. The suite is huge. I think the bathroom has more square feet than my town house back home. Everything is lovely.”
She turned back to face the water. When Rafe joined her at the balcony, she told herself not to read too much into his actions. A man like him would never be interested in a woman like her. If all the disasters that made up her personal life weren’t enough to remind her of her unfortunate past, there was always Jon.
“You don’t sound very excited,” Rafe said. “Having second thoughts?”
“Try five hundredth thoughts.”
“You came looking for your father for a reason. You must have wanted to find him.”
“I did. I know it’s not logical to be questioning everything now. I should shut up and be grateful.”
“Maybe. At least he was happy to see you.”
She nodded. “Too happy. His reaction is all about Fiona. He doesn’t know me, yet.” She pointed to the water. “Look at where we’re standing. How is this possible?”
“The palace occupies some great real estate. At least your father isn’t a used-camel dealer.”
Despite her confusion and Rafe’s nearness, she smiled. “I don’t believe there is such a thing.”
Rafe looked at her and smiled slightly. “Sure there is. The aftermarket for camels is a booming business.”
The sight of his smile turned her heart’s cha-cha into a tango. A tiny quivering need took up residence in her stomach. For reasons she didn’t understand, something about this man got to her on a very primitive level. She would have to remember to try not to drool in front of him.
“What do you do here?” she asked. “You’re an American. How did you get to Bahania?”
“Same way as you. By plane.” He straightened and leaned one narrow hip against the railing. “Actually I work for Princess Sabrina’s husband—Prince Kardal. I’m a security and tactical expert.”
“That doesn’t tell me much.”
“You’d find my work very boring.”
She doubted that, but decided not to press. There might be a very good reason Rafe was being reticent. At this point she hardly needed more information. She was already too close to overload.
“I’ve met Princess Sabrina,” she said. “She’s inside making friends with Cleo.”
“Your sister is very friendly.”
That was hardly news. “I know. I’m the smart one. She’s the funny, sexy, adorable one. At least she can distract all the family members so they don’t notice me.”
“Oh, they’ll notice.”
She shook her head. “If you’re trying to make me feel better, you’re doing a lousy job. I hate meeting a lot of people at once. I can never get the names straight and I doubt the royal family will consent to wear name tags.”
“Probably not. But there are compensations. Look at the palace.”
“I’m not in it for the money.”
“I almost believe you.”
He spoke so lightly that at first she thought he was kidding, but when she glanced at him, she saw the truth in his blue eyes.
“I thought we’d covered this material,” she told him. “You all but accused me of wanting to blackmail the king. After you checked me out, I thought you’d changed your mind.”
“I’m 98 percent convinced.”
“Tell me when you are 100 percent.”
“I will.
”She straightened and walked toward a bench between the doors to their rooms. “Is that what everyone is going to be thinking?” she asked as she sat down. “That I’m some horrible person out for what I can get?”
“The king doesn’t think that and his is the only opinion that matters.”
Zara wasn’t so sure about that. She found herself caring about Rafe’s good opinion. Of course that was more about her hormones than anything else.
“At least this situation puts the rest of my life in perspective,” she said.
“Just think about the excitement of being a princess.”
Princess? She hadn’t thought that part of it through. “No,” she said without thinking. “That’s not possible.”
Cleo would jump at the chance, but then, her sister had more of a princess personality. Zara rubbed her temples as she held in a groan. Cleo was the charming one. She could talk to anyone and men adored her. She, Zara, was painfully shy, awkward with strangers and had a horrible track record with men. In the past couple of years she’d begun to think there was something seriously wrong with her.
“Zara?”
She looked up and saw that Rafe had settled on the far end of the bench. She angled toward him. “This will never work. I’m hardly princess material. I barely know anything about Bahania, either the country or the customs. I’m sure to put a foot wrong. I’m not sophisticated or pretty. I’m a college professor from a small town no one has heard of. My idea of an exciting Friday night is going to a basketball game by myself. I can’t even get a date. My God, if everyone thought I was a freak before because I was a virgin, what are they going to think now?”
Her words hung in the late-afternoon heat. Zara blinked several times, hoping she hadn’t actually said her thoughts aloud. Unfortunately, the stunned expression on Rafe’s face told her that she had.
Humiliation washed over her. She felt her cheeks flame and started to get to her feet.
“Forget I said that,” she mumbled, just as his hand settled on her forearm.
“Don’t even think about going anywhere.”
She sank back on her seat and ducked her head. “I didn’t mean it.”
“Which part?”
“All of it.”
“There you are.”
Zara looked up, grateful for the interruption. Sabrina had stepped out onto the balcony. Rafe rose to his feet. Sabrina shot him a look.
“Oh, please,” she said with a laugh. “You’re going all formal on me now?”
“We’re in a different place.”
Sabrina sighed, her smile fading. “Tell me about it.” She turned her attention to Zara, who also stood. “I wanted to let you know that you and Cleo have been invited to a formal dinner tomorrow night. My father is entertaining several visiting dignitaries. My brothers will be there, as well. It’s a good opportunity for you to meet the family.”
The world began to spin. Zara tried to breathe but couldn’t. “A f-formal dinner?” she stuttered. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea.”
“Sorry. The king insists.” Sabrina didn’t look all that sorry. “Don’t worry. You won’t be expected to do much more than show up and chat with some of the guests.”
“But my presence isn’t appropriate. We don’t even know for sure that I’m his daughter.”
“The king specifically said he wants you and Cleo there. If you plan not to attend, I suggest you take it up with him.”
“Not a good idea,” Rafe said quickly, as if he really thought she might complain to King Hassan that she didn’t want to accept his invitation. Not that she did, but she wasn’t about to share the fact publicly.
Even though she was standing outdoors, she felt walls closing in around her. “I, ah, don’t have anything to wear.” Or the ability to pay for a dress that nice. Still, that was why they’d invented credit cards. She’d have to deal with the blow to her budget later. “Is there a store nearby where Cleo and I can shop?”
Sabrina sighed. “I could loan you something.” She looked Zara up and down. “You’re taller and thinner, which is a little annoying, but I think I can recover. I’ll see what I can find.”
Zara couldn’t tell if the princess was kidding or not. She had a bad feeling that Sabrina didn’t like her, although she didn’t know why. She wouldn’t have thought she’d been in town long enough to annoy anyone.
“You’re very kind,” Zara said, trying to sound gracious.
“Whatever.” Sabrina turned to leave, then paused. “Although there won’t be an official announcement about who you are, people are bound to notice the likeness. So be prepared to be the center of attention. No one will be rude enough to ask outright, but they will hint.”
With that, she gave a smile and headed back into Zara’s room. Zara sank back on the bench.
“Why does she hate me?”
She expected Rafe to deny any such emotion. When he didn’t say anything right away, she glanced at him. He’d shoved his hands into his pockets and looked almost uncomfortable with the question.
“She doesn’t hate you…exactly.”
Zara closed her eyes. “What does that mean?”
“It’s a long story.”
“I don’t seem to have any formal engagements until tomorrow.”
Rafe settled next to her again. “Sabrina’s parents married in haste, as they say. By the time she came along, there was already trouble in the relationship. They divorced fairly quickly, and when her mother asked permission for her to be taken out of Bahania, the king agreed. Sabrina was raised spending the school year with her mother in California and her summers here.”
Zara shook her head. “Wait a minute. What do you mean ‘her mother asked permission to take her out of the country’?”
“Bahanian law requires that royal children be raised within the borders of the country. It’s not that uncommon. El Bahar has similar requirements. While royal couples can divorce, they can’t take their children away. That way the monarchy ensures that the heirs are raised knowing about their country and their people.”
Zara thought that made sense, although it was difficult to relate to. “So Sabrina was a child of both countries. Why is that bad?”
“No prince or princess had been allowed to leave before. In essence, Hassan didn’t care enough about his daughter to keep her around.”
Zara didn’t like the sound of that. “Maybe he did care. Maybe her mother loved her so much that—”
Rafe cut her off with a shake of his head. “Neither of Sabrina’s parents were very interested in her. She was shuttled back and forth all her life, left in the care of nannies and maids. Sabrina’s an intelligent woman. She was an excellent student, but neither of her parents noticed. Because her mother lived something of a wild life, the press assumed the same about Sabrina, even though it wasn’t true. Then her father arranged a marriage for her without consulting her. For her it was the last straw.”
“What happened?”
He hesitated. “She ran away. It turned out well in the end. She married Prince Kardal and they’re very happy together. However she and her father have only recently reconciled.”
Zara got it right away. “So after twenty-plus years, they’re finally starting to connect, but she’s still bitter about all the years before. I show up out of nowhere and he welcomes me with open arms.”
“Exactly.”
Zara leaned back into the bench and groaned. “I’ve been in the palace less than three hours and I already have an enemy. What’s going to be next?”
 
Rafe found Prince Kardal in the security briefing room going over plans.
“Do you know how expensive the planes are going to be?” the prince asked when he entered.
“Yes.” Rafe slid into the seat across from his boss.
Like most modern rulers, Prince Kardal wore a suit rather than traditional garments. When he was home with his own people, he frequently returned to the old ways, but not while visiting a head of state—and his father-in-law.
Kardal, a tall, dark-haired man, tossed the plans to the table. “Technology isn’t cheap. I miss the old days, when we could patrol our country on camels.”
Rafe laughed. “Kardal, you’re barely in your thirties. You’re too young to remember those days.”
The prince grinned. “Perhaps.” He stretched. “I know why you have come to see me.”
“I bet. You heard about Zara?”
“Is that her name?”
“Yes. Zara Paxton. She’s a college professor from the Pacific Northwest. Some small town near Idaho.”
Kardal raised his eyebrows. “Is it true? Is she Hassan’s daughter?”
“Maybe.” He shook his head. “Probably. The king needs to be sure, which means blood tests. But right now he’s too excited to think logically. You know how he gets.”
Kardal reached under his shirt cuff and touched the thick, gold slave bracelet there. “Yes, I know. Has Sabrina met with her?”
Rafe nodded. “She came by Zara’s room about an hour ago.”
“She cannot be happy about her father’s enthusiasm.”
“No.” Which brought Rafe to another awkward point. “He’s asked me to watch over Zara. Be a temporary bodyguard.”
Kardal didn’t say anything for a long time. Then the corners of his mouth turned up and he laughed.
Rafe shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Yeah, it’s a real knee-slapper. Thanks for the support.”
Kardal didn’t bother to apologize. He laughed a little longer, then finally spoke. “What is she like, this college professor?”
“Scared.” He thought of Zara’s pretty face and the questions in her eyes. “She’s overwhelmed by all that has happened. I don’t think she was expecting to be moved into the palace so quickly.”
Zara was as prepared to handle this as a rabbit was prepared to take on a pack of wolves. If she wasn’t careful she was going to be eaten alive. He couldn’t believe he was actually worried about her, but he was, dammit. What was wrong with him? He wasn’t a good person. He didn’t have altruistic feelings.
“Do you like her?” Kardal asked.
“I don’t know her.”
“You know what I mean.”
Rafe did know. His boss wanted to know what Rafe felt in his gut. Was she someone to be trusted?
“She’s all right,” he said grudgingly.
“Such high praise will turn her head,” Kardal teased. “So the king has requested you guard the treasure that is his daughter. We have at least three weeks until we return to the City of Thieves. I believe I can spare you, if you wish to honor the king’s request.”
“We both know it wasn’t a request,” Rafe grumbled.
“You are not his to command. You may certainly tell him no.”
“I don’t think so.”
“You tell me no constantly.”
“That’s different. You can be reasoned with. Hassan isn’t acting like a king, he’s acting like a father. I don’t want to annoy him just as we’re setting up the joint air force.”
The corners of Kardal’s mouth twitched again. “So the mighty hunter will be forced to guard a mere woman. However will your pride survive?”
Rafe wasn’t all that worried about his pride. He’d had worse duty in his life. What made him nervous was his attraction to Zara. She’d reminded him of what it was like to want a woman. Only this woman was completely off-limits. Not only was she under his protection, she was the king’s daughter and a virgin. He still couldn’t believe she’d blurted out that particular fact, but saw no reason why she would lie. Which meant she was telling the truth. Which also meant if he wanted to keep his head firmly on his shoulders, he was going to have to keep his pants zipped and his mind on business.
 
Zara awakened sometime after midnight. She was impressed that she’d been able to sleep at all what with all the strange thoughts and images zooming through her brain. As she opened her eyes, she half expected to find herself back in her modest hotel room—or even in her bedroom in Washington State. As if this entire experience had been a dream. But instead, she found herself staring at unfamiliar yet luxurious furnishings.
She was really here—really in the Bahanian royal palace after meeting the man who could be her father—probably was her father. A thousand questions filled her brain. Realizing that sleep was now impossible, she collected her robe and glasses, then climbed out of her bed. She crossed to the French doors leading out to the balcony and stepped into the darkness.
She was instantly assaulted by the scent of the garden and the faint fragrance of the sea. Brine added an edge to the sweetness of hundreds of flowers that were little more than blurs in the starlight. A soft, warm breeze made her pull her robe more tightly around her body.
She raised her head, staring at the sky. The stars seemed different. Her memories of her lone astronomy class had faded to the point where she couldn’t remember if being halfway around the world meant she really was seeing different stars. If she were in a different hemisphere, there were different stars. She recalled that much. But here in Bahania—
“You’re looking serious about something.”
Rafe’s voice came out of the darkness by his room. Zara supposed she should have been shocked, or even afraid. Instead she found herself eager for his company. She took a step toward where she guessed he was standing, then remembered it was the middle of the night and she wasn’t dressed to receive visitors.
“I was trying to figure out if these are the same stars I see when I’m home,” she said.
“Some would be, although they’d rise and set at different times.”
He stepped toward her, just close enough for a shaft of light from a nearby window to fall on him. She saw that he’d changed into jeans and a T-shirt. His short blond hair looked faintly mussed, as if he’d been asleep. His feet were bare. The realization made her own toes curl slightly at the implied intimacy. They’d both been asleep. She wore a nightgown and robe. Underneath, she had on panties and nothing else. Despite the layers of her clothing, she felt exposed and extremely aware of him as a man.
A sensible woman would have ducked back into her room. Zara knew that she was naturally sensible, that her sister was not, and most of the time Cleo had way more fun. Maybe it was time to see how the other half lived.
She took a single step toward Rafe. “I couldn’t sleep. I guess it’s all the excitement.”
“That makes sense. It’s been less than twenty-four hours and your entire world is different.”
Had it only been a single day? She felt that she’d known him much longer.
He motioned to the bench they’d shared before. “Come on. I’ll tell you a bedtime story.”
The low intimacy of his voice sent shivers up her spine. Rafe wasn’t like anyone she’d ever met. He was strong and took charge: very different from the academic sort she was used to.
She moved to the bench and sat. Rafe settled next to her, not crowding her, but sitting close enough for her to be incredibly aware of him. He breathed deeply, each inhale filling his chest. In the semidarkness, his blue eyes looked more black…and bottomless. She studied the shape of his strong jaw and the way the stubble growing there emphasized the hollows and planes of his features.
He shifted slightly, causing muscles to ripple. She thought about the feel of his body on hers when he’d attacked her and the way he’d held a gun to her head.
“Who are you?” she asked. “Earlier today you were dressed in traditional garments, yet you had a gun and were in the palace. You know the king well enough to get in to see him just by asking. You’re an American, yet you’re obviously comfortable in this foreign country.”
He shrugged. “I’m just a guy doing his job. Currently that means keeping you safe.”
“You know what I mean, Rafe.”
“Yeah, I know, but I’m not going to tell you.”
“I’m a good security risk.”
He turned to face her, his dark eyes lasering into hers. “I don’t know that yet. Until I’m sure, I won’t be spilling any state secrets.”
His intensity made her squirm. “Do you know any?” she asked lightly.
His teeth flashed as he smiled. “Just the one about turning straw into gold.”
“That’s an important one.”
He briefly touched her shoulder. “Don’t take it personally,” he said. “If you stick around long enough, you’ll find out who I am and what I do. For now it’s enough that you know that I usually work for Sabrina’s husband.”
She’d felt the pressure of his fingertips all the way down to her fingers. A distinct tingling there made her want to make a fist.
“Can you talk about what you did before that?”
He leaned back into the bench. “I spent a few years with a private paramilitary organization. They contracted with the government, taking care of things that couldn’t be legally sanctioned.”
She blinked. “Things like what?”
His smile faded. “Let your imagination run wild. Small wars, finding terrorists, preventing kidnappings.”
He spoke matter-of-factly. As if he’d simply helped a group of kids to cross the street. Zara knew it was much more than that. Whatever he’d done had been dangerous and scary—a far cry from her quiet, academic life.
“And before that?” she asked.
“I was in the army. I went to college on an ROTC scholarship, then I spent ten years serving my country.”
She glanced at his short hair and his straight posture. She could imagine him in uniform, leading troops into battle. No doubt he’d been cool under fire.
“It’s a long way from the military to the wilds of Bahania,” she murmured. “Do you miss it?”
“The States or the army?”
“Either. Both.”
“Sometimes. I was too much of a rebel to advance much more in my career. I got out while everyone thought I was a hero. As for missing the States, there are places I’d like to see again. I don’t have an actual home I long for. I’ve always been one to move around.”
That sounded familiar. She’d lost track of the number of times Fiona had made them move. “What about family?” she asked.
Nothing about Rafe changed, yet she would have sworn that an invisible wall came down between them.
“No family,” he said easily.
He had to have some kind of family somewhere. He hadn’t just hatched under a rock. But her years with Cleo had taught her that there were some things people didn’t want to talk about.
Was he married?
The question appeared in her brain, but she couldn’t force the words out. They implied an interest, which, while it might be true, made her uncomfortable.
“Any kids?” she asked instead.
Rafe shifted so that he angled toward her, placing one arm along the back of the bench. His fingers were millimeters from her shoulder. She almost couldn’t breathe.
“I’m not married, Zara.”
The statement danced against her spine like hot water sizzling on a stove. She felt herself blushing, then figured it was dark enough that it didn’t matter. He wouldn’t be able to tell. Or maybe he would, she thought, glancing at him and quickly looking away when she caught him staring. He was the kind of man who just might notice everything about a woman.
“I didn’t ask about a wife,” she clarified, as if he would be fooled.
“Of course not.” He flashed her another smile. “So tell me about your life before becoming a princess.”
She groaned. In the past few minutes of conversation she’d managed to forget her predicament. “Cleo already mentioned that I’m a college professor. I teach women’s studies at a university in eastern Washington state.”
“Tell me about your mom.”
Zara’s entire face changed. Rafe watched as the embarrassment fled, replaced by a look of love so private that he nearly looked away.
“She was amazing.” Zara sounded wistful as she spoke. “So beautiful and talented. She was a dancer for years. After she had me, she taught dance and got involved with community theater. Eventually she started directing.”
“Do you look like her?”
“No.” She drew her knees to her chest, careful to keep her nightgown and robe covering every inch of her, then rested her chin on her knees. “I suppose I’m tall like her, and skinny. But she had curves, which I do not. And she was graceful. I can barely walk through a room without knocking things over.”
“Tell me about growing up.”
Her mouth pulled straight, then twisted. “We moved around a lot. I think my mom had a giant case of wanderlust. Part of it might have been to keep King Hassan from finding her, but most of it was that she liked to be in different places. I think in a perfect world, she would have been part of a dance troupe that traveled all the time.”
“But she wasn’t. And she had a child.”
Zara nodded, her long, wavy hair swaying slightly with the movement. Earlier that day, she’d worn her hair back in a braid, but tonight it was loose. Rafe found himself wanting to slip his fingers through the strands to find out if it was as soft as it looked. He wanted to breathe in the scent of her hair, of her body, and taste every part of her with—
He grabbed hold of his wayward desire and firmly quashed it. Zara was his responsibility. No way was he going to give in to an urge, no matter how strong.
“She really tried to stay in one place,” Zara told him. “But it wasn’t her nature. She used to apologize when she needed to move on. I was constantly the new kid, which was really hard for me. I didn’t make friends easily. So I escaped into books. Growing up I learned to lose myself in a good story. I spent a lot of time in the library.”
Her world sounded lonely. He could relate to that. “What about dance classes? Didn’t you say your mother was a teacher?”
She laughed. “She was a fabulous instructor, but I wasn’t kidding about being a klutz. For a while my mom took it as a personal insult that her own flesh and blood couldn’t perform a few basic dance steps. Eventually she decided to give up and stop torturing us both.”
“I doubt it was that bad.”
Zara sat up enough to make an X on her chest. “I’m not lying. It was horrible. Cleo did better than me at dance class, but she was never that interested.”
“How did Cleo come to be with you?” he asked.
Zara shrugged. “Cleo always makes a joke about it, talking like she was a puppy picked up at the pound. Unfortunately, it’s not all that far from the truth. I don’t remember the details—I was only fourteen and not really paying attention. There was some kind of temporary crisis in the foster care system with too many kids and not enough homes. An appeal was made to the public. My mom thought it would be fun for me to have a younger sister. One day Cleo was there.”
She smiled slightly, as if at a memory. “We didn’t really get along at first. She was ten and angry at the world. She never knew her father, and her mother did drugs and couldn’t keep a job. Cleo grew up in shelters and on the street. She used to hoard food and refuse to talk. At night she would cry in her sleep. The next time Fiona moved us, Cleo came along and that was it. There was no formal adoption. Eventually Cleo and I became close. We might not have a lot in common, but we were each other’s best friend.”
“The state never came looking for her?”
“Not really. I’m still not sure what happened—if her paperwork got lost or if they couldn’t find us. By the time Cleo was fourteen we were in Arizona, then California after that. Fiona died when I was twenty. Cleo was sixteen. We stayed together, doing our best not to draw attention to ourselves. We were afraid Social Services would take her away until she turned eighteen. Fortunately no one found out.”
“You raised her by yourself?”
Zara laughed. “Cleo would get really annoyed if she heard you describe it that way. She was pretty grown-up. Way more street smart than I’ve ever been. She lived with me, and we looked out for each other.”
“You must have been in college by then.”
“I was. Fiona had insurance, which surprised us. She wasn’t usually that much into the details. It was enough to pay for the rest of my education and Cleo’s, if she’d wanted to go to school. But she wasn’t that interested. Instead she went out and got a job.”
Hers was a normal world he couldn’t relate to. Rafe supposed at one time he’d lived in a suburb with parents and maybe a dog, but he couldn’t remember anything like that. All he could recall was being alone.
“What made you decide to go into teaching?” he asked.
“I didn’t know what I wanted to do,” she admitted. “When I applied to graduate school, I got into a program where the grad students teach a freshman class. It was my first experience in front of a group. Initially I was nervous, but then I found I really liked it.”
He wondered how many of her students had a crush on her.
She raised her head and stared out into the darkness of the sea. “I live in farm country,” she said quietly. “Lots of rolling hills of wheat and canola. There isn’t all that much to do and the closest big city is nearly a hundred miles away. I can’t imagine a place more different than Bahania.”
“Or the palace,” he reminded her.
“I don’t want to think about it. This isn’t anything I’m prepared for. I have no social skills or diplomatic training. What if I offend some important person and create an international incident?”
“They’re harder to create than you might think. The greater danger is that some sheik is going to take a liking to you and kidnap you.”
She laughed. “Oh, yeah, that’s so likely. Besides as my temporary bodyguard, you’re supposed to prevent that sort of thing.”
“I’ll do my best.”
Which was the truth. Equally true was his desire to kidnap her himself. A couple of weeks in a private paradise would go a long way toward easing his throbbing need. Rafe studied Zara’s delicate profile and wondered why this particular woman got to him. What arrangement of scents, sights and sounds made him want to forget his permanent rule of never getting involved with anyone who wasn’t a player? Reminding himself that she claimed to be innocent—and why would a woman lie about that?—not to mention the daughter of a king, ought to be enough to keep him in line.
“Speaking of sheiks…” She turned and looked at him. “Why were you dressed in traditional desert clothes earlier today?”
He didn’t want to answer that question, so he distracted her with one of his own. “Why are you a virgin?”


Chapter Six

Zara’s feet hit the balcony floor with a thud. “I can’t believe you’re asking me that,” she said, horrified, humiliated and barely able to speak. Heat flared on her face. Once again she was grateful for the darkness. “It’s a very personal matter and not one I’m willing to discuss with you.” Or anyone.
Rafe didn’t look the least bit intimidated by her outburst or chagrined by her response. “You’re the one who brought it up,” he reminded her. “It’s not the sort of information a guy forgets.”
“Well, you should forget it. It’s none of your business.”
Unless he wanted to make it his business.
A zing of anticipation zipped through her midsection. What if Rafe found her…attractive? Zara dismissed the thought as soon as it appeared. Daydreams were fine when one was alone and the object of one’s musings was a famous movie star. But this was real life. She had no business fantasizing about someone who actually existed. Especially not someone like him.
“Come on, Zara. You can tell me. How did an attractive, sexy woman like you avoid the come-ons of all those professor types?”
Sexy? He thought she was sexy? Before the zing could turn into something bigger and better, she reminded herself that he was being nice to her because it was his job. If Rafe was interested in one of the Paxton sisters he would be far more likely to go seek out Cleo. Men had been sniffing around her since Cleo had turned fourteen. While her sister had been on every guy’s wish list, Zara had spent her weekends alone.
“There have been fewer come-ons than one might think.”
“I don’t believe you.”
She glared at him. “Are you deliberately trying to humiliate me?”
“No. I’m deliberately trying to understand.”
She stood and walked to the balcony, standing with her back to the sea. She didn’t think he was being mean. A part of her wanted to believe that Rafe found her attractive. She sighed. Was this before or after aliens landed and delivered the secret to the universe?
“I never had much luck with dating,” she said, staring at a spot over his head. “I was too tall, too smart and too skinny. Plus with all the moving around, I never exactly found a place where I fit in. I didn’t date in high school, and in college I was slow to make friends. About the time I finally had a group of people I trusted and a few boys who might have been interested, my mom died. Not only did I have to deal with that, but Cleo moved in with me. We had the combination of our loss and our fear of being discovered and her taken away. That pretty much nipped any potential relationships in the bud.”
She crossed her arms over her chest. “Are you sure you want to hear this?”
“Absolutely.”
She wanted to ask why. No doubt he was simply being polite. No doubt she should excuse herself and head back to her room. Except she enjoyed standing in the dark, talking with him. As Cleo was forever reminding her—she was way too much of a dreamer.
“I moved to Washington State to attend graduate school,” she said. “So it was a while before I met people and got settled. There were a few guys, but no one special. Then I met Jon.”
Rafe stretched his legs out in front of him. “Why don’t I like this guy?”
“I don’t know. He was very nice. Charming. Funny. He was an administrator at the college. We got along really well.” She hesitated. No way was she going to tell Rafe that there hadn’t been any passion between them. At least not on his side. “He changed me,” she said instead. “I can’t explain it. He made suggestions about my clothes—things that helped me feel more attractive.”
Rafe stared at her. “A guy had suggestions about your clothes? I assume this was more than asking you to take them off.”
“Of course. He never—” She pressed her lips together. “We didn’t exactly, you know.”
“You weren’t lovers.”
She closed her eyes, then forced herself to open them and meet his steady gaze. “No. We were not.” She cleared her throat. “But there were other compensations and when Jon proposed, I accepted.”
Rafe sprang to his feet. “You married the guy?”
“Not exactly.”
He stalked over to the railing and stood next to her. Really, the man was unreasonably tall. She hated that she had to tilt her head to look at him.
“We were engaged for a time.”
“How long?”
“Two years.”
“Two years!” His voice exploded into the quiet of the night. “Are you kidding?” He spoke more quietly. “You were engaged to this guy for two years and you never slept with him.”
“We wanted to wait.”
“For what? Nuclear winter?”
“Some people prefer the sanctity of marriage.”
Rafe shook his head. “This afternoon you were complaining that if you were really a princess you would never get the chance to have sex. That doesn’t sound like a ‘sanctity of marriage’ argument to me.”
She sighed. “All right. Perhaps I didn’t agree with what we were doing, but I could hardly force the man. By that time I was twenty-six, nearly twenty-seven and I was very ready to see what all the fuss was about.”
“Did you confront this bozo?”
“No. Three weeks before the wedding, Jon told me that he wanted to break off our engagement. He’d been wrestling with some issues that could no longer be ignored.”
Rafe swore. “He was gay, right?”
Zara’s mouth dropped open. “How did you know?”
“The guy helped you pick out clothes. Most men can barely dress themselves and if it’s more complicated than a navy-blue suit or jeans, forget it. Plus, going two years without sex, especially when he had a hot fiancée who was more than willing—it doesn’t make sense any other way.”
Hot? Zara wanted to ask him if he’d really said the word. Did Rafe think she was hot? Her? She’d never really developed breasts, not serious ones like Cleo’s. She was tall and skinny, not short, curvy and irresistible. She must not have heard him correctly.
“So what happened when he told you?” he asked.
It took her a second to figure out what he was talking about. “I was crushed,” she admitted. “And humiliated. The university is in a small town. Everyone knew, and it didn’t take them long to find out why. When I was ready to start dating again, I felt like every guy worried that I’d turn him gay.”
Rafe chuckled. “Not likely.”
“I guess, but I’d also reached an age where being a virgin was strange. The situation is only getting worse with time. The last two men I went out with disappeared when I confessed all. What if I really am Hassan’s daughter? I’ll never get a date again and if I do, no one is going to sleep with me. Being a virgin princess is not my idea of a good time.”
Rafe laughed. He threw back his head and enjoyed the moment, ignoring her sniff of indignation.
“Easy for you to have a good chuckle,” she grumbled. “You aren’t the one who could live her life in a fishbowl. You aren’t the one who has to explain this after a few dates.”
“You know, you could just wait for marriage,” Rafe offered helpfully.
“I don’t think I’m ever going to get married,” she said. “Not if I don’t date, which is getting more and more difficult. It’s only going to be worse, now. Besides, I thought it might be nice to have a little experience. I’m not interested in sleeping with an entire football team, but I would like to see at least one guy naked before I die.”
Rafe couldn’t believe they were having this conversation. For one thing, he didn’t think there were any more twenty-eight-year-old virgins left. Which proved Zara’s point—not that he was about to tell her that. For another, he was damned tempted to volunteer his services. She was welcome to see him naked anytime she wanted. She could even touch. Of course then he would want to touch back, and that was only going to lead to trouble.
“You have the strangest look on your face,” she told him.
“I’ll bet.”
Just thinking about her looking at him was making him hard. This whole situation was going to be nothing but trouble. He could feel it down to his bones.
“You’re going to have to be careful,” he said. “Once word gets out that you’re Hassan’s daughter, everything is going to change.”
She turned and faced the water. “We don’t know that I am his daughter.”
“Do you really have doubts?”
She slowly shook her head. “I want to, but I know it in my heart.”
“I agree with you on that one. Which means the media is going to be all over you. You’ll become the flavor of the month, and that’s going to bring out all kinds of men. They’ll want to take advantage of you.”
He winced as he spoke the old-fashioned phrase, but didn’t know another way to say what he meant.
Zara smiled. “I have nothing to offer. Being Hassan’s daughter isn’t going to change that.”
“You’re wrong. You’ll have connections to the royal family. Your father is a king, you’ll be a princess. I’m sure Hassan will make you rich in your own right.”
She rested her forearms on the balcony and leaned forward. “It sounded better from half a world away. Back home I could dream about the possibilities. Now it’s all just scary.” She turned her head and glanced at him. “I don’t suppose I could persuade him not to give me any money.”
“I don’t think so. The king is pretty stubborn.”
“Great. So I get to be popular for all the wrong reasons. How am I supposed to know if the people I meet like me for me or because I’m Hassan’s daughter?”
“I can’t answer that.” He would be far better at planning a kidnapping or taking out a foreign government.
Zara nodded. “It’s really late, and we should both try to sleep. You’ve been really sweet to stay out here and talk to me, but I’m sure you’d rather be in bed.”
She’d read his mind, he thought. Unfortunately they were thinking about two different kinds of “in bed.” She meant alone and he wanted to be with her.
“Good night, Zara.”
“Night.”
He waited until she walked back into her bedroom before sitting back on the bench. As he stared at the stars in the desert sky, he willed his body to return to normal.
But the need was slow to leave him and it was nearly dawn before he finally closed his eyes and slept.
 
The Princess Sabra…aka Sabrina…did not make good on her promise to lend her new sister clothes. Instead, the following afternoon shortly before two there was a knock on the suite door.
Zara stopped pacing long enough to watch Cleo answer it. So far she’d had a short but intense meeting with her father, and someone from his office had delivered a thick pile of reports, books and brochures on Bahania and the ruling family. Zara couldn’t shake the feeling that she was going to get grilled on the information sometime later.
“Maybe it’s the guy who’s gonna give you your pop quiz,” Cleo said cheerfully as she opened the door.
But the people who waited in the hallway obviously had nothing to do with tests or questions. Three loudly speaking, broadly gesturing French women entered the suite followed by servants pushing large clothing racks. Someone brought in a pallet of shoe boxes. There were also dozens of shopping bags filled with lingerie and knits and hat boxes.
“I am Marie,” a petite redhead said as she approached Zara and smiled. “Ah, you are the one. I see the likeness.” She winked broadly. “Nothing is to be said yet, I know. You can trust Marie. And this beauty is your sister.”
After squeezing Zara’s hand, Marie glided over to Cleo and embraced her. She fingered Cleo’s short, spiky hair.
“The color is amazing. Natural I am thinking, yes?”
Cleo nodded. Her blue eyes widened as she took in all the clothes. Marie followed her gaze.
“Ah. You have noticed my humble offerings. Princess Sabra called this morning and explained that you two had need of everything. And there is the dinner tonight. You must look perfect.”
Zara had been doing her best not to think about the state dinner. King Hassan had promised that there would be a protocol meeting later that afternoon. Zara preferred to skip the entire event, but the king wouldn’t hear of it.
She looked at the racks of clothes. There were formal gowns, plus more casual clothing. “I don’t understand. I’ll admit that Cleo and I each need a dress, but you’ve brought a lot more than that.”
Marie beamed. “The princess insisted that you completely redo your wardrobes. She said you were from a much colder climate and were not prepared for the heat of Bahania.”
Zara pressed her lips together. At least Sabrina had been tactful. What she could have said instead was that the woman who might be her new half sister dressed in bargain-basement chic. Zara didn’t think she’d ever spent more than a hundred dollars on an outfit, with the possible exception of one of her suits. Cleo preferred in-style and cheap to classics that would last more than a season.
Zara moved to the rack and fingered a pink chiffon dress. Her movements caused the price tag to flutter slightly. She gasped and hastily released the fabric. The dress cost twelve thousand dollars. Twelve thousand dollars. That would practically pay for a new car.
“We can’t,” Zara said, tucking her hands behind her back. “This isn’t right.”
Cleo frowned. “Zara, what’s the problem?”
Zara nodded at the rack. Cleo looked at a couple of dresses, sighing audibly when she brushed against a midnight blue velvet gown. Her breath caught a second later. She looked at her sister.
“I prefer to spend my take-home pay on rent and food, but everyone has different priorities,” Cleo said brightly, but Zara could see the shock in her eyes.
“My thoughts exactly.”
Marie looked confused. She exchanged an unintelligible conversation with her two assistants. Zara had taken French in high school, but her only memories of the language included telling someone her name and asking the time. Not that she would be able to understand the answer to the question.
Marie motioned to the clothes. “You are not happy with the quality of our things? I assure you, these are the finest designer originals. The styles are both contemporary and flattering. If you would be so kind as to tell me what I can change, I will do so.” She appeared more worried than annoyed.
“It’s not your clothes,” Zara said. “We can’t afford these ourselves, and I’m not comfortable accepting them as a gift.”
This statement produced more rapid-fire French, which ended when Marie clapped her hands together. “Ms. Paxton, Princess Sabra was very explicit. You and your sister were to have all new clothes. The bill was to go on the palace account. If you refuse, she will think you were not satisfied. She might decide to dismiss me. Without the patronage of the royal family, my boutique would not survive.” She shrugged. “So you see, you must accept her gift. For my sake.”
Cleo inched close. “It’s a darned good argument.”
“One I’m not sure I believe,” Zara whispered back.
“We have to have dresses for tonight. What if we just take those and tell her we’re too tired to shop for anything else?”
Zara nodded. Cleo’s plan made sense. She supposed that as the king’s daughter she would be expected to dress a certain way. Obviously her outlet mall days were behind her. But she couldn’t make too many changes at once without going crazy.
“Let’s start with dresses for tonight,” Zara told Marie. “That may take a while. We’ll deal with the rest of it later.”
Marie sighed with obvious relief. “Yes, of course.”
She clapped her hands. Several bags and one of the racks disappeared. Her assistants began sorting through the shoe boxes.
“Princess Sabra guessed on sizes. She trusted my judgment in what would be appropriate. We’ve brought shoes and evening bags, as well.”
Marie began flipping through dresses. She tossed several toward one assistant and other dresses toward another. Then she ordered Cleo and Zara into their bedrooms to try things on.
Zara found out right away that Marie and her assistant didn’t believe in modesty. Zara found herself standing by her bed and wearing only her panties. She tried to casually cross her arms over her small chest, but neither woman noticed. Instead they were discussing the various attributes of the dresses.
“You are very thin,” Marie said. “You can get away with something more dramatic.” She reached up and pulled Zara’s arms to her sides and frowned at her chest. “Your breasts are small, but we can help that with a bit of padding, yes?”
Mortified beyond words, Zara could only gulp air. Marie didn’t seem to notice. Instead she fingered Zara’s long hair and smiled. “We will put this up, I think. You don’t wear much makeup. With your skin it is not necessary. But tonight, a little extra will make you shine. Now for the dresses.”
They whipped them on and off her with lightning speed. Beaded gowns, velvet dresses, garments made from silk so delicate it was more like gossamer wings. At last Marie found one she liked and allowed Zara to look into the mirror. She nearly fell over.
The dress was a halter style, beaded and gold. The color shimmered with each movement, catching and reflecting light. But what stunned Zara was the front, which was cut down nearly to her waist. Straps of heavy fabric covered her breasts, but if she turned too quickly, she popped out, like bread from a toaster.
Marie clucked. “We would have to take this in a little and use the tape.”
Zara felt practically naked. “Tape?”
“It goes on the side of the halter, to keep the fabric pressed against your skin.”
“Ah, how do you get it off?”
Marie stared at her as if she were incredibly stupid. “You rip it quickly. It barely hurts.”
Zara tried to smile, although she was feeling a little nauseous. She had a bad feeling that what might barely hurt Marie would render her unconscious.
“Maybe a different style would be better,” she murmured.
They went through a half dozen more dresses until they found a simple slip dress in iridescent bronze silk. The material skimmed over her body, giving the illusion of curves, except on top. The color made her skin glow and she felt almost dressed.
“I like this one,” she said, wishing there was a way to add about two inches to her chest.
Marie nodded her agreement. “Yes. It’s very pretty. There are some bronze sandals.” She snapped out an order and sent the assistant scurrying.
Zara looked at herself from all angles. “This is great. Maybe I should ask Sabrina if this dress is all right,” she murmured, hoping her new almost-sister wouldn’t scratch her eyes out instead of giving an opinion.
“She will love it. While you do that, I’ll check on your sister.”
“Great.”
The dress was exactly the right length, Zara noted as she followed Marie back into the living room. The assistant handed her a pair of strappy, high-heeled sandals that fitted perfectly. Zara stepped out into the hallway, then paused when she realized she didn’t have a clue as to where she was supposed to go. How did people in the palace keep track of each other? Was there a palace operator or maybe a beeper system?
Before she could figure out what to do, a door opened a few feet down the hall. She almost wasn’t surprised when Rafe stepped out.
“What is it with you?” she asked before he could speak. “Do you have a light that goes off in your room if I leave mine?”
He looked her up and down. “You look nice. Is that for tonight?”
His compliment made her feel all soft and gooey inside. Then she remembered the very intimate conversation they’d had the previous night and she wasn’t sure if she was supposed to be embarrassed or not. Rafe felt like the only normal person in the tornado that was her current life.
“A woman showed up with a bunch of clothes for Cleo and me. We’re picking out dresses for the dinner.” She held out the skirt of the gown. “I thought maybe I’d ask Sabrina if this dress was all right. There are a couple of others that would work, but I like this one best. Still, I’m not sure I’m going in the right direction. I don’t have a lot of experience with formal state dinners.”
“She’s out with her husband and won’t be back for a couple of hours. I’d be happy to give you my opinion.”
Zara eyed him doubtfully. “Do you know anything about these kind of functions?”
“I’ve been to dozens. Show me what else you’re considering.”
 
This had been a stupid idea, Rafe told himself fifteen minutes later as he stood in the center of Zara’s bedroom and watched her model a strapless number in emerald green. Even though she disappeared into the bathroom to change, he could hear clothing rustle as she dressed, which was practically the same as seeing her change into each gown. The cut of the current one made it impossible for her to be wearing anything but panties underneath. Which made him think about joining her in the bathroom the next time she disappeared. Which made him think about very personal contact. Which made him hard.
He swore silently and shifted, then sank into a corner chair. With luck, the combination of shadows and her relative innocence would keep her from figuring out that he was aroused.
Zara turned back and forth in front of the full-length mirror. She put her hands on her waist and sighed.
“I don’t know if this looks weird,” she muttered. “Is my neck too long? Do I look like a skinny bird?”
“You look beautiful.”
She met his gaze in the mirror. “Why do I suddenly think that being nice to me is part of the job?”
“It’s not in the contract. Zara, you look great in that dress. So far I’ve liked all of them. What’s the problem?”
“I don’t know. I want to look—” She shook her head. “I guess I want to look like someone else.”
“Why?”
“Because. I’m just ordinary. My skin is a decent color and it’s clear, so that’s nice. I guess I like my eyes, but my mouth is weird.”
He thought it was full and sensual. Her mouth made him think of kissing…intimate kissing. It made him wonder how her lips would feel on his body, his hands tangling in her hair as she—
Down boy, he told himself.
The bedroom door opened and Cleo breezed in. “I’ve found it,” she announced, grinning.
Zara looked at her sister and visibly wilted. Cleo’s dress was similar to Zara’s but in a deep cobalt blue that matched her eyes. The bustier bodice hugged lush curves that threatened to spill out with every breath. The straight skirt skimmed over Cleo’s full hips before falling to the floor. Zara looked cool and elegant, like an ice princess. Cleo was a walking, breathing invitation to have sex.
The two sisters looked at each other. Cleo’s smile faded. “Oh, no. We can’t be twins. If that’s the dress you want to wear, I’ll find something else.”
“Are you kidding?” Zara tugged at her loose bodice. “Even with padding, I’ll never do this dress justice. There’s another one I like just as well. I’ll wear that.”
“Are you sure?”
Zara managed a smile. “Cleo, you have to wear that. You look so fabulous that no one will notice me, which is exactly how I want things.”
“Okay. Great.”
Cleo saw him and gave a little wave. “You’re taking this protecting thing a little too seriously, aren’t you, Rafe?”
“Just here to give my opinion.”
“Sure.”
Her expression turned knowing, making him wonder if she’d figured out that Zara got to him.
Cleo sashayed out the door, closing it behind her. Zara covered her face in her hands.
“Did you see her?” she asked. “I can’t believe it. She has the most incredible body and I’m left with all the appeal of a green bean.”
“That’s not true.”
She lowered her hands. “You’re being nice and I appreciate it, but we both know the truth. All the padding in the world isn’t going to disguise my shortcomings.”
Without thinking, he rose to his feet and crossed the room to stand in front of her. “There’s nothing wrong with you.” He turned her so that they were both facing the mirror. “What would you change?”
“Everything.”
“I wouldn’t.”
Without considering the intelligence of the move—or the potential consequences—he spun her toward him, pulled her close and kissed her.


Chapter Seven

Rafe couldn’t possibly be kissing her, Zara told herself, trying to stay calm. But even as the thought formed, his arms came around her body and pulled her close while his mouth settled on hers. It really felt like a kiss.
His lips were firm and warm, yet so tender she wanted to melt. His height allowed her to feel delicate and feminine as she snuggled in his embrace. She placed her hands on his shoulders, savoring the tense muscles shifting against her fingertips. Then he moved his mouth, and she couldn’t think anymore. Not when sweet sparks exploded in her chest, making her want with an intensity she’d never felt before.
His tongue swept against her bottom lip. Instinctively she parted for him, then waited expectantly for the first, intimate touch. He didn’t disappoint her. After tracing the inside of her lower lip, making her shiver, he moved closer and swept inside.
The first brush of his tongue nearly made her faint. Hot pleasure filled her body, starting in her chest, then moving lower. Her skin seemed to tighten and become more sensitized. She was aware of his hands on her body—one at the small of her back, one higher, on bare skin.
His fingers moved in time with his tongue, back and forth, around and around. Initially she’d touched him because they were kissing and she could, but now she clung to him. That whole bone-dissolve thing had started up again, and she knew she was in danger of falling.
Then there was the matter of her breasts. As small as they might be, they were exquisitely sensitive. As the passion grew, Zara felt her nipples tighten. When Rafe shifted, grinding his chest against her modest curves, she gasped from the contact. The combination of pleasure and tension was more than she was used to. She desperately wanted him to jerk down the zipper in the back of her dress and cover her breasts with his hands. At that moment she didn’t even care that they were small and unimpressive—she simply wanted him to touch them…to touch her…all of her.
Instead of reading her mind, he cupped her face, as if he needed to keep her from running while they kissed. The swirl of tongues, the press of bodies, was nearly more than she could stand. The room tilted slightly, but Zara found she didn’t care about things like staying conscious. What did that matter when compared with the glory of Rafe’s kiss?
She slipped her hands down to his side, then slid around to his back. He was so strong, so muscled. She wanted to see him without clothes; she wanted to touch him everywhere. She wanted—
He broke the kiss and nipped on her bottom lip. Before she could do more than gasp, he moved lower, kissing, nibbling, and licking his way over her jaw and down her throat. She held her breath, desperately hoping that he might have read her mind. Lower and lower until he reached the loose fabric over her breasts.
Instead of reaching for the zipper, he simply shoved the bodice down, baring her to the waist. Before she could protest, or cover herself, he took one nipple in his mouth and sucked.
She felt the fire all the way down to her toes. Rational thought fled, as did her ability to breathe. She could only gasp as he teased the sensitive bud and drove her wild with passion. Her thighs trembled and ached. Between them a throbbing began, one that made her remember that her very large bed was only a few feet away.
Rafe pulled away and swore. She thought he was going to step back, but instead he pulled her dress back up over her breasts, then jerked her against him and kissed her frantically. His fingers dug into her scalp, his tongue thrust against hers and his body melded with her own. She felt the hardness of his muscles, then a different kind of hardness. One that made her think he was as turned on as she was.
He groaned in his throat and drew back. Zara blinked several times. There was definitely fire in his blue eyes. Fire and wanting. Could this incredible passion be about her?
He stalked to the glass doors leading to the balcony and stared out at the horizon. “That shouldn’t have happened,” he said quietly.
“But it did.” She cleared her throat. She couldn’t stop thinking about that ridge she’d felt. “Rafe, are you, um, armed?”
He turned to face her. “What?”
“Do you have a gun?” She motioned vaguely toward his trousers without actually looking there.
One corner of his mouth quirked up in a shadow of a smile. “No.”
“So you’re um…” Her voice trailed off. “You were, um, interested in what we were doing?”
His gaze narrowed. “What are you trying to find out?”
She couldn’t actually say the words. Heat flared on her cheeks. “You know. I sort of felt…something.”
He shook his head. “I can’t believe you’re asking that. Yes, I was aroused. I wanted you. I still want you.”
Happiness filled her. She felt light enough to float. She hadn’t been wrong. He’d really been hard—and for her.
He walked toward her and stopped a couple of feet in front of her. After putting his hands on her shoulders, he shook her slightly.
“Don’t look so surprised,” he told her. “There’s nothing wrong with your body. In fact, I think everything about it’s just right. Of course I want to make love with you.”
It was the best thing any man had ever said to her. She nearly swooned. Even as air refused to fill her lungs, she had a very clear image of the two of them in bed. They would be naked, moving together. She got a little vague at that point, but Rafe was the kind of man who knew things. He would make her first time wonderful. In fact—
“Whatever you’re thinking, you can just forget it,” he said bluntly.
“Huh?”
He dropped his arms to his sides. “I mean it, Zara. There’s not going to be one damn thing between us. I should never have kissed you.”
“I can’t quite bring myself to agree with you,” she murmured before she could stop herself.
He continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “You’re a princess. I’m your temporary bodyguard. My job is to keep you safe from every kind of threat. That means the sexual ones—even if they come from me.”
She planted her hands on her hips. “Why? We obviously both enjoyed kissing. What’s so horrible about that?”
He dismissed her with a quick jerk of his fingers. “We both know where we were going.”
Her elation grew. Really? They’d been heading to bed? He’d thought they’d been about to do it? The frustration of finally being with a man who really wanted her and yet refused to give in to temptation made her temper flare.
“I don’t understand,” she told him. “In all the movies I’ve seen, the bodyguard always sleeps with the client.”
“This isn’t a movie,” he growled. “There are a lot of reasons why I’m not giving in to temptation.”
He continued talking but she wasn’t listening. Temptation? Rafe—the walking, breathing hunk who could have any woman he wanted on this planet and probably several others—thought she was a temptation? Wow.
“Zara, you’re not paying attention.”
She smiled. “I know.” He sounded so serious when she just wanted to freeze-frame the moment so she could have it always.
He crooked his finger and pushed his knuckle against her chin. “I’m trying to make a point here. What would have happened if we’d continued?”
She was a little fuzzy on that part of things, which was her point.
“Things would have gotten hot and heavy pretty fast,” he said when she didn’t speak. “About two seconds after that, your dress lady would have come strolling back into the bedroom. Want to think about that for a second?”
Zara most definitely did not. She’d forgotten about the fitting. “Oh.”
“Yeah. Oh. Scandal isn’t pretty. Trust me on this. And while I finally have your attention, listen to this. I’m not some handsome prince looking for true love. I don’t believe in commitments or forever. I don’t believe in settling down. I live for the moment and then move on. I’m about the worst kind of man for you, so stay clear of me.”
Her embarrassment returned. She pulled free of his light touch and turned away. “No one said anything about commitments,” she mumbled. “I thought we were talking about sex.”
“I doubt you can separate them.”
She spun toward him. “I wouldn’t know that, would I? Just once I would like to meet a single man who would be willing to make love with me. That’s all I want. Just one guy. Everyone else on the planet seems to be having a fine time in bed and I can’t even come close to getting naked.”
She walked to the far side of the room. The vanity drawer just below the mirror was partially open. She slammed it for good measure. While she couldn’t regret the kissing, Rafe’s reaction was taking all the fun out of it. She wasn’t interested in a commitment. Okay, maybe she would be one day. After all she’d always wanted a husband and family. But not yet. Not before she’d actually done the wild thing.
“There’s another, more compelling reason I chose not to give in to lust,” he said casually, as if they were talking about the weather. “I intend to keep my head right where it belongs.”
Zara glanced at him. “What are you talking about?”
“You’re the daughter of a ruling monarch. Men like the king have a thing against their virgin daughters being defiled. Especially not by the hired help. Punishment is swift and permanent.”
Her eyes widened. “That’s crazy. He wouldn’t cut off your head.”
Rafe shrugged. “If you don’t believe me, ask him yourself.”
With that he turned and headed for her bedroom door.
 
“They’d cut off his head?” Cleo asked later that afternoon when Zara recounted her conversation with Rafe. “That is so cool!”
Zara hadn’t gone into all the details. In fact she’d left out the most interesting bits. The part about Rafe kissing her and having physical proof of his arousal. She still wasn’t ready to tell that to anyone…not even her sister.
“I don’t think I share your opinion of the information,” Zara said glumly. “I already have trouble getting dates. What’s going to happen when the men I meet find out that the price of having sex with me is death? They’re hardly going to be jumping for joy.”
They were in Cleo’s room, sitting on her bed. A light snack had been delivered by a servant just a few minutes ago, along with a written note from Sabrina, telling them what time to be ready and that they would be escorted to the event. Zara didn’t like the fact that Sabrina had written rather than called. It didn’t bode well for her future relationship with her new half sister. Like she didn’t already have enough problems.
“You don’t have to tell every guy you meet the truth,” Cleo said, then picked up a slice of melon and took a bite.
“If they meet me here, they’re already going to know I’m the king’s daughter.”
Zara fingered a cracker, but found she couldn’t actually eat. Nerves were doing tai chi in her stomach. Between her passionate encounter with Rafe, her trepidation about meeting the rest of her potential family, the formal dinner and Sabrina’s cold shoulder, she found herself wanting to head back to the States and pretend that this had never happened.
“Maybe your run of back luck in the man department is about to change,” Cleo said cheerfully. “It couldn’t get worse.”
“Don’t tempt fate by saying that.” Zara nibbled on the cracker. “I can’t believe how complicated this all is. Rafe also told me that men were going to be interested in me because of my position as Hassan’s daughter.”
“Well, duh.” Cleo shook her head. “You are so unprepared to handle this.”
Zara knew that her sister meant the comment kindly, but it still stung. Sometimes she really hated that Cleo was so “man” experienced. No doubt tonight she would create a sensation. What would it be like to be so incredibly attractive to men? Just once Zara would like to think that someone could find her irresistible, too.
“I’ll have to be careful,” Zara said. “It’s going to be strange not knowing if a man is interested in me for myself or for my connections.” She grimaced. “Actually, I already have that answer. I’ll know exactly what he’s interested in.”
Cleo scooted close and touched her arm. “Zara, you’re too hard on yourself. Just because you’ve picked stupid men in the past doesn’t mean there aren’t dozens of wonderful guys who would think you’re incredible. Because you are. Someday you’re going to meet the right guy and he’s going to knock your socks off and you’re going to make him not care about getting his head chopped off.”
Zara laughed. “Oh, sure. Who would risk death to sleep with me? I couldn’t get anyone to do it before.”
“It’ll happen. You’ll see.”
Zara appreciated Cleo’s support, but didn’t believe a word of it. As for someone knocking off her socks, Rafe had done a darn good job. She’d also aroused him. But apparently not enough. He’d practically left skid marks in his haste to warn her off.
 
Someone knocked at their door precisely on time. Zara smoothed down the front of the bronze-colored dress she’d slipped into and headed for the door. Marie and her staff had worked magic, nipping and tucking the fabric until the soft folds created the illusion of curves. A strapless padded bra gave her a couple of inches on top.
Nearly an hour and a half before, Renee had arrived with a suitcase full of cosmetics, followed by Eric who did hair. Between the two of them, Zara had been transformed. Her long hair had been piled high on her head in an elaborate style that swept up and around. A servant had brought a diamond tiara, along with several jewelry choices. Cleo had nearly drooled in delight. The sparkling diamonds and sapphires made Zara nervous and as she reached for the door handle, she rubbed her fingers against the diamond drop earrings she’d chosen.
Rafe stood in the hall. He’d changed into a tuxedo, which fitted him perfectly. No doubt his association with a royal family required formal wear.
Her gaze lingered on his handsome face, most especially his mouth. She could instantly recall how his lips felt on hers and the way she’d trembled in his embrace.
Rafe smiled. “You look good.”
“Thanks. You, too.”
She winced as soon as the words passed her lips. Could that have sounded more stupid? But Rafe didn’t say anything to make her feel bad. Instead he stepped into the living room and glanced at his watch.
“We have to be at the reception anteroom in ten minutes.”
“If that’s a comment about me being late, you can forget it,” Cleo said breezily. “I’m hardly the kind of girl to be late for her first chance to meet real, live handsome princes.”
Cleo glided into the room, her eyes bright with humor and anticipation. Zara had been caught up in wondering if anyone she knew had ever actually been in an “anteroom” when she registered her sister’s appearance.
On the one hand, she’d meant what she’d said about Cleo’s beauty keeping people distracted so they wouldn’t notice anything else. On the other hand, she felt like the country mouse come to town.
Cleo’s cobalt-blue dress clung to every luscious curve, no padding required. The shimmering fabric caught the light, reflecting and dazzling as Cleo’s breasts strained to the point of threatening to spill out. It wasn’t enough of a display to be in bad taste, but it was enough that men were going to be catching their breath in private expectation.
Eric had styled Cleo’s short hair into soft curls that framed her round face. Sapphire and diamond earrings decorated her ear lobes, while a matching bracelet glittered around her wrist.
Zara waited uncomfortably for Rafe to fall under her sister’s spell, but after a brief word of greeting, he turned away from Cleo and motioned for the door.
“If you ladies are ready?”
Could he really not be attracted to Cleo? Zara remembered his arousal and felt a thrill of excitement. Had she finally found a man who was interested in her for her? Then she reminded herself that Rafe wasn’t interested in her at all. He’d made it completely clear that he didn’t do relationships.
He held out an arm to each of them. Cleo instantly snuggled close, while Zara felt slightly awkward as he escorted them down the hall.
Her sister laughed. “Rafe, you’re armed.”
“I’m cautious.”
Cleo looked around him. “Zara, the man takes his job seriously. You might want to remind your watch-dog here that you wouldn’t object to a man asking you to dance. Or is that a security breach?”
“Zara is free to do as she wishes,” Rafe said calmly.
“Oh, I see. As long as she can do it with you watching.” Cleo raised her eyebrows. “I wouldn’t have taken you for that kind of guy. Somehow you strike me as someone who wants to be in the middle of the action, not standing on the sidelines observing.”
Zara knew that Cleo didn’t mean anything by her conversation. She didn’t know about the kiss so she couldn’t see how embarrassing her comments were. Still Zara wished there was some way to change the subject. But before she could try anything, they turned a corner and entered the anteroom.
Over a dozen people stood in small groups, chatting with the ease of those who know each other well. The moment the three of them entered the arched doorway, the room went completely silent. Zara found herself the uncomfortable center of attention.
She glanced around, taking in several tall, dark and handsome men who most probably were the princes and her half brothers. Sabrina was there, standing next to another tall, good-looking man. Her husband? There were official looking types wearing tuxedos and medals or ribbons, along with elegantly clad women. In the center stood Hassan.
The king smiled broadly when he saw her. After handing his drink to one of his sons, he walked over, both hands extended.
“Zara. You are perfectly lovely this evening. I see you allowed me the pleasure of seeing you in a tiara. It was made for my great-grandmother’s twenty-fifth birthday and has always been a favorite of mine.”
Still holding her hands, he leaned close and kissed her on her cheek. Then he turned his attention to Cleo and greeted her.
Zara noticed that everyone was still watching and that somehow Rafe had moved to the far side of the room where he spoke with Sabrina’s husband. Sabrina didn’t look very happy. Her gaze kept drifting to the tiara, and Zara wondered if her wearing it was significant in some way.
She found herself being introduced to the king’s four sons. They were polite enough, but obviously far more interested in Cleo. In a matter of minutes two of them had pulled her sister away and were arguing over who had the pleasure of dining with her.
Hassan moved closer. “You look nervous, my daughter. Do not be concerned. This is a small event.”
“I can’t help being concerned that your definition of small is different from mine.”
Hassan dismissed her concerns. “There are only a few hundred people here tonight.”
Zara thought she might faint. “A few hundred?” That was way too many. “You’re not going to say anything about me, are you? I mean about who I may be.”
“Of course not. I want you to get used to being here first.”
“I don’t think that’s going to happen.” She looked longingly toward the door. “Maybe this should wait until after we’ve taken blood tests and have received the results. You know, just to be sure.”
Hassan chuckled, then tucked her hand into the crook of his arm. “My delightful child, I am sure.”
He led her around the anteroom and introduced her to everyone. Faces and names blurred. She thought that Sabrina’s husband, Prince Kardal, seemed a little more friendly than his wife. The ambassador of El Bahar had actually kissed her fingers. Talk about strange.
Just when she was able to breathe easily and tell herself that she might be able to survive the evening, a servant in formal dress appeared and announced that it was time for them to move into the main reception room.
Hassan led the way, heading for two ornately carved, arched doors. Unfortunately, her hand was still tucked in the crook of his arm, which meant she had to lead with him. Zara thought she might faint. She glanced around until she saw Rafe. He gave her a quick thumbs-up, before moving into line. She saw Cleo between two of the princes. Her sister looked blissfully happy.
Somewhere beyond the closed doors she heard music and conversation. Then the doors swung open as if by magic and they walked into a glittering ballroom.
There seemed to be a few thousand people rather than just a few hundred, but Zara supposed that was because she wasn’t used to being the center of attention. So many faces, she thought as the entire crowd turned in their direction. Intellectually Zara knew it was because of Hassan and his family, not because of her, yet she couldn’t help feeling as if she were being judged and found wanting. Then the people closest began to curtsy or bow, depending on their gender.
Curtsy? Zara swallowed. Should she have done that when she’d seen the king? What about with the princes and with Sabrina. Her stomach flopped around in uncomfortable spasms as worry made her clench her teeth. How many laws had she and Cleo already broken?
Someone spoke to Hassan, and the king turned away. Zara used the opportunity to slip free of him. Her thought was to duck back behind the royal family, but before she had taken more than a step, Rafe was at her side.
“You might want to pretend you’re enjoying yourself,” he murmured in her ear as he nodded at someone he knew.
She sighed. “Is it that obvious?”
“Let’s just say that personal guests of the king don’t usually walk into a room looking as if they’re about to have a root canal.”
“Actually, I’d rather have the dental work without Novocain than be here.”
Rafe placed his hand on the small of her back. “Sorry but that’s not an option. Prepare yourself to meet everyone who is anyone in Bahanian circles.”
Her heart rate increased, and her palms began to sweat. “I can’t. I never remember people’s names.”
“Try to find something distinctive about them as a memory aid. Things like Count Crook has a crooked nose.”
“Is there a Count Crook?”
“No. I was making up an example.”
She looked at him. “What happens if I break into hysterical laughter?”
“I’ll be forced to throw water in your face.”
She imagined herself wet and dripping. It wasn’t an attractive visual. “Okay. I’ll try to keep the hysterics to a minimum.”
“Think about the king. He’s delighted to have you here. You wouldn’t want to hurt his feelings.”
She was far more concerned about the possibility of throwing up, but before she could share that with Rafe, Hassan had returned to her side. He ushered her into the crowd and began introducing her to people.
Zara got lost after the first three names. She tried Rafe’s technique, but none of these perfectly groomed folks had distinguishing features. Every woman was more beautiful than the last, each man more refined and gentlemanly. Hassan was careful to say she was the daughter of a friend, but his tone of voice implied there was some secret between them. Zara hoped that no one thought she was his new mistress.
Zara nodded throughout the introductions. Rafe was always close, but not close enough to talk to. She smiled at men in traditional sheik garments, women in designer gowns, dignitaries in Savile Row suits, all the while hoping no one could tell she was from some podunk town in the Pacific Northwest and that before tonight she’d never worn a dress that cost more than a hundred dollars.
“Zara, I’d like you to meet the duke of Netherton,” the king said as they paused in front of a fair-haired man in his mid-thirties.
“Your Highness, always a pleasure. Ms. Paxton, an honor.”
Like several men before him, the duke brought her hand to his mouth and lightly kissed her fingers.
He was tall and blond with blue eyes. The description also fit Rafe, but he and the duke had little else in common. Where Rafe was broad and obviously muscled, the duke had a more slender build. Rafe’s blue eyes were dark and forbidding, although tempting. The duke’s eyes were light, his expression faintly cynical.
Zara wanted to duck and run. Instead she forced herself to smile. “I’ve never met a duke before. What is the correct way to address you?”
“Call me Byron.” He winced slightly. “No poetry jokes, please. My mother was a fan of Lord Byron’s work.”
Zara’s hackles rose slightly. The duke had been so smooth, she almost hadn’t noticed the fact that he assumed she wouldn’t recognize the name and be able to place it. She told herself not to take the fact personally. No doubt many people didn’t know who Lord Byron was or how his romantic poetry had made an entire generation of women swoon.
Another man joined them. Hassan made introductions. Jean-Paul of a French last name she hadn’t quite caught, murmured to her in a seductive tone of voice. He was darkly handsome. While he didn’t have a title, he wasted no time in mentioning the family chateau that had been around for nearly five hundred years, along with vineyards and many wonderful paintings that she “simply had to come see.”
Right, Zara thought, trying to see the humor in the situation. Next time she was touring through France she would stop by.
“May I bring you some champagne?” Jean-Paul asked.
Byron lightly clasped her hand in his. “Actually, she had already agreed to accompany me to the bar.”
Hassan grinned broadly. “I will leave you two to fight over the lovely Zara.” He patted her cheek, then strolled away.
Zara glanced around for Rafe and was pleased to see him hovering in the background. She sent him a silent plea for rescue, but he either didn’t get it or didn’t feel up to interfering. Instead he followed as both Jean-Paul and the duke led her to one of the bars set up in a corner of the room.
“Sparkling water,” she said when it was their turn. Both men looked disapproving.
“Not champagne?” Jean-Paul asked.
“Not tonight.” She needed to keep a clear head to navigate the potential disasters, not to mention that she already had the beginnings of a headache.
“I understand you recently met the king,” Jean-Paul said when they’d all been served and had stepped away from the bar.
“Yes. My sister and I have only been in Bahania for a short time.”
“You’d never met him before?” Byron asked. “There hadn’t been any contact between you at all?”
“No.”
Jean-Paul nodded encouragingly. “You are so lovely, Zara. Tell me what you do when you are not here charming us all with your smile?”
She nearly gagged. Did he expect her to buy in to that line? “I’m a professor of women’s studies at a university in the Pacific Northwest.”
Byron took a step closer, attempting to edge out the Frenchman. “Is there anyone special in your life?”
Jean-Paul took a step closer. “There is now.”
Zara moved back a bit.
Byron ignored him and focused on her. “I have enjoyed my many visits to your delightful country. I spent nearly a year there after I graduated from Oxford.”
Jean-Paul stroked her face. “The only thing nearly as appealing as a woman such as yourself is the sight of the vineyards in the summer, after a light rain. The grapes sparkle in the sun. I cannot describe the smells—rich earth, the vines, their fruit. Like Bahania, France is a feast for the senses, eh? Not like a cold, dreary island.”
Byron took her arm and drew her away. “Have you been to England? Our manor home is open to the public every Wednesday and alternate Saturdays. You might have seen it. The London residence is private, of course. If you—”
Jean-Paul took her other arm and tugged. “Have you seen the view from the garden. It’s delightful and reminds me a little of France.”
Byron tugged harder. “She doesn’t want to go with you.”
Jean-Paul frowned. “She doesn’t want to stay with you.”
Zara set down her glass before she spilled anything and jerked free of both of them. “I’m not a chew toy,” she said. “If you’ll excuse me, I would very much like to have a word with my sister.”
She turned on her high heel and stalked away. If Fiona were still alive, she would have winced at Zara’s unladylike movements, but desperate times called for expedient behavior, Zara thought. She ducked into the crowd, trying to put as much room between herself and the two pit bulls as she could.
She hated their pretension and their false compliments. Most of all she hated that a week ago, they wouldn’t even have acknowledged that she was alive.
“If you’re looking for Cleo, she’s over there.”
Zara realized that Rafe was still next to her, keeping up easily, parting the crowd when necessary. She slowed down.
“That was awful,” she said, turning in the direction he’d indicated. “I can’t believe how those two acted.”
“They find you appealing.”
She looked at him. “Oh, please. Somehow they’ve figured out the truth. They don’t care about me. They want a royal connection.”
“I’m not sure the duke needs one.”
“Then he needs something else.”
“They’re both rich and eligible.”
She stopped and glared at him. “I don’t think either of them would appreciate you championing his cause.”
“They might if it worked.” He moved closer. “So maybe you catch their attention by being Hassan’s daughter. Is that so horrible? They might both turn out to be great guys.”
She hated that it was so easy for him to imagine her with someone else. Just standing there close to Rafe made her remember what it had been like to kiss him. It made her want to do it again. Being in his arms had awakened her to a passion she’d never experienced before. Being in his arms had made her feel safe, and that was a commodity that she appreciated now more than ever.
“If you don’t understand that it matters to me why they’re interested, then I can’t explain it.”
She turned and headed toward her sister. Cleo was standing very close to one of the princes. Even from twenty feet away Zara could feel the heat flaring between them. At least someone was having a great time tonight.
“Hi,” Cleo said when they approached. “You remember Prince Sadik. I guess he’s your half brother.” She leaned toward the prince. “Which makes the two of us absolutely no relation at all.”
Her new half brother bowed. “Zara. I had hoped to have the opportunity to get to know you. Perhaps later you will honor me with a dance?”
Zara nodded. “Sure. No problem.”
She waved goodbye and managed to escape without stumbling. When they were out of earshot, she turned to Rafe.
“Dancing?” she hissed. “There’s going to be dancing?”
He laughed. “Just you, Jean-Paul and Duke Byron. I can’t wait to watch.”


Chapter Eight

When Prince Sadik appeared at her side for his dance, Zara nearly wept in relief. She’d just spent a horrible ninety minutes dancing with men she didn’t know—mostly Jean-Paul and Byron. Not only were they treating her like a prize desired by a rival, but rather than talking to her while they danced, they spent their time glaring at each other. Maybe they should simply tango together and leave her out of it.
“How are you enjoying yourself?” Prince Sadik asked as he led her around the dance floor.
“It’s been lovely,” she lied through slightly clenched teeth.
The prince smiled. “Your sister has said you have some reservations about being a part of the family.”
Zara sighed. “Don’t worry. After I strangle her, she won’t be talking at all.”
“The information was hardly a revelation,” her half brother told her. “This would be a change from almost any life. Of course you are not sure. Our ways are different, our country is strange to you.”
Zara stared up into his dark eyes. “Does everyone hate me? I mean I simply showed up out of nowhere, and Hassan is convinced that I’m, well—” she shrugged “—you know.”
“The child of his beloved Fiona. Yes, I know.” Sadik shook his head. “Do not worry yourself on that account. No one resents your arrival.”
He was being polite, she thought. Or maybe he didn’t know about Sabrina’s unhappy relationship with her father. Men weren’t always very observant about that sort of thing.
The dance ended and Sadik excused himself to go find Cleo. Zara watched him hurry away. At least one of them was having fun. She turned and spied Jean-Paul heading in her direction. That meant Byron couldn’t be too far away. She ducked around several couples and headed for the stairs on the opposite side of the room. From there she might be able to spot Rafe. For all his claims to want to keep his eye on her, he’d been surprisingly absent since dinner.
She’d just reached the stairs when she felt a hand on her arm. Fearing the worst, she glanced over her shoulder, then sagged in relief when she saw Rafe.
“You abandoned me,” she accused.
“I was letting you have a good time.”
She exhaled loudly. “A lot you know about women if you think what I’ve been doing is fun.”
“Don’t you like dancing?”
“Not with two men acting more like terriers than humans. Plus, aren’t they a little old to be sulking?”
Rafe grinned. She liked the lines that formed beside the corners of his eyes and the way his tanned skin contrasted with his short blond hair.
“I saw you dancing with Sadik. That should have been all right.”
“It was. He mostly tried to reassure me about my acceptance in the family. I’m not sure I believe him.”
“You should.” He glanced over her shoulder. “Don’t look now, but there are terriers approaching right behind you.”
Zara winced. “Rafe, at the risk of sounding too forward, are you allowed to dance with me?”
“Sure.”
“Then maybe you should ask.”
He did that one better. He swept her up in his arms and moved her into the swirling crowd. Thanks to her mother’s training, Zara knew all the basic dance steps. She moved easily to the steady beat of the waltz, stumbling only when she realized how well Rafe was doing.
“I didn’t think they taught dancing at paramilitary school,” she said breathlessly through a turn.
“I’m a man of many talents.”
For several minutes they danced in comfortable silence. She remembered that afternoon, how she’d felt in his arms. It had been different from being in them now, but despite the casual embrace and the people all around them, she felt safe and very feminine. She wanted him.
“Zara.”
Her name came out in a growl. The low tone sent shivers dancing along her spine. She raised her chin slightly.
“You feel it, too,” she murmured.
“So what? What we feel is irrelevant.”
The man was entirely too difficult. “I’m not sure I believe you—about the head cutting, I mean. The king wouldn’t really do that to you.”
“You have no way of knowing what he would or wouldn’t do. I’ve been around him much longer than you and I’m familiar with the ways of this world.”
Maybe it was the tension of the evening that made her so light-headed and bold. Maybe it was the lingering desire and the knowledge that no one had ever made her feel the way Rafe did.
“What about kissing?” she asked in a whisper. “That can’t be against the law.”
For a second she thought she might have gone too far. Maybe she was making a fool of herself. Then she saw Rafe’s eyes darken and a muscle twitch at the corner of his mouth.
“No kissing. It leads to trouble.”
“Coward.”
His gaze narrowed. “Insulting me isn’t going to help.”
“I was trying to dare you into acting.”
“It didn’t work.”
“What will?”
The music ended. Rafe stepped away and bowed. “Zara, you tempt me in ways I can’t begin to explain. But know this. I will never give in.”
She sighed. “That’s the most backhanded compliment I’ve ever heard.”
“I meant every word.”
 
Zara escaped into the ladies’ room rather than face Byron and Jean-Paul. While she was disappointed that Rafe hadn’t jumped on her suggestion that they kiss again, she couldn’t stop smiling as she remembered his claim to find her tempting. She didn’t think she’d ever tempted a man before—certainly not one like him.
He had seen and done things she couldn’t even imagine. No doubt there had been many women along the way. She could imagine him with beautiful, exotic types—of which she was neither. Still, it was nice to know that she could get his attention even for only a minute.
Zara paused in the foyer of the ladies’ room and looked around. She’d never been in a bathroom that had a foyer before. The spacious area was decorated in red and gold with an elegant chandelier hanging from the center of the ceiling. Mirrors covered two walls, stretching down to long vanities. A half dozen tufted stools stood ready, offering a seat to those who wished to repair their appearance. The lighting was intensely flattering and there were trays of hair spray, lotion, tissues and small towels to please even the most demanding guest.
“Not bad work if you can get it,” Zara murmured to herself. She wandered closer to the mirror and studied her appearance. Her bronze-colored dress shimmered in the light. Her hairstyle by Eric had stayed in place. Her lipstick was a little smudged, and there was a dark blotch of mascara just under the corner of her right eye. After sinking onto one of the stools, she wiped away the smudge and dark spot, then reapplied her lipstick. Getting off her feet felt heavenly. She wasn’t used to high heels, not to mention strappy sandal styles. The thin bits of leather looked great but they cut into her feet.
The main door opened. Zara looked up, then stiffened when she saw Sabrina enter. Her half sister wore a dress of pale gold. The fabric emphasized Sabrina’s curvy shape. No padding required, Zara thought glumly.
Cool dark eyes regarded her thoughtfully. Sabrina smiled—it looked a little forced to Zara—then sat gracefully two stools away.
“Are you enjoying yourself?” Sabrina asked as she opened her small handbag and drew out a lip pencil.
“Everything is lovely.” Zara pressed her hands together in her lap. “I spoke with Prince Sadik earlier and he was very kind.”
Sabrina finished lining her lips and smiled again. “I doubt he would appreciate the description. My brothers are more interested in being ruthless and arrogant.”
“Oh.”
Zara didn’t know what to say to that. She felt tense and out of place. Rafe’s story about why Sabrina didn’t like her swirled through her head. She hated knowing her only sister by blood resented her being here.
Zara drew in a deep breath and turned to face Sabrina. “I’m sorry about all of this. For invading your life the way I have. I didn’t think that coming here would make trouble, which was naive of me. I should have seen the potential problems.”
Sabrina carefully applied lipstick, then blotted her mouth with a tissue. Finally she put her cosmetics back in her purse and closed it. Only then did she look at Zara.
“Your apology makes me think that you’ve been told something of my past.”
Zara nodded. “Rafe mentioned a few things.”
Sabrina sighed. “I know this isn’t your fault. Intellectually I understand that my father’s delight in having you show up doesn’t take away anything from my relationship with him. But my heart tells me something else. I spent my childhood being in the way both with my mother in California and here in Bahania with Father. It’s difficult to watch him dance with joy when he sees you.”
Zara hung her head. She felt like slime. “I’m sorry,” she murmured.
“Don’t be. Like I said, it’s not your fault. For that matter it’s not my fault, either. My father has come to see that he treated me badly and he’s trying to make amends. I have reconciled to the fact that I’ll never be his favorite. While I was able to convince myself it was because I was female, I could handle it quite well.”
Zara winced. Hassan hadn’t cared that she was a girl. He’d been thrilled just to see Fiona’s child, regardless of gender. For Sabrina that would be rubbing salt in the wound.
“I don’t know what to say,” she admitted.
Sabrina smiled. “You don’t have to say anything. This isn’t your responsibility. You came here because you wanted to find something.”
“Roots,” Zara admitted. “All my life I’ve wanted to know about my father. My mom wouldn’t ever talk about him.” She glanced around the foyer and smiled slightly. “But in all my dreams, I never once imagined something like this.”
Sabrina laughed. “Bahania would be tough to make up. It’s so incredible all on its own.”
“I agree.”
There was a moment of awkward silence. Zara cleared her throat. “Thanks for sending Marie with the dresses. She was great.”
“I thought that would be better than my castoffs. Plus, Cleo wouldn’t have fit in any of my things.”
Zara looked at her half sister. “Not to mention you not wanting us to wear your clothes.”
Sabrina shrugged. “I’m big enough to admit that would have bugged me. But speaking of clothes, Marie left me a message saying that you and Cleo only picked out dresses for tonight. Why not a whole wardrobe?”
“That wouldn’t be right. We’re not here for what we can get. I don’t want anyone to think I’m in it for the money. Neither of us had a dress appropriate for tonight, and frankly we couldn’t afford anything from Marie’s boutique. So we had to accept these, but that’s enough.”
Sabrina regarded her thoughtfully. “I think I believe you.”
“I can’t make you believe me or not. I’m simply telling the truth.”
“Regardless of what you want in terms of gifts, you’re going to need an appropriate wardrobe. Unless you were married to the president in your previous life, I doubt you’ll have much that works. I’ll send Marie back in the morning. Take her advice. Enjoy the clothes. Think of them as a welcoming gift.”
Zara wasn’t sure what to make of Sabrina’s words. She hated that she and her half sister were at odds. If only there was a way to make things right. Unfortunately, the past was over, and there wasn’t a way to change it.
Sabrina rose to her feet. “I’m not a horrible person,” she announced. “You’re looking at me as if I’m about to slap you.”
Zara stood, as well. “That’s not what I’m thinking at all. You’ve been very patient.”
Sabrina shook her head. “No. I’ve been pouting. Ask my husband.” She took a step closer. “Let’s start over and try to be friends. I have to admit that after having four brothers for so many years, not to mention being the youngest, I wouldn’t mind having another woman in the family. We’re sisters. We need to stick together.”
Tension eased in Zara’s chest. She smiled. “I’d like that.”
Sabrina held out her arms and they embraced. Behind them the bathroom door opened. Zara stepped back and turned to see who had entered, but no one was there. She returned her attention to Sabrina.
“Would you mind if we spoke in the next day or so? I have so many questions and I don’t know who to ask.”
“Not a problem,” Sabrina promised. “We’ll get to know each other.”
 
Hassan claimed Zara for the last dance of the evening. Zara had tried to escape back to her room twice before, but Rafe had intercepted and sent her back into the crowd, telling her that no member of the royal family was allowed to duck out before the king.
Now she found herself glad she had stayed. Hassan was a very charming man.
“You must see all of Bahania,” he was saying as they moved around the dance floor. “Not all in one day, of course.”
She laughed. “I did some research before I left. From what I could tell, your country has much diversity.”
“Ah, but it is your country, too, now,” he reminded her. “I will instruct Rafe to take you exploring.”
She felt a whisper of anticipation. “I’d like that.” Not only seeing the splendors of Bahania, but spending time with her temporary bodyguard.
“I will introduce you to my favorite cats,” he continued. “I’m sure you’ve noticed all the cats around the palace.”
“Of course. They’re everywhere.”
“They are my pride and joy.” He squeezed her hand, his dark eyes bright with laughter. “Until you arrived.”
She wasn’t sure how she felt about displacing a cat or two in his affections. No wonder Sabrina had been miffed at her arrival. Sabrina had probably come a distant third to Hassan’s sons and his cats.
“We have much to make up for,” Hassan said.
“I agree. Although I have to admit that all the times I stayed awake as a little girl and fantasized about finding my real father, I never pictured anything like this.”
His humor faded. “How I wish I’d known about you. I would have come and swept you away.” He paused. “Or perhaps I would have simply watched from afar. I do not think I could have hurt Fiona by taking away her child. But then I doubt I could have kept from wanting her to be mine forever, so I might have had you both eventually. We’ll never know.”
Zara didn’t know what to say to that. She was tired and fading fast. Late-night parties weren’t a part of her usual world.
“Speaking of true love,” her father said. “I saw you spent much of your time with two particular gentlemen. Both Byron and Jean-Paul would make fine matches.”
Zara suddenly felt as if she’d fallen into the pages of a Jane Austen novel. “I’m not really looking for a ‘fine match,”’ she told him honestly. “Right now I have plenty of changes to keep me occupied.”
“For a time, but eventually you will want more. A husband, perhaps? A family?”
They were all Zara had ever wanted. Roots, she thought longingly. “I’ve thought of those things,” she admitted.
“Then you should spend time with Byron and Jean-Paul. Get to know them. I know they will be charmed by you. Something may light a spark.”
She’d already been set on fire and it hadn’t been by either man in question. Unfortunately, the king wasn’t offering Rafe as a potential bridegroom. Too bad. That would have been a whole lot easier to take. Still, she couldn’t bring herself to dim the light of hope in his eyes.
“I promise to give them a chance, if they decide they would like to see me again.”
“Of course they will want to see you,” Hassan promised in a tone that warned her he would make sure it happened.
Zara had a moment of longing for her small, normal life back in Washington. Somehow she knew that things were never going to be the same again.
 
Rafe carried Zara’s shoes as he escorted her back to her room. She walked gingerly, wincing as she stepped on a bit of uneven tile.
“Remind me to pick low-heeled shoes next time,” she said, pausing to bend over and rub the ball of her left foot. “I think I broke something tonight.”
“You’ll feel better in the morning,” he promised.
“Only if someone carries me around so I don’t have to walk.”
He had an instant picture of himself carrying her. The image wasn’t unpleasant—in fact, he found himself warming to the idea. The only problem was carrying Zara anywhere would ultimately end up with him carrying her to bed. And as much as she might enjoy teasing him about kissing, she had no idea of the consequences of those actions. Which meant he was going to keep his mind firmly on business.
“Did you have a good time?” he asked as they reached a T intersection in the hallway. Zara turned right, forcing him to stop her and point to the left.
“It was interesting,” she said and stifled a yawn. “I have to tell you that I don’t think I’m the state dinner type. I tried not to say anything too awful or offend anyone, but saying or doing the wrong thing seems incredibly easy. With my ability to put my foot in my mouth, I should be kept away from sensitive situations.”
“You did fine.”
She looked at him and raised her eyebrows. “Do you really think the terrier twins were paying attention to what I was saying?”
Fatigue left dark shadows under her eyes. Her skin was pale, her mouth free of lipstick. He thought she looked lovely.
“I’m sure that Byron and Jean-Paul were charmed by you.”
She wrinkled her nose. “Yeah, right. The worst part is the king wants me to see them again. I think he’s hoping for a match.”
Rafe felt an instant tightness in his chest. He told himself that Zara seeing any man wasn’t his business. His responsibilities lay in keeping her safe, not escorting her around town. She was the kind of woman who needed to be married; he was the kind of man who did best on his own. End of story.
“What are you hoping for?” he asked.
“I don’t know. Answers, mostly. Is Hassan my father? Do I belong here? Actually I have the answer to the last question. I don’t belong here and I’m not sure I ever will.” She paused and glanced around to make sure they were alone. “Can you keep a secret?”
“Yes. Although if this is about something that involves your safety, I have to warn you that I may tell the king.”
She pressed her lips together. “Don’t you ever go off duty?”
“No.”
She sighed. “This doesn’t affect my safety. I just wish—” She leaned against the tiled wall and closed her eyes. “Sometimes I wish I hadn’t come here. That I didn’t know the truth. Although the blood test might show that I’m not Hassan’s daughter.”
“Don’t count on it.”
“I know.”
Rafe studied her pale face. His fingers itched to trace her pretty features. He wanted to pull her close and kiss her, running his hands up and down her body. He wanted to feel her delicate curves, touch her bare skin and taste every inch of her.
The erotic fantasy produced predictable results. Rafe swore silently as blood rushed to his groin, hardening him in an instant.
“Come on,” he said, taking Zara by the hand and gently tugging her down the hall. “It’s time for princesses to be in bed.”
“Are you tucking me in?” she asked playfully.
“Not in this lifetime.”
They stopped in front of her door. She looked at him. “You know, it’s strange. In my regular life I would never come on to any guy, and if I did, any hint of rejection would leave me devastated for the rest of my life. Yet here I’m very comfortable begging you for the smallest of favors and despite your constant refusal, I survive.”
“You’re tough.”
She shook her head. “I think it’s because every time I mention something illicit, your eyes darken with fire. I like the heat.”
Desire poured through him. Rafe would have sold his soul that second if he could have hauled Zara up against him and taken her. He ached to fill her with his arousal, to teach her exactly what kind of magic went on between men and women.
“You’re imagining it,” he said instead.
“Nope. Not even for a second. Oh, I almost forgot to tell you that Byron invited me to go horseback riding with him in two days. Apparently, it gets really hot in the afternoon so we’ll be heading out early. I hope that’s all right with you.”
It was as if she’d slapped him. Rafe felt the sting, but didn’t allow himself to show any kind of reaction. Her personal affairs didn’t matter, he reminded himself. This assignment was temporary. Soon he would be back in the City of Thieves, and Zara Paxton would be little more than a memory.
“Just let me know when and where,” he told her. “I’ll be there.”
“Armed?” she asked teasingly.
“Always.”
Her smile faded. “Tell me you want to kiss me good-night, Rafe. I think I’ve earned that.”
Involuntarily he dropped his gaze to her mouth. He remembered her taste, the sweet intake of her breath when he’d stroked her tongue. Oh, yeah, he wanted to kiss her.
“You’re making my life hell, Zara. Is that good enough?”
She raised herself up on tiptoes and lightly kissed his cheek. “Almost,” she told him, before taking her shoes from him and slipping into her room.
 
This was so not what she’d planned, Zara thought two days later as she rode across the desert. Somehow in her mind the experience had become a cross between a scene in a movie and a perfume commercial. She’d imagined dew glistening on the lush foliage, the sun rising in the east, herself riding elegantly next to a handsome man as their horses galloped across the rolling hills of the desert.
To begin with it was darned hot, even a few minutes before sunrise. Second, lush foliage didn’t fit into the desert and any dew had long been sucked up by the dry, heated air. Last but certainly not least, her half a dozen experiences on tired rental horses at a local stable had not prepared her for the reality of trying to stay on a purebred Arabian gelding.
“How are you doing?” Byron asked.
“Great,” she lied, flopping more out than in the saddle.
At least Byron looked the part…sort of, she thought. He rode well and appeared halfway decent in his riding clothes. It wasn’t his fault that she found Rafe far more compelling. Even though the men had similar coloring, there was no comparing their builds or faces. Rafe was the hands-down winner.
“It’s a beautiful morning,” Byron called out as her horse drifted to the left.
“Yes, beautiful.”
She tried to ease her mount back into line. The horse didn’t want to cooperate. Obviously, the stable guy had been having a laugh at her expense when he’d promised a gentle horse. That or there weren’t any gentle, easy, slow horses in Bahania. Thank goodness they’d stopped trotting and were now walking. At least her butt wasn’t forever slapping against the hard leather of the saddle. While she knew she was going to be sore later, she couldn’t help feeling sorry for the horse. She doubted the creature appreciated being pounded by her bony butt.
“Are you…”
The rest of Byron’s sentence was drowned out by the powerful engines behind him. Zara tried to glance over her shoulder, but the movement made her slip more than she could handle and she had to grab on to the horse’s mane to stay in the saddle. Still, she didn’t have to see the three Hummers and two Jeeps, all filled with armed guards to know they were there.
Instead she turned to glare at Rafe, who rode easily, just a few paces behind them. The man was making her crazy. A bodyguard she could accept. A bodyguard who obviously enjoyed tormenting her was a pain, but also doable. But when he insisted on mocking her, that was too much to stand.
The amount of security he’d arranged for the ride was insane. Every time she and Byron tried to speak, the vehicles drew closer, making it impossible to hear what the other person was saying.
Zara reined in her horse. The animal stopped, which surprised her. Byron slowed his horse. Behind him the motorcade drew to a halt.
“What is it?” Byron asked.
Nothing about the man appealed to her, yet she had told the king she would give Byron a chance. So here she was—keeping her word.
“I thought if we stopped moving, they might stop getting so close,” she told him. “I’m sorry this all turned out so badly.”
He moved his horse closer. “Your father wants to keep you safe.”
Zara held in a groan. The fact that Byron knew or had guessed her relationship with the king shouldn’t be a surprise. Still she felt disappointed. Telling herself no one would be interested in her for herself was one thing, but having it highlighted was another.
Rafe rode to her other side. “Is everything all right?”
“Yes. The duke and I are having a conversation.”
He had the audacity to grin and ask, “What about?”


Chapter Nine

Zara stalked out of the stable without saying anything. Rafe had been in the middle of telling the horse trainer that none of the mounts had been pushed very hard when he was forced to break off in midsentence to go after her. The stiffness of her walk and the set of her head warned him that she was furious.
Rafe acknowledged that he’d probably gone a bit too far with the Hummers and the Jeeps. Not to mention the armed guards. The odds of a kidnapping taking place were slim at best. Hardly anyone knew about her. Word would spread quickly, but right now she was fairly safe. Still, he’d been unable to resist calling in the troops—to give the duke something to think about if nothing else.
However, Zara hadn’t seen things that way. Worse, she’d probably hated having an audience while she struggled to stay on her horse. Obviously, she hadn’t had much practice riding horses bred in a royal stable.
“Zara, wait.”
He caught up with her in the courtyard between the stable and the house. The sun had already drifted well into the sky, and the heat sucked the air from his lungs. They stood in the shade of a cluster of date palms, but the temperature still had to be over a hundred degrees.
She spun to face him, temper flaring in her brown eyes. “What do you want?” she demanded as she pushed up her glasses. “I would think you’ve already had your joke for the day.”
He instantly felt like a jerk. “I’m sorry,” he told her. “I guess I went a little too far.”
“Yes, you did.”
She drew in a breath, then sank down on the blanket of grass by the trees. After drawing her legs to her chest she rested her forehead on her knees.
They were in a small grove of palms, protected from view by the foliage at the base of the trees. Except for a cat grooming in the sun a few feet away, they were alone.
“It’s not you,” she mumbled. “I’m angry at Byron.”
Rafe crouched next to her. He wasn’t concerned that Byron had tried anything—he hadn’t left them alone long enough for anything to happen. “What did he do?”
“Nothing. It’s what he said.” She raised her head and glared at him. “Do I look stupid to you?”
“Not at all.”
“I didn’t think so. Men worrying that I’m not smart enough has never been the problem. Usually they think I’m too smart.”
“So the duke thought you were an idiot?”
“Apparently.” She rubbed her temples. “I can’t even say it. It’s just too humiliating.”
Rafe rose to his feet. “If he insulted you—”
“He did, but not the way you’re thinking,” she said, interrupting. She looked away. “He said I was beautiful.”
“What?” Rafe frowned. That was hardly an insult. He ignored the tension in his chest that told him he didn’t like the duke complimenting Zara.
“You heard me.”
He sank next to her on the grass. She wore her hair down in a thick braid. As she spoke, she twisted the braid around her fingers.
“Why is that so horrible?” he asked. “Don’t you want him saying nice things?”
She rolled her eyes. “I don’t want him lying to me and expecting me to believe him. I would have accepted pretty or even attractive. But beautiful? The man obviously thinks I’m a moron. Or he doesn’t think at all. Or he assumes that I’ll be so bowled over by his flattery that I won’t bother to question his sincerity.”
“I think you’re making too much of this.”
“Of course you’d say that. You’re a man. But it’s significant to me.”
Rafe sensed he was treading on dangerous territory. He decided to go slowly and carefully. “You’re an attractive woman, Zara. Beauty isn’t universal. Maybe Byron was telling the truth from his point of view, but you don’t feel comfortable admitting it.” He hated that he was defending the guy.
“Maybe camels fly here in the desert.” She glared at him. “I understand how all this works. When people meet there’s either an attraction or there isn’t. That attraction can color someone’s view but it’s not going to take it out of the realm of reality. I mean you have obviously had sexual feelings for me, at least that one time when we kissed, yet you’d never say I was beautiful.”
She paused just long enough to make Rafe sweat. There was a deep, dark conversation pit right in front of him and he didn’t know how to keep from falling in. Fortunately Zara kept talking.
“If Byron knew me and had spent time with me, I just might believe him. But right now he’s just playing some stupid game with me and it’s really annoying. Is it always going to be like this? I thought getting a date was bad before, but this is impossible.”
Another of the king’s cats strolled by. Rafe patted the creature before turning his attention back to Zara.
“Take a deep breath and slow down,” he told her. “First of all, you’re still getting used to a new situation. It won’t always be so confusing. Second, give yourself some credit. You act like you’re the female version of the elephant man. That’s not true.”
“I know the kind of woman I am, and I know what men say about me.” She tossed her braid back over her shoulder. “I’m smart and intimidating. Not beautiful, not sexy. Cleo’s the man magnet in this family.”
“You’re not giving yourself enough credit.” He found her damned sexy, although he couldn’t tell her. Not without creating a different kind of trouble.
She shook her head impatiently. “Get real. My dissertation was on the changing face of society as demonstrated by feminist writers in the last quarter of the twentieth century. I doubt that makes you think of sweaty sheets. It’s just impossible. I’m never going to find someone who wants me.”
She’d gone from angry to vulnerable in a heartbeat. He could handle the former, but not the latter. Her slumped shoulders and bleak expression made him want to pull her close and offer comfort. A dangerous proposition, he reminded himself. He was the hired help—nothing more.
“You’ll find him,” he told her. “The right guy is out there.”
“How will I find him? And where is he? If you have any names with you, please feel free to pass them along.”
She started to get to her feet. Involuntarily Rafe grabbed her wrist to hold her in place. The second his fingers touched her soft skin, he knew he’d made a really big mistake. Especially when she looked at him and he saw the questions in her big eyes. Questions and desire.
An answering spark leaped to life inside of him. His self-control deserted him, leaving him hungry. There was only one way to satisfy his appetite. Only one way and with one woman…
“Rafe.”
She breathed his name, the single syllable giving away more than she realized. He heard the anticipation, the wanting. It increased the fire inside of him, burning away the last of his resistance. Before he could come to his senses and head for the open desert, he pulled her close.
She melted against him. Her arms came around his neck as he hauled her onto his lap. He shifted so that he could lean against the base of a date palm. The right side of her chest pressed against his. She was hot, sweet and more desirable than any woman he’d ever known. At that moment he felt as if he would die if he didn’t kiss her.
So he did. He moved his lips against hers, exploring what he’d discovered before, listening for the sound of her breath catching, pleased when her fingers trembled. He licked her lower lip. When she parted, he slipped inside, teasing her, tasting her, taking her deeply, insistently. She didn’t shy away or protest. Instead she strained toward him, circling his tongue, then closing her lips around him and sucking gently.
Need shot to his groin, engorging him to the point of discomfort. He swore silently, knowing this was a game he couldn’t win. Not with her.
But she tempted him beyond reason. One of his hands lay on her thigh. He moved his palm along the outside seam of her slacks to the curve of her hip. From there he slipped to her rear. He squeezed the roundness, then eased her into a straddling position with her feminine center resting directly on his need.
It was an unbearable combination of pleasure and pain. He couldn’t help grabbing her hips and rocking her against him. Her body moved easily as they found a rhythm that made them both gasp. She cupped his face and continued to kiss him. Tension made her shudder. He could feel her arousal growing, not to mention his own. The second he began calculating the distance to a more private location, he knew he’d crossed the line. He grabbed her around the waist and lifted her off.
Zara was caught by surprise. She flashed him a hurt look. “You can’t be stopping now.”
“I have to.”
He stood up and turned his back on her. He ached with desire. Every inch of him throbbed in time with his rapid heartbeat. What the hell was wrong with him? He never allowed himself to get pulled off course during an assignment. In other circumstances, this sort of distraction could get him killed. He knew better.
“I’m sorry,” he ground out. “I shouldn’t have done that.”
He sensed her moving and turned to see her scrambling to her feet.
“Don’t make it worse by apologizing,” she muttered. “I don’t understand what the big deal is. There’s obviously a huge attraction between us. No one has to know that we explored it.”
“It’s not that simple. I have a responsibility to protect you, even from yourself. And if that’s not a good enough reason, then try telling yourself that these sorts of things have a life of their own. Do you really want to read about your personal life in the tabloids?”
“That would never happen.”
He didn’t bother responding. Zara was new to this world, but he wasn’t. He’d seen the disastrous consequence of an ill-timed affair.
“You’re making me crabby,” she told him. “I hate being crabby. Not to mention confused. I want things with you I’ve never wanted with anyone else. Worse, I’m telling you that and even acting on the impulses. This is so not me. What’s going on here? Is it being in Bahania. Is it the water or maybe early signs of senility?”
Rafe didn’t have an answer. Or maybe he didn’t want to see the truth. He and Zara generated a lot of attraction between them. The heat was dangerous to both of them.
She put her hands on her hips. “Should I assume your silence means you don’t have an answer, either?”
“Not one that makes sense.”
“How helpful is that?” She sighed. “Everything about this situation is unfamiliar. I’ve actually teased you about kissing me. I never do that.”
“I never let personal interfere with business.”
She stared at him. “So this isn’t usual for you?”
“Not even close.”
A smile curved up the corners of her mouth. “That makes me feel a little better.”
He didn’t respond to that statement. There was no point in telling her that his inability to ignore the passion between them had him wondering what the hell was wrong with him. When had he gotten so damn soft? He needed a few weeks in a war zone to improve his reflexes and his self-control.
“Where do we go from here?” Zara asked.
“Nowhere. Nothing’s changed. I work for the king and I don’t get involved with his daughter.”
She dropped her arms to her sides. “You need to find some new material,” she told him. “This same story is getting old.” She turned on her heel and headed for the palace, then paused.
“Oh, by the way, Jean-Paul has invited me to dinner and I accepted. I think you’ll need to dress formally.”
Rafe watched her go, her head high, her slender hips swaying gently. She was back in a temper. She’d also had the last word. Princess Zara…formally Zara Paxton, professor, was turning out to be more trouble than he’d imagined possible. And damned if he didn’t like every second of it.
 
Once she reached the palace, Zara headed for her room. Dozens of thoughts swirled through her brain, and she didn’t know what was going on. Life had certainly taken a turn for the interesting ever since she’d landed in Bahania. She’d been prepared to feel conflicted about meeting the stranger who might be her father, but she’d never thought she could have man trouble.
For the first time in her life she had two men vying for her attention. Of course neither of them really cared about her—they were interested in getting a connection with the royal family. Of course, there might be a different motive—maybe the duke needed money for his aging manor house. Or Jean-Paul might want a loan to expand the vineyard. Whatever their reasons for pursuing her, she knew they had nothing to do with her as a person. So while her popularity was a change, it was especially unappealing.
She turned the corner and headed for the door leading to the rooms she shared with Cleo. As she stepped inside, she called her sister’s name, but heard only silence. Cleo must be out—maybe with the fabulously handsome Prince Sadik. He had certainly taken notice of Cleo at the state dinner.
Zara wandered around the spacious living room, then plopped down on the sofa. She could see the Arabian Sea in the distance. Already the sun was high in the sky. The temperature would be climbing, and soon it would be difficult for her to be out in the heat. But here in the palace the air was cool.
Zara glanced around at the elegant furnishings, the expensive tapestries and the small wet bar in the corner. She knew if she crossed to it and opened the minirefrigerator, she would find an assortment of drinks, including her favorite sodas. The small cupboard above held different snacks. She could even phone the kitchen and ask that something be sent up.
Bahania was a fantasy come true for her. In fact it was better than her fantasy. She was living in a palace, and if King Hassan really did turn out to be her father, then she was about to become a princess. So what if that made a couple of guys a little weird?
Zara rose and walked to the floor-to-ceiling windows. Restlessness filled her and she knew the cause. Rafe. She didn’t understand anything about him.
She also knew that she was playing a very dangerous game with him. She’d learned a few things in the twenty-eight years she’d spent on the planet, and one of them was that men didn’t lie about certain things. When a guy said he didn’t do relationships, she needed to listen. The problem was, she didn’t want to.
Zara sighed. Rafe had told her that she was a marriage-and-kids kind of woman and that he wasn’t a marriage-and-kids kind of guy. Her gut told her that he was telling the truth on both counts. Unfortunately, knowing he was a mistake didn’t take away his appeal.
She wanted him.
Some of the attraction was sexual. He made her think about things she’d never considered. For the first time in her life she was responding to a man based on chemistry. But there was more to it than that. She couldn’t dismiss everything as being due to hormones.
She liked him.
Zara put her fingertips on the cool glass. She wished it was otherwise, but wishing didn’t change things. She liked being with him, talking with him. She even liked it when they argued. He was straightforward and so masculine. He was kind, although she suspected he would hate that description. He was also attracted to her.
She couldn’t remember the last time a man had been interested in her body with the same intensity Rafe showed. She could see his desire, as well as feel it. How was she supposed to resist that? The combination of sexual attraction and general liking weren’t a temptation she could walk away from. Around him she felt safe and yet strong. She’d never experienced that particular combination before.
She had it bad for the man, but somehow she was going to have to find a way to get over him. No way was she going to allow herself to get her heart broken.
 
“This is the sword an ancestor of mine carried during the Crusades,” King Hassan said when they paused in front of a long, dangerous-looking sword on a stand. Jewels and gold decorated the handle, but their beauty didn’t detract from the honed edge of the blade.
Hassan gently touched the tip. “During some battles, blood ran like a river through the valleys of the Holy Land.”
Zara stared at the antique weapon. She could imagine it covered in blood. “I didn’t realize that Bahania had been involved in the Crusades.”
Hassan shook his head. “There wasn’t any fighting here, but the true believers traveled to keep out the infidels.” His expression turned serious. “It was a time of great unrest, and many died. Over the years, the royal family began to see that an attitude of tolerance was better for our people. By the sixteenth century, all were allowed to worship as each saw fit. We were very progressive.”
“Apparently.” Zara knew that in the sixteenth century, Europe had been a land of intolerance, especially between those of different beliefs.
“We were less progressive about women,” Hassan said with an apologetic tone. “The royal harem existed until my father’s time.”
“I can’t imagine such a thing.”
“While I can imagine it, I’m not sure how a ruling monarch would find the time,” Hassan said teasingly. “Matters of state keep me very occupied.”
They continued to walk through the halls of the oldest part of the palace. Treasures filled every corner, including paintings, stunning mosaics, statues and carvings done directly into the walls and ceilings.
A small gray cat strolled up to join them. Hassan bent over and picked up the feline, cradling it in his arms.
“How are you, my precious one?” he asked, his tone low and affectionate.
A small tag hung from a braided collar. Hassan touched the tag with his finger, turning it so he could read the name.
“Ah. You are Muffin.” He shook his head. “Occasionally I permit school children to come to the palace and name the new cats. I frequently regret the visits.”
Zara laughed. “You don’t approve of Muffin as a name for a cat?”
“Not a royal one.” Still, he scratched the cat’s head and rubbed it under the chin. The tame creature purred, relaxing in Hassan’s arms.
“How did you come to be so fond of cats?” she asked.
“My mother enjoyed having them around.” He set Muffin back on the ground. “You are named for my mother. Did you know?”
“Not until you told me. I’d looked up the origin of the name once and saw that it was a derivation of Sara but I didn’t think anything more than that. I figured my mother had simply liked the name.”
Hassan led the way to an alcove. Large windows looked out onto an elaborate garden. Zara had noticed that Bahania was much more lush than she would have expected.
She took the seat next to the king and tried to ignore the small group that had trailed them throughout the tour. Apparently Hassan didn’t go many places alone.
“I was surprised to learn that Fiona had remembered me telling her about my mother.” He touched Zara’s hair. “Surprised and pleased. My mother also would have enjoyed knowing she had not been forgotten.”
Zara didn’t know what to say to that. Fiona had never spoken of Hassan or his mother. The king seemed to read her mind.
“If you only learned about me through her papers, obviously she did not tell you anything.”
“I would ask questions,” Zara said, because it was true and she sensed it was something Hassan would want to hear. “I used to beg her to tell me about my father, but she never said a word. I didn’t know why.”
“Your life would have been very different if she’d told either of us,” Hassan said. “I want to think I would have been willing to let her live her life without me as was her wish, but I’m not sure.”
He stared into the distance. Zara knew he was seeing the past he’d shared with Fiona.
“Tell me about your life as a child,” he said quietly. “Tell me about Fiona.”
Zara shifted slightly on the bench. Even though the king’s entourage stayed out of earshot, she was aware of them lurking. There were a couple of assistants, someone who could only be a bodyguard and Rafe. His was the only presence she didn’t mind.
“Fiona was always beautiful,” Zara began slowly. “Tall, elegant and so graceful. She could make the most ordinary task in the world look like an intricate dance. I wanted to be like her.”
“There is a great likeness,” Hassan said.
She laughed. “You danced with me at the dinner. I’m sure I trod on your toes at least once.” Zara’s smile faded slightly. “I inherited many good qualities from my mother, but grace wasn’t one of them. I had no talent for dancing, although she tried for years. I would attend classes and stumble my way through. Finally she gave in to my pleas and allowed me to spend my afternoons in the library instead of in her studio.”
“Was there—” Hassan’s voice trailed off. He cleared his throat. “Fiona had a way about her. There must have been many men. Before you said there wasn’t anyone special, but she must have had admirers.”
Zara suddenly sensed dangerous territory. Fortunately, she could tell the truth. “From time to time she dated. A relationship might last for a couple of months. But they were never serious. She told me that she had no interest in getting married. I think she’d already given away her heart.”
Hassan shrugged. “I want it to be so. How could I not? Fiona was my one true love. If only she’d agreed to marry me.”
Zara found that thought daunting. If her mother had married the king, then they all would have lived in Bahania. What would that have been like?
She thought of Sabrina’s years growing up, both here and in California. Torn between two worlds. Would Zara have experienced the same fate? And what about Cleo?
“Imagining a different life is difficult,” she admitted. “Fiona was telling you the truth when she said that she couldn’t live in one place for very long. We moved nearly every year. I never knew what she was looking for, but she didn’t find it. Or perhaps there was no goal, and the point was simply to experience different lives.”
“We will never know.” Hassan patted her hand. “I have a matter I wish to discuss with you, my daughter.”
His tone of voice sent warning signals zipping along her spine. Yet she found herself caught up in the words “my daughter.” His daughter? Had she really found her father? Despite the week she’d been in the palace, the concept was still difficult to believe.
“Your Highness,” she said, not realizing she was interrupting him until it was too late and he was already staring at her. “What about the blood tests? Shouldn’t we take care of that. I mean, so that we can be sure?”
“I am sure.”
“Yes, well, this isn’t just about us. Your family will want to be sure. The government of Bahania will want to be sure. Your, ah, people will have questions.”
His people? She couldn’t believe she’d actually said that. She felt like a bit player in a bad movie.
“My people trust me,” Hassan intoned.
“With reason, I’m sure. My point is why ask them to trust you on this matter? Why not let them know for sure?”
The king considered her words, then nodded. “I’ll send my physician to you later today. He’ll draw blood and the appropriate tests will be performed. Does that satisfy you?”
“Yes. Thanks.”
She swallowed. Satisfied didn’t exactly describe the sudden roiling of her stomach. While she knew that confirming her relationship—or lack thereof—with the king was the right thing to do, a part of her didn’t want to know. The voice deep down in her innermost soul had already whispered the truth. Zara didn’t doubt what the blood tests would reveal, and when the truth came out there was no turning back. Her life would be changed forever.
“Good. Now, I have also been considering your future. Once the blood tests have proven what we both already know—that you are my blood—then you will be known to all as my daughter.” He hesitated. “Sabrina frequently chides me for how I say things. She tells me that daughters are different from sons and require different persuading.”
Zara had no idea what he was taking about, but he was making her nervous. “Just say it. I’ll try not to be offended.”
“Perhaps that would be best.” Hassan beamed. “I would be most happy to find you a husband. I mean no disrespect, but you are very advanced in years not to be married. Of course your lack of a husband makes some things less complicated, so I am not displeased. If it has been a matter of finding the right man, I can offer several suggestions.”
Zara opened her mouth, then closed it. She couldn’t breathe and she certainly couldn’t speak. Suggestions? As in he thought he could find her a husband?
She reminded herself that he was the king of Bahania. No doubt he could do whatever he wanted.
“I, ah, feel confident that I can find my own husband,” she said at last, the words trembling slightly.
“You have not done so yet.”
“I know. It’s complicated.” No way was she going to tell him about Jon and the broken engagement. And even though she’d told Rafe about her gay ex-fiancé, she didn’t think he would be telling her secrets to anyone—not even the king.
“Now that you are in Bahania, you will meet different men. Didn’t you go riding with the duke of Netherton?”
“Uh-huh.” And it had been a disaster. “I’m not exactly looking for a duke,” she told the king. “There’s also the issue of me returning home. What would I do with a husband then?”
Hassan stared at her. “You are home.”
Her stomach flopped over again. “What do you mean?”
He cupped her cheek. “You are my daughter. You belong here—in Bahania. The palace is your home now. You will stay here until you are married. That is the way of things for the daughter of the king.”
He squeezed gently, then released her. Before she could get her lips around a response, he was gone, leaving her gasping, confused and feeling very trapped.


Chapter Ten

“I can’t believe he’s serious,” Zara said as she walked back toward her room. “Does he really expect me to stay in the palace until I’m married? I have a life, a job, a home.”
“I guess the king doesn’t see it that way.”
Rafe held in a chuckle. He didn’t think that Zara would appreciate his humor. Not when he could practically see the steam coming out of her ears.
“Have you noticed how you spend a lot of your day annoyed?” he asked conversationally. “Didn’t we already do the huffy thing after your ride with Byron?”
She stopped and glared at him. “I wasn’t in a huff then and I’m not in one now. It’s very easy for you to make fun of me. You’re not the one about to be held prisoner in the palace.”
Rafe glanced around at the mosaics on the wall, the two cats strolling past and the antique table next to them.
“It’s a little hard to get worked up about your living conditions.”
She pressed her lips together. “Don’t be cute. You know what I mean. I have an entire life. The king thinks I should just drop it and become his…his—” she exhaled “—I don’t know the right word. His something.”
“Daughter,” Rafe offered helpfully. “He wants you to be his daughter. You know, hang out with him, get to know him, live in his country.”
“I have a career. I worked hard to get my doctorate. I have friends, plans. Should I just turn my back on everything?”
“I don’t know. How great are things back in your world?”
She looked away from him, which Rafe guessed was her way of dealing with the situation in a mature fashion. He prodded the small of her back to get her moving again.
“I sort of understand,” he told her. “This whole royal situation takes getting used to.”
She sniffed. “A lot you know about it. You get to come and go as you please. You can quit your job anytime you want.”
She had a point. The thing was, he kind of liked her all fussy and crabby. She had a temper, but not an ugly one.
“Think of the possibilities,” he told her. “You might start to like it here. You’ll get to go shopping, wear jewelry, hang out in the best places.”
“I’m not even going to dignify that with a response,” she muttered. “You can’t possibly think I’m so incredibly shallow. It’s disgusting.”
“Well then, think about all the marriage possibilities. I’m sure Hassan would find you a terrific husband.”
She stopped again and glared at him. “Ha-ha. I’m nearly doubled over with laughter. Aren’t you the amusing one?”
He held back a smile. “Absolutely.”
She planted her hands on her hips. “You’re not taking this very seriously. I’m talking about the entire fabric of my life being ripped apart and sewn back together without my say-so. I do not want anyone picking my husband, thank you very much.”
Rafe didn’t want to think about her getting married, either, although he wasn’t about to explore that. As far as he was concerned it was hands off—regardless how much he wanted her.
“You never know what kind of prince the king might dig up. And I do mean prince.”
Her gaze narrowed. “You know that wouldn’t matter to me.”
“I thought all little girls dreamed of marrying a handsome prince.”
“In case you haven’t noticed, Mr. Bodyguard, I’m all grown up.”
He’d noticed. Her being all grown up kept him awake nights. “You’re still innocent in the ways of the world.”
She glanced around to make sure they were alone in the hallway, then lowered her voice. “This is about the whole virgin thing, isn’t it?” Her mouth tightened. “I can’t believe my being a virgin is becoming a bigger deal than it was. I didn’t think that was possible.”
“Things could be worse.”
“Or I could fix the problem. I’m having dinner with Jean-Paul tomorrow night. Maybe I’ll take care of my virginity then.”
Rafe suddenly found it hard to swallow. “Zara, don’t be rash.”
“I thought I was just crabby,” she told him. “Now I have to add rash to the list? Is there anything about me that you like?”
There was plenty, starting with how she stood her ground when she was annoyed.
She started walking down the hallway. “I can’t believe he expects me to simply move here permanently. I don’t know that I want to live in the palace. I don’t even know if I’m ready to pack everything up and move to Bahania. It’s too much, too soon. I need time.”
Rafe forced his jealousy aside and caught up with her. “Zara, be careful how you deal with this. The king assumes that you’re a new permanent resident of his country. He thinks of you as a member of his family. As such, he considers your place to be here, in the palace.”
“What if I don’t want to live in the palace?”
He didn’t have an answer for that. “Just don’t make any sudden decisions. You’ve spent your whole life looking for your family. Now that you’ve found one that wants you, wouldn’t it be kind of silly to turn your back on them?”
She slowed her pace and nodded. “I understand what you’re saying. I just have this horrible sensation of being trapped.”
Zara hoped Rafe had a few words of wisdom to offer, but when he was silent, she wasn’t surprised. He had no experience with her situation. Plus, according to him he’d never wanted to be tied down to anything. He wouldn’t understand the ambivalence she felt.
They parted company just outside the door to her suite. She stepped inside and heard movement in Cleo’s bedroom.
“Are you finally actually in residence?” she called, suddenly happy to have someone she trusted and understood to speak with. “I can only imagine what you’ve been up to these past few days.”
Zara walked into her sister’s room, then stopped just inside the doorway.
Cleo had indeed returned, but obviously wasn’t staying long. Several suitcases lay open on the bed. Clothes had been dumped inside, some folded, some not. Her sister moved quickly around the room, picking up toiletries and tossing them toward the open luggage.
“What’s going on?” Zara asked, fighting against the tightness in her chest.
Cleo glanced up at her, her large blue eyes dark with emotion. “You’re the smart one in the family—I would have thought it was obvious.”
“I can see you’re packing, but where are you going?”
“Home.”
Zara had half expected to hear that her sister was moving in with one of the princes. All of them had paid attention to Cleo, although Prince Sadik had seemed most interested of all.
“Cleo, what are you doing? I thought you were having a good time.”
Cleo pulled several shirts out of a bottom drawer and straightened. “I’ve had a terrific vacation, but I’m ready to head back to the real world. I have a job waiting.”
Zara did, too, but she was on summer break, whereas Cleo had simply taken two weeks off from her job in Spokane.
“But don’t you want to stay longer?”
Cleo’s full mouth twisted slightly at the corner. “Not really. I don’t belong here.” She motioned to the luxurious room. “You’re the princess. I’m just some street kid tagging along.”
Zara moved toward her sister. “Don’t say that. We’re sisters.”
Cleo shook her head. “No. Your sister is Princess Sabra of Bahania. I appreciate you letting me share the adventure, but now it’s over.”
Zara’s eyes began to burn. “I don’t understand. Sabrina isn’t my sister. Not in my heart. I barely know her. Cleo, I need you here.”
“I can’t stay.” She walked to the bed and put the shirts in one of the open suitcases. “You’ll be fine. The king really likes having you around. You’ll be so busy learning how to be royal, you won’t notice I’m gone.”
Zara didn’t understand what had happened. She recognized Cleo’s determined and prickly exterior as a way to protect herself, but she didn’t know why.
“Did someone say something to upset you?” Zara asked.
“No. Everyone’s been great.”
“Okay. I’ll come with you.”
Cleo glared at her. “Don’t be crazy. All your life you’ve wanted a father and now you’ve found one. And, gee, he’s a king. Are you seriously going to tell me that you want to walk away from that? If you do, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life. We both know that.”
“But I don’t want to be here without you.”
“You’ll do fine. You’ve got those guys interested in you. Hey, you’ll probably be engaged by the end of the month.”
“Not to the duke,” Zara muttered.
“Then to the other one.”
“It seems unlikely. You know my luck with men.” Cleo moved close and hugged her. “I would say that your luck is about to change.” She stepped back. “I mean it, Zara. I wish you the best. Really. But I can’t stay here. I am the last person who belongs here.”
Zara knew that Cleo was thinking about her past, about her early years when she’d grown up on the street or in shelters.
“None of that matters.”
“It does to me,” Cleo told her. “I can take care of myself. I have a good job. I’ve worked my way up to manager, and that matters to me. So let me go back to my life and be where I’m supposed to be. You stay here and learn the etiquette of wearing a tiara.”
Zara nodded. She couldn’t speak because of the tears filling her eyes. She felt as if she was about to lose something precious, and there was nothing she could do to change Cleo’s mind.
Cleo gave her a soft smile, then hugged her. “Hey, the phones still work. You can call me every couple of days and keep me up-to-date on the royal set.”
“I promise,” Zara said, holding on tight and wanting to never let go.
 
Zara found herself barely able to stay awake. The combination of sleeplessness and boring conversation threatened to cause her to doze off in her salad. She blinked several times and took a sip of ice water. Fortunately, Jean-Paul didn’t seem to notice her inattention.
“The small flowers are so beautiful,” he was saying.
She was pretty sure he was still going on about his vineyard. Except for the family chateau, that had been his favorite topic ever since he’d arrived to pick her up at the palace.
“Sounds lovely,” she murmured when he paused expectantly.
Just then the waiter arrived with their desserts. Zara took a bite of the chocolate mousse and hoped the sugar would give her a little short-term energy.
She was sure that Jean-Paul couldn’t possibly be as boring as she imagined. It must be her exhaustion. For the past two nights she’d paced through the large suite, listening to the silence and wishing Cleo hadn’t left. Zara had never felt so alone or out-of-place.
She tried to clear her head. This wasn’t the time to think about Cleo’s sudden departure. She was out with a good-looking French guy who was obviously rich and into wine and vineyards. She should try to enjoy the evening. At least it was more private than her date with Byron. This time there weren’t any Hummers or Jeeps. Instead Rafe sat at a nearby table, no doubt trying not to listen.
“You must come to France,” Jean-Paul told her. “In the fall, I think. When the tourists have left, yes?”
“You’ve made it all sound very magical,” Zara said, annoyed on behalf of tourists everywhere. Jean-Paul might not like them around, but she would bet they bought a lot of his wine and generally contributed to the economy.
“I remember fall when I was a small boy,” he said, sipping the brandy the waiter had brought along with the crème brûlée Jean-Paul had ordered. “I would run barefoot through the leaves. The scent of those days is with me even today. I would take my little dog down to the stream behind the house.”
He was off on another tale of his exploits. Zara surreptitiously glanced at her watch. They’d been at dinner more than two hours, and Jean-Paul had spent the entire time talking about himself. The only questions he’d asked had been those inquiring as to whether or not she agreed that his home sounded beautiful. She wondered if he even saw her as a person. Was she simply a single female possibly related to a king? Maybe she could have sent one of Hassan’s precious cats in her place. She wasn’t sure Jean-Paul would have noticed.
The endless dinner came to a close when the waiter cleared their plates and placed the bill on a small leather tray. Relief coursed through Zara. Rafe was on his third cup of coffee. No doubt he’d needed the caffeine to stay alert, what with being in earshot of Jean-Paul’s voice.
She was trying to decide if it would be all right to simply wait outside while Jean-Paul paid, when he startled her by reaching across the table and taking her hand in his.
“Zara, you are an exceptional woman.”
She really wanted to ask how he knew. After all, she’d barely said more than a couple of sentences. Instead of creating trouble, she smiled.
He stared at her, his dark eyes alive with promise. “I would very much like to make you mine. I think we would do well together.”
She felt her jaw drop. Make her his? Was he offering marriage or simply an affair—and did it matter which?
Annoyance bubbled up inside of her. Did the man really think she’d been charmed by his egotistical, self-centered, boring conversation? That she was available for the asking?
Zara pushed back her chair and rose to her feet. “I’m afraid you’ve misjudged the situation,” she said formally, her tone frosty.
Rafe moved to her side in an instant.
“I need to get out of here,” she told him, ignoring Jean-Paul’s protests.
“You’re the boss,” Rafe told her. He put his arm around her and led her from the restaurant.
Initially Zara was too shocked by Jean-Paul’s declaration to notice that they didn’t get into the limo that had brought them from the palace. She barely had time to register that they were walking along the streets of the city, before Rafe guided her into a small bar.
The main room held a dozen or so tables, with booths lining the back and side walls. A three-piece combo played on a corner stage. Rafe found a booth in a dark corner and slid onto the bench seat after her. He spoke to the waiter who appeared, then he leaned back in his seat.
“How was dinner?”
Zara frowned at him. Instead of answering, she glanced around the establishment, noting the rich red of the drapes behind the small stage and the inlaid wood that made up the tables. With lazily circling fans and the murmur of different languages, she felt as if she’d stumbled into a scene from Casablanca.
The waiter brought two snifters filled with an amber liquid, put them on the table and left.
“Cognac,” Rafe said. “You looked like you could use a drink.”
She took a sip and felt the burn all the way to her stomach.
“Want to talk about it?” he asked.
“I don’t know. Maybe.” She leaned back against the seat and drew in a deep breath. “I’m assuming you could hear Jean-Paul’s scintillating conversation.”
“Even though I tried not to.”
“You’ll get no sympathy from me. I was forced to sit across from him and act interested.”
“So you decided against the great seduction scene.”
He was teasing her. She could hear it in the tone of his voice and the light in his blue eyes. She smiled in return.
“I don’t think I would have stayed awake for the event.” She touched the base of her glass. “This is so much harder than I thought it would be,” she admitted.
“What part?”
“All of it. I miss Cleo.”
“I’d heard that she returned to the States.”
Zara nodded. “She only had two weeks vacation. I’m off for the summer, so my schedule is less pressing. I just wish she’d been able to stay. I liked having her around. I felt more safe with her here.”
“Nothing bad is going to happen to you.”
She shook her head. “This isn’t about being kidnapped. We both know that’s unlikely. I mean everything else. When I was little and Fiona would move us every year, I used to dream about finding my father. I always imagined he had a big house with lots of pets and a garden, that he had never known about me and was so happy to see me he held me close and promised to never let go. He told me that I would never have to move again or be the new kid in school.”
“Isn’t that what happened?” Rafe asked quietly.
“Yes, and it’s terrifying.” She wondered if there was a way to explain the fear inside of her. “Tonight was a good example. What was that? Why on earth would Jean-Paul be so incredibly boring and then ask me to be his? I don’t even know if he was offering to make me his mistress or proposing. Not that it matters. Does he really think I would be so flattered that I would accept?”
“Maybe he was putting all his cards on the table.”
She raised her eyebrows. “You can’t actually believe that.”
“No, but it sounded good.”
She angled toward him. “How am I supposed to fit in with these people? I always wanted roots, but not ones that ran so deep. The king can trace his ancestors back nearly a thousand years. I was thinking more like a couple of generations.”
“Is this where I remind you to be careful of what you wish for?”
His words danced across her skin like fire. Against her will, she found herself staring at his mouth, at the lips that had so tenderly kissed hers. While she couldn’t imagine having this conversation with any other man she’d ever met, with Rafe she felt perfectly comfortable.
Be careful what you wish for. He was smart to remind her of the danger, because what she wanted most was him. He drew her with a power she didn’t understand and could never explain.
“I guess you were right,” she said, more to herself than him. “I’m a wife-and-kids kind of woman. Which doesn’t bode well for my life as a princess, should that happen.”
“You’ll hear within the week.”
“I’m starting to regret pushing the king to have the blood test. Now that it’s done, I don’t want to know.”
He took a sip of his cognac. “With most people I’d be assuming they were afraid they wouldn’t be a relative, but you’re afraid of the opposite.”
She shrugged. “I never said I was brave.”
“Your concerns about dealing with an entire new way of life aren’t cowardly. You’re intelligent enough to be able to see the consequences of your actions.”
“Only it’s a tiny bit too late. After all, I’m here in Bahania, instead of safely back in my little life.”
“Sometimes a bigger life is better.”
“Maybe.”
She wasn’t convinced. A bigger life required a different kind of person. Zara had never considered herself very special. If she was Hassan’s daughter, she would be a royal princess. The reality of the situation made her palms sweat.
“I don’t want to talk about that anymore.” She studied him in the dim light. “How did a nice American guy like you become a sheik?”
He flashed her a smile. “Never tell a man he’s nice. We hate that word.”
“Then I take it back. So how did a mean, surly, very manly guy like you become a sheik?”
“I saved Prince Kardal’s life.”
He spoke casually, as if giving directions to the airport. She leaned forward. “How? No, wait. First tell me about Prince Kardal. Who is he?”
“Sabrina’s husband. He’s…” Rafe hesitated. “This is confidential, Zara. You can’t repeat this information to anyone.”
His blue eyes darkened with intensity. She felt as if she was about to get the secret code that would save the country from certain destruction. For a brief second she thought about saying she didn’t want to know, but then curiosity won.
“I promise.”
He studied her as if gauging the value of her word, then he nodded.
“You may have heard of the legend of a secret city on the border between El Bahar and Bahania. The story goes that nomads call this place home. Those who wrote about the city claimed it was a walled wonder filled with treasures stolen from all over the world.”
She frowned as bits of history came back to her. “I remember reading something about that. I think I even saw part of a documentary. There are a lot of writings about the city, but no real proof it exists.”
“The City of Thieves is real and it’s still around today. Kardal is the Prince of Thieves, the next in a long line of men who rule the desert. Back when the silk roads were in use, travelers feared being attacked. The nomads offered protection, for a price. They also stole from those who would not pay. When oil production began, they quickly learned there was more money to be made from the earth than from stealing. Now the City of Thieves guards the oil fields. Using a combination of the old ways and modern technology, we keep the peace.”
Zara didn’t know what to say. “It’s real?”
Rafe nodded.
She couldn’t begin to imagine such a place. A mythical city that still existed? “It would be like learning that Atlantis was alive and well.”
“As long as the world doesn’t find out.”
“I won’t say anything,” she told him earnestly. “I would never betray your trust.” Questions filled her mind. “How did you come to be there?”
“I told the truth before. I worked for a paramilitary organization. Prince Kardal hired us, and when the job was over I stayed on. About a year after that I worked my way up to the head of security. One day we were out in the desert when we were attacked. I saved Kardal’s life. In gratitude he made me a sheik.”
Rafe unbuttoned the cuff of his right shirtsleeve and pulled up the material. She saw a small mark on the inside of his wrist. Zara leaned closer to study the intricate design.
“What is it?”
“The seal of the City of Thieves. I carry the mark of the prince. As such I own land, livestock and have a fortune, which, while modest by royal prince standards, will keep me comfortable for a long time. They also offered me the woman of my choice, but I turned that down.”
Zara nearly choked. “A woman? They offered you a woman?”
He grinned. “Don’t you just love it here?”
She glared at him while he fastened his cuff. “That’s positively feudal.”
“I wasn’t all that comfortable with the idea, which is why I refused.”
She didn’t even know what to say. They’d offered a woman along with livestock? Typical.
“If you’re so wealthy with your land and camels and fortune, why do you still work?”
“Because I like what I do.”
Rafe picked up his snifter and swirled the cognac. He’d come a long way from his days at the orphanage, he thought. A long way from the scared kid who’d felt so damned alone.
“Do you have any family?” Zara asked.
“No. My folks died when I was four. There wasn’t anyone else. I became a ward of the state.”
He didn’t like to think about his past. He was different now, stronger. He’d learned to take care of himself and never need anyone.
“Why haven’t you ever married? There had to have been women in your past.”
“Plenty, but I’m not the kind of man who wants roots.”
She shook her head. “Everyone wants to belong.”
“I don’t need anyone else.”
“It’s a good line, but I don’t believe you.”
She smiled as she spoke. A pretty smile that made him think about kissing her. Tonight she wore a simple, loose fitting, sleeveless dress. The soft fabric moved with her, both emphasizing and concealing her curves. Her glasses had slipped down her nose, and when she absently pushed them into place, he found himself wanting to remove them and touch her face. He wanted to be close to her, stroke her, hold her. Not just for sex, but for something more.
He reminded himself that getting involved was dangerous. He needed to be free to move on when the time came. However, at that moment he couldn’t think of a single place he wanted to go.
“You were never adopted?” she asked.
He stiffened, then forced himself to relax. “I was too old and not cute enough.”
“I don’t believe that. I’ll bet you were an adorable kid.”
He’d been quiet and withdrawn. One family had shown interest when he’d been eight. He’d gone home with them for a long weekend. Determined to do everything right, he’d become so terrified of doing anything wrong that he’d frozen up. At the end of the three days, they’d returned him and he’d never seen them again. After that he’d stopped dreaming about things like family and belonging.
“Don’t try to make me what I’m not,” he told her. “Wishing isn’t going to make me different. I’m a coldhearted bastard who has no interest in anything like home and hearth. My home is wherever I sleep that night. I don’t need more.”
“I don’t believe you and I don’t think you believe yourself. You’ve found it easier to go your own way, but in your heart you want what everyone wants. The need to belong is universal.”
She was wrong, but he didn’t have the words to convince her. “Don’t make me into a hero, Zara. I like you, and I want you, but I’ll never be the man who can make you happy.”


Chapter Eleven

Several days later the door to Zara’s suite burst open, and King Hassan walked in trailed by a secretary, a bodyguard and two of the princes.
Zara looked up from the book she was reading and felt a sudden sense of dread. The king’s happy expression, the welcoming light in his eyes and the way he pulled her to her feet, then hugged her close told her all she wanted to know.
“It is done,” he announced.
She swallowed against a sudden attack of nerves that sent her stomach through a cheerleading routine.
“The blood test results?” she asked in a small voice, even though she already knew.
Hassan released her, beamed, then pulled her close again. “Yes. They have confirmed what you and I have known all along. You are the daughter of my beloved Fiona and my daughter, as well. The joy of my life.” He put his arm around her and faced his entourage. “She is the Princess Zara, named for my mother and beloved to me. Let the word be spread.”
Zara felt the floor move beneath her feet. It took her a second to realize that the building wasn’t swaying; instead she was having trouble catching her breath and staying upright. Was it her imagination or had the light in the room just dimmed?
Princess Zara? Oh, sure, she’d realized that if she was really the daughter of a king then she was likely to be a princess. She’d turned the concept over in her mind but had never been able to make it real. Nor had she actually thought of herself as “Princess Zara.” Did she really have a title?
Instinctively she glanced around at the people in her suite and was relieved when she saw that Rafe had slipped in…probably to see what was going on. She looked at him and took comfort from his wink. He was the only one who could make her feel safe. She couldn’t help wishing his arm was around her instead of the king’s.
“There is much to be done,” the king said.
“A press conference,” one of the princes said. Zara told herself that she was really going to have to learn to tell them apart. If only they weren’t all so tall, dark-haired and amazingly handsome.
A third prince entered her room. She recognized Prince Sadik. He walked up and took her hand in his.
“Welcome, my sister,” he said. “Do not be too afraid. We will not torment you as we did Sabrina, when she was young.”
“I appreciate that.”
The king motioned his assistant to step forward. “We will arrange for a press conference,” Hassan said. “The world must know of our joy.”
Zara didn’t think the princes looked especially joyful. None of this was a surprise to them and they’d all been very kind. She suspected her status as a woman made her practically invisible to them, which was far better than having them outwardly hostile. She wondered how Sabrina would take the news. Although she and her half sister had discussed starting over, they hadn’t spent very much time together.
Hassan was still talking about different arrangements. He smiled at her. “You will need a wardrobe fit for a princess. And lands, I think.”
Lands? She blinked. “That’s not necessary.”
Hassan dismissed her with a flick of his wrist. “Yes, lands. Perhaps with oil. Would you like that?” He continued without waiting for her to reply. “There are some lovely jewels that belonged to my mother. As you are named for her, they must be yours.”
She slipped free of his embrace. “Your Highness—”
“I would prefer you call me Father,” he said, his eyes misting over. “Perhaps not yet, as we are still getting to know each other. But in time. Yes?”
“I—” She swallowed. King Hassan was her father. As in that they shared blood and a gene pool. She had a father.
Her mind spun with the information. It shouldn’t be a shock, but it was because now it was real. The room seemed to shift again. Fortunately no one noticed.
“You don’t have to give me anything. That’s not why I came looking for you.”
“I know, my child.” He cupped her chin. “But it makes me happy, so you must indulge an old man’s simple requests. You are my daughter, and a member of the royal family. Anything less would be an insult to you, to me and to our people.”
Her stomach took an elevator ride for her toes. They had people? She was considered…were there people who—Dear God, what was happening?
The next few minutes passed in a blur. More staff members arrived. Phone calls were made, refreshments brought in, questions were asked and answered. The princes all slipped out, but Rafe remained in the background. Zara tried to keep track of everything. She was scheduled for a full wardrobe fitting and a makeover. Hassan called Sabrina to find out the name of her stylist. The wording of the press release was finalized, and all the while Zara had the sense of being trapped in an alternate universe.
Eventually the work was finished. Hassan hugged her one last time before leaving, taking all his people with him. Zara remained seated, too stunned to stand, barely able to breathe. Rafe joined her on the sofa.
“You don’t look so great,” he told her.
“That matches how I feel.” She stared at him. “It’s going to be much more than I’ve imagined, isn’t it?”
He nodded. “The circus begins.”
The first flicker of fear snaked along her spine. “How bad?”
“I don’t know. Just do me one favor. Don’t get difficult about having me around. Before I was your bodyguard on the whim of the king. It was a precaution but not necessary. Now I’m going to earn my paycheck.”
She didn’t like the sound of that, but it was too late to change anything now.
 
Zara tried to blink normally as the hairdresser snipped wildly around her head. Pieces of dark hair went flying and the low-grade panic she’d been fighting for the past two days increased about 15 percent.
“You look like you’re going to bolt,” Sabrina said from the salon chair next to Zara’s. She took a sip of water from the crystal glass the receptionist had carried over on a tray. “Relax.”
“Easy for you to say,” Zara muttered.
She found herself blinking frantically again and had to remind herself that eventually she would get used to the sensation of something being in her eye.
“Beauty is pain,” Fiona had always told her.
That went double for contact lenses, Zara thought, trying to find the humor in the situation. If only her world would slow down long enough for her to catch her breath. In less than forty-eight hours everything had changed.
Two days ago Sabrina had arrived in her rooms shortly after the king had left. Armed with a secretary and a massive list, they’d gone to work, organizing the first few days of Zara’s life as a princess. Their first stop that morning had been at the eye doctor, where Zara had been fitted with soft contact lenses. From there they’d hit several boutiques. She couldn’t remember what she’d bought and what had been discarded. Sabrina had done most of the choosing. There had been ball gowns and day clothes and suits and dresses and shoes and handbags.
Zara fingered the fabric of the linen slacks she’d worn out of the last shop. Sabrina had paired them with a turquoise silk shirt and simple loafers. All very upscale and very expensive. She didn’t want to think about how much all this was costing. In theory, as the daughter of a king, price shouldn’t matter. But she was still Fiona’s daughter, as well, and from her mother she’d learned how to stretch a dollar until it whimpered for mercy.
“You can’t avoid the press conference,” Sabrina said, pulling out the notebook that had accompanied them everywhere. Hassan had already made a formal announcement, and the press were clamoring to meet the new princess. “However, we can limit participation and the number of questions. We’ll schedule a few magazine interviews, as well. Maybe one or two weeklies and several monthlies. That should satisfy the public’s need to know, at least for a while.”
More hair tumbled to the floor. Zara was about to give in to her panic and run when the stylist put down the scissors and reached for the blow dryer.
It was impossible to talk over the hum of the dryer, so while Sabrina made notes, Zara glanced around at the shop. The large open area was decorated in black and red, with white accents. She didn’t doubt her cut and style would cost more than she’d spent on food the previous month. After her hair was done, she was to get a makeup lesson and whatever new products she might need. Then she could crawl back to the palace until the press conference the next morning.
As warm air blew over her head, she thought about Cleo. Her sister would have loved the attention and made the situation a whole lot more bearable. But Cleo was back in Spokane, and the couple of times Zara had called to talk to her, Cleo had been distracted.
Three hours later she and Sabrina ate small sandwiches and tea cakes in Zara’s palace suite. Dozens of bags and boxes filled the rooms. Stacks of cosmetics and hair products filled her bathroom. Zara figured it would take her half the night to get everything put away.
“The thing is,” Sabrina was saying, “you’re the princess. You can’t forget that. You might have been raised in a relatively normal family, but everything is different. Wherever you go, you represent Bahania. An insult or slight to you reflects on the people.”
“I haven’t gotten used to having people,” Zara said wryly. “I’m not sure they’re going to be real keen on me, either.”
“They’ll adore you,” Sabrina assured her. “Just be yourself.”
Zara didn’t think the people wanted to hear about her rising panic or her urge to throw up.
“You’ll need a social secretary,” Sabrina said. “I thought I would loan you mine for a few months, just until you learn the ropes. Then you can hire your own. Depending on how much traveling you’re going to be doing, you might also want to think about an assistant. Someone to help with the details of getting your luggage to where it needs to go, packing, unpacking.”
Zara clutched her cup of tea. Sabrina was acting like her staying here was a sure thing. What about her teaching job back in Washington? She’d worked hard to get her doctorate. Was she just going to give it all up?
Her head began to pound. Zara set her cup on the saucer and rubbed her temples. “I think I’d rather just be the quiet daughter no one knows anything about.”
“I’m afraid it’s too late for that,” Sabrina said kindly. “My father has told the world about you.”
Zara nodded. She’d seen the press conference on television. At her request she hadn’t been there. Her trial would come in the morning. Sabrina had already helped her pick out a dress and accessories. The king was sending over a string of pearls with matching earrings that had belonged to his mother.
Sabrina glanced at her watch and groaned. “I’m late. Kardal is going to kill me.”
“I doubt that,” Zara told her, rising to her feet. “He adores you.”
Sabrina smiled happily. “The feeling is mutual. Are you going to be all right? I’d stay with you this evening, but Kardal committed us to this dinner, and I can’t get out of it.”
“I wouldn’t want you to try. You’ve been so kind already. Go have fun with your husband.”
Sabrina rose, waved and hurried out of the room. Zara sank back onto the sofa and stifled the urge to rub her eyes. Until she removed her contacts, she wasn’t allowed to touch them. The last thing she wanted was her new contacts getting lost.
Someone knocked at her door. Zara straightened as her heart began to beat faster. Her first thought was that it was Rafe. As Sabrina’s bodyguard had done the shopping—makeover-thing with them, she hadn’t seen Rafe all day. She rose quickly and smoothed the front of her slacks. Would he notice the change? She sighed as soon as she thought the question. Of course he would notice—the more important query was would he care?
She opened the door and nearly melted in a puddle on the floor. Rafe stood in the hallway, dressed in a suit and looking good enough to be dessert. No matter how many times she reminded herself that they couldn’t possibly have a future and that he’d made his reluctance to get involved incredibly clear, she couldn’t help wanting him in her life.
“Hey, Zara, I—”
He broke off in midsentence to stare at her. She self-consciously stepped back. Rafe followed her, then motioned for her to turn around. She spun slowly. As she moved she reached up and fingered her hair. The stylist had cut off about four inches, which had released more waves. Layering and thinning allowed her shorter hair to fall just below her shoulders. He’d blown it out in a soft, sleek style that made her feel glamorous. More intense makeup than she usually wore emphasized her eyes, which were more clearly visible without her glasses.
Between the new hair and makeup and the new clothes, she felt almost pretty. But it was the approval she saw in Rafe’s eyes that convinced her she just might be attractive for the first time in her life.
He gave a soft whistle. “Impressive,” he said. “You were something before, but now you’re serious princess material.” He held up his hands. “Now, the last time a man tried to pay you a compliment, you went ballistic. Are you going to take a swing at me?”
She laughed, remembering her temper over Byron’s insincere praise. “No. I know you mean it.”
“I do.”
He took a step toward her. The pleasure in his eyes turned to fire. Zara’s breath caught in anticipation. Rafe might promise that nothing was going to happen between them, but she knew he wanted her. His desire—so thrilling coming from a man like him—made her weak with her own need. She longed to be in his arms, kissing him, touching him and having him make love with her. If that wasn’t possible, she simply wanted to spend time with him. He was still her favorite person in Bahania.
“How are you holding up?” he asked.
“I don’t know. Everything is so strange. I feel as if I’m caught in the middle of a tornado.”
“It’ll get worse before it gets better, but hold on to the thought that it will get better.”
“I hope you’re right.”
“Hey, don’t I know everything?”
She laughed. “Sometimes it seems that way.”
“What’s going on tonight?” he asked. “I passed Sabrina in the hall, and she said she’d released you for the day.”
“I’m just staying in. I have a bunch of stuff to read over before the press conference in the morning.”
Rafe nodded. “Want a little company before you get to work? We could order dinner in.”
She thought about spending a couple of quiet, uninterrupted hours with Rafe. Although her pulse rate increased, the rest of her relaxed. He was exactly what she needed.
“I’d like that,” she whispered.
“Whatever Princess Zara wishes,” he said formally, then gave a slight bow. “Mine is to serve.”
If only that were true, she thought longingly. If only she could convince him that he was wrong to walk away from relationships. But while the rest of the world might start to see her as Princess Zara of Bahania, she knew that on the inside, she was still Zara Paxton, virgin and unsuccessful graduate in the school of love. Men like Rafe were out of her league. Still, just for tonight, she could dream.
 
Dozens of flash bulbs exploded in her face. Zara tried not to wince as temporary blindness set in.
“Princess Zara, how do you like Bahania?”
“Princess Zara, has the king given you a fortune?”
“Is there anyone special in your life?”
“Where did you grow up?”
Nearly thirty reporters called out their questions, while Zara tried to keep from bolting. Sabrina had warned that her first press conference would be the most difficult of all. The format was unfamiliar and the members of the press were determined to find out as much about her as they could. Zara did her best to ignore the television cameras in the rear of the room.
She stood behind a podium. Sabrina had suggested the venue be set up that way, rather than with Zara sitting. “Easier to escape when you’ve had enough,” her sister had said, only half joking. “Plus, when it’s time to leave, no one will capture the awkward moment of standing and then put an unflattering photo on the cover of every magazine.”
King Hassan had been with her for the first twenty minutes, telling how Zara had come into his life and how happy he was to have her with him. Unfortunately a luncheon with the Spanish ambassador had called him away, leaving Zara at the mercy of the press.
There were too many things to remember, she thought as she frantically tried to decide which question to answer first. They continued to pelt her, like small stones. She grabbed the first one that seemed easy.
“I like Bahania very much,” she said in a clear voice. Sabrina had told her to take deep breaths and to project her voice, while avoiding speaking above a normal tone. “The countryside is beautiful and the people have been very gracious.”
Not that she’d met all that many people, but so far everyone had been really nice.
“What do you think of the king?”
“Have you met the princes?”
“Is the king going to arrange a marriage for you?”
“Right now I’m in the process of getting to know my new family,” Zara said. “The princes have been most welcoming and Princess Sabrina has been helping me with the transition. Without her assistance I would have run in terror the second I saw all of you waiting for me.”
Several people laughed, which eased some of Zara’s tension. Still, she would rather have had a root canal than face this crowd.
She answered questions for about ten more minutes before stepping back and glancing around for Rafe. He read her intentions and quickly moved toward her. After taking her by the arm, he led her out of the press room and back into the private section of the palace.
“That was horrible,” Zara said. She trembled and found it difficult to walk.
“You did great.”
“I felt like an idiot. Why did all those people show up just to get a picture of me? And some of the questions seemed really personal.”
Rafe didn’t answer. She glanced at him and saw the set of his jaw. Anger radiated out of him. She instantly felt small and foolish.
“You think I’m complaining for no good reason,” she murmured. “After all, I wanted to find my father and I did. This is the price of that connection.”
He frowned at her. “No, I was thinking about those jackals and how different your life is going to be now. You think it’s going to be easy to return to your old world, but you’re wrong. Nothing is ever going to be simple again.”
His words didn’t make her feel any better. While she appreciated his concern for her, she had a bad feeling he was telling the truth about all the changes she would have to endure. As for not going back to her old life—she couldn’t think about that now.
“I miss Cleo,” she said as they walked toward her rooms. “I wish she was still in Bahania.”
Rafe didn’t answer, and she didn’t expect him to. After all this was her problem. She’d created it, and now that it existed, she didn’t have anyone else to blame.
 
Zara had never thought about what went into shooting a magazine cover. Maybe the model would try on a few different dresses and use different poses. The photographer would snap a few dozen pictures and it would be done.
She couldn’t have been more wrong.
It was nearly four in the afternoon, and the shoot had started shortly after eight. Zara hadn’t realized that changing clothes, getting her hair styled and standing, sitting and reclining in different positions would be so tiring. Plus she felt like a fraud. She was hardly model material. All the makeovers in the world weren’t going to make her into a beauty. She supposed the only thing she had in common with those who usually graced magazine covers was that she was naturally thin. Somehow she thought the world might be expecting more.
She glanced over and saw Rafe talking on his cell phone. He accompanied her to the shoot. Although he’d stayed in the background, she’d been aware of his presence, and it made her feel better. Of course, this was the easy part. In a week or so she was going to have a one-on-one interview with a writer for the story in the magazine. Sabrina had offered to sit in to guide Zara.
A stylist adjusted the collar of Zara’s shirt, then moved one lock of hair. The photographer—invisible behind bright lights—called out for her to “smile pretty.”
Zara obliged. She heard the rapid clicking of the camera. She tilted her head when told, raised her chin, thought of something fun she liked to do and prayed for it all to end soon. She was hungry, thirsty and wishing she’d stayed back in the States.
An hour later she was free to go.
“I saw an open-air market,” Zara said as she slid into the sleek sports car Rafe had driven them in that morning. “Would it be all right for us to stop there on our way back?”
He hesitated only a moment. “Sure. It’s late enough that it shouldn’t be crowded.”
He eased the car into the afternoon traffic. Zara sank back into the soft leather seat.
“I feel as if I spent the entire day working out in the fields, which is crazy. All I did was pose for a few pictures.”
“It looked like hard work.”
She flashed him a smile. “I suspect you’re just being nice, but I really appreciate the gesture.”
“Ready to trade in your day job for a life as a fashion model?”
“Not exactly. I love teaching.”
“Tell me about some of your classes.”
She laughed. “Rafe, I teach women’s studies. You’d hate it. The only guys who attend my classes either think it’s an easy way to get a good grade or they’re there to pick up girls.”
“Maybe I’m a closet feminist.”
“Yeah, right.”
“I do think women are just as capable as men.”
“We all genuflect in thanks.”
“Hey, I’m trying to be a sensitive guy, here. You should encourage me.”
He pulled into a side street and parked. Zara climbed out of the car and breathed in the scent of the city. She could smell a hint of the sea and several exotic spices. Overlaying everything was the intense heat of the summer afternoon. The air seemed to scorch her lungs with each breath. Yet she didn’t want to head back to the palace—not just yet. A few minutes in the marketplace would help her forget the feeling of being trapped.
Rafe moved next to her and pointed to the corner. “We turn left there. The souk stretches about three blocks. Don’t try anything fancy. You don’t want to get lost here.”
She linked her arm with his as they walked. “I don’t even want to get lost anywhere. Am I expected to bargain?”
“Usually. They’ll go easy on you because you’re American.”
She started to tell him that she didn’t need any special favors, but then reminded herself that she’d never bargained in a market place in her life.
Anticipation filled her as they approached the open-air bazaar. Dozens of people clustered around rows of stalls, moved in groups or stood talking. The stone street looked smooth, as if generations had walked here before. Behind the individual displays, old buildings cast shadows in the late afternoon.
Zara glanced through an open archway and saw two young children playing in a fountain. A small dog danced around, barking. Laughter drifted to her, making her smile.
Up ahead she saw a great pile of rugs. They hung over lengths of rope and chairs. Several stood rolled up in a plastic trash can. To her left was a man selling all kinds of fruit. Everything from dates to bananas to small melons. A display of brass pots caught her attention. She picked up one shaped like Aladdin’s lamp.
“Going to give it a good rub?” Rafe asked.
She laughed. “First I’d have to figure out what I was going to wish for.”
The shopkeeper moved closer. “It is a fine ornament,” he said. “If you’re looking for something more functional, I have lanterns that work. If the lady would be so kind as to step around here?”
He motioned to the side of his stall. Zara started to move, but as she did she bumped into someone. She glanced at the teenager and smiled.
“Excuse me.”
The girl, maybe sixteen or seventeen with beautiful long dark hair and wearing shorts and a T-shirt, squinted at her.
“It’s all right. I wasn’t looking—” The teenager gasped. “Oh, my God! It’s you.” She shrieked. “Princess Zara.”
Rafe swore under his breath. Zara didn’t understand the problem. She turned to ask him, only to find herself suddenly swept away by a crowd that had formed from thin air.
People surrounded her, tugging on her sleeves, touched her hair, yelling out questions. It was far worse than the press conference, because she felt herself being pushed and jostled. Then someone actually pulled several strands of hair free. Hands turned into claws. She was bumped from behind and nearly went down, all the while trapped in the center of a screeching cacophony.
“Princess Zara, come to my house for dinner.”
“Princess Zara, you have to meet my son.”
“Princess Zara, are you really from America?”
“Isn’t she pretty?”
“I thought she looked better on television.”
Words and phrases swirled around her. Zara tried to fight her way free, but she didn’t know which direction to go. She couldn’t breathe and she had a bad feeling that if she lost her footing, she would be trampled. Tears burned in her eyes.
Suddenly a strong arm encircled her waist. She instantly recognized the heat and scent of the man she couldn’t see, and she relaxed as Rafe half carried her away. He pushed and shoved as necessary. One second she’d feared for her life, and the next he was easing her into the car and they were racing away.
“Are you all right?” he asked.
She tried to answer. It was only when the words stuck in her throat that she realized she was sobbing. She covered her face with her hands.
“I can’t do this,” she breathed. “You have to get me out of here. Get me away from Bahania.”


Chapter Twelve

Zara woke in a room on the edge of the world. Sunlight spilled over a pale tile floor. Large French doors stood open, allowing a soft sea breeze to sweep over her, beckoning her. She rose and crossed to the stone patio, then leaned against the iron railing. From there she could see down into the deep, dark ocean, which lapped up against the rocks of the island.
Except for the call of a few birds, the ocean and the breeze, there was only silence. Blissful silence. No servants, no members of the press, not even a relative of the Bahanian royal family.
Zara returned to her room where she showered and dressed, ignoring her contacts in favor of her familiar glasses, then went to explore the house Rafe had brought her to the previous evening. As she’d barely been able to stop crying, she hadn’t seen much when their helicopter had landed. She’d been too caught up in trying to get herself together. In the past she’d never considered herself prone to hysterics, but she’d sure been close to falling apart.
Her bedroom emptied into a hallway. Three more bedrooms stood at this end of the house. Rafe’s room was next to hers, and a quick glance in the open door showed that he’d awakened before her. Down the hall she found a large living area, with views of the open ocean. To her left was a kitchen with an eating area, to her right a large patio. She saw Rafe sitting at a table in the shade, reading the paper and drinking coffee. Barefoot, she walked out to join him.
“Morning,” he said, putting down the paper as she approached. “How are you feeling?”
She sank into the chair next to his and sighed. “Don’t sound worried. I have no intention of losing it again anytime soon.”
“I’m not worried.”
She smiled. “You’re lying and I thank you for it.” Her smile faded. “I can’t begin to tell you what happened at the souk.”
“You were attacked by a mob and you didn’t like it. That’s hardly a surprise.”
He made it sound so reasonable.
“Thanks for rescuing me,” she said.
“I’m sorry things got out of hand in the first place. I should have been paying closer attention. Or not have let you even go shopping. I didn’t think people would figure out who you were so fast.”
“Neither did I.”
A small, dark-haired woman appeared with a tray. She set a fresh coffee carafe on the table, along with two bowls of fruit and a platter of hot scones and muffins.
“Enjoy,” she said with a slight bow and left. Zara poured herself some coffee and took a grateful sip. “So where exactly are we?”
“On an island in the Indian Ocean. It’s the private property of the king of El Bahar.”
She frowned. “El Bahar is next to Bahania, right?”
“Yes. I know King Givon from his frequent visits to the City of Thieves. When you needed to get away, I called and asked if we could borrow his island. Actually we’re in one of the smaller houses. There are a couple of larger residences on the other side of the island.”
She forced her mouth to stay closed. “Of course. How clever of you to think to call the king of El Bahar. I’m sure if I hadn’t been so upset, I would have thought of it, too.”
He looked at her. “What?”
She sighed. “My life has changed so much that I have a bodyguard who is friendly enough with a ruling monarch to ask him personal favors. I don’t think I want to know where you got the helicopter.”
“Hey, you’re the one who’s a princess, so I don’t think you have reason to be picking on me.”
“You have a point.”
She bit into one of the scones and moaned softly. The flaky treat actually melted on her tongue. While Rafe ate his breakfast, she stared out at the water. She was really on an island in the middle of the Indian Ocean. Six weeks ago she’d been grading final exams in her small two-story town house. A big outing for her was a movie in the neighboring town. Every couple of weeks she headed up to Spokane to spend the weekend with her sister. What on earth was she doing here?
She set down her scone. “I don’t think I can do it.”
“Do you want to be more specific?”
“I mean all of it. Adjust, be happy, live in Bahania.”
“You’d be giving up a lot if you just walked away.”
She didn’t want to think about that. “Why couldn’t my father have been a regular guy?” she asked sadly. “A banker, maybe, or an electrician. Someone normal.”
“Sorry. Your dad’s the king.”
Panic threatened. “When do we have to go back?”
“Not until you’re ready. I spoke to Hassan this morning. He would like you to call him when you feel up to it. Just to make sure you’re all right. While he doesn’t understand, I convinced him that you need a few days to get used to all that’s happened. He’s willing to give you time to adjust to the situation.”
“Thank you.”
She found herself wanting to reach out and take Rafe’s hand. Not only in gratitude, but because he was her anchor in her rapidly drifting world. As long as he was around, she knew she would be safe.
“So it’s really okay for us to stay here for a while?” she asked.
“I think you need at least two weeks to relax and sort things out.”
That sounded heavenly. “But what about your other job? Aren’t you due back in the City of Thieves?” She didn’t want to think about being without him, but she had to be practical.
“Kardal can do without me for a little longer. We’ll just hang out while you figure out what you want to do.”
 
Zara shifted on her lounge chair and sipped her icy drink. A girl could get used to this kind of life, she thought as she gazed at the man swimming the length of the pool.
As usual, Rafe was an expert at everything he did. His smooth, clean stokes barely ruffled the surface of the water, while his long, hard, nearly naked body had her hormones doing the hula. He flipped underwater when he reached the far end of the pool and started back.
She supposed she, too, needed exercise, but just the thought of stirring from her chair made her tired. In the past week she’d done little more than eat, sleep, sunbathe and take long walks with Rafe. Except for a very discreet staff, they were alone on the island. She spoke daily with her father and had phoned Cleo a couple of times. Other than that, she had no contact with the outside world.
“You’re looking thoughtful about something,” Rafe said as he pulled himself out of the pool.
He wore boxer-style trunks and nothing else. The man had a fine body, she thought longingly, wishing he’d been as willing to sweep her away sexually as he had been to help her escape Bahania. Obviously, the sight of her skinny body in a one-piece tank suit did nothing to stir his manly desires.
“Just enjoying my life away from the fast lane.” She squinted up at him. “Although you must be getting bored.”
“Nope. This is my idea of a perfect vacation.”
He settled into the chair next to hers. Zara straightened and swung her legs over the side so that she sat facing him.
“Aren’t you ready to go back to work for Prince Kardal?”
He glanced at her. “I’m not in a rush,” he said. “Are you concerned about Kardal getting annoyed?”
“No.” Actually she hadn’t thought that at all. “I just wondered if you usually take time off. You strike me as a man who enjoys keeping busy.”
He frowned slightly. “I don’t take many vacations, except when I’m between assignments or jobs. Then I take about a month and go somewhere like this.” He glanced around at their private balcony over the sea, then grinned. “Okay, so it’s not this nice.”
“I know what you mean.”
“When I move on, I’ll find some island somewhere and flake out for a while.”
She frowned. “What do you mean, when you move on? Why would you leave?”
“I always leave. I like change.”
She couldn’t imagine such a thing. Routine made her comfortable. “Are you looking for a job away from the City of Thieves?”
“I will eventually.” He picked up his iced tea and took a drink. “It’s been a few years. I should probably start thinking about trying something new.”
“But you like it there.”
“I’m not the one looking for roots.”
“Of any kind.” She rested her forearms on her thighs. “I don’t understand. Haven’t you ever wanted any of the normal things? A wife, kids, stability? Why didn’t you ever get married?”
He waited a long time before he answered. After setting down his drink, he smoothed his short hair back and reached for his sunglasses.
“I don’t believe in happy endings,” he said flatly.
“What?”
He shrugged. “You can’t grow up the way I did and think it’s going to work out.”
She remembered what he’d told about his past. Being orphaned young enough to have trouble recalling his parents yet old enough to be difficult to place. No family had ever taken him home and made him theirs. Had he felt love even once since his parents died?
Zara felt suddenly cold, and shivered. What would life be like if no one had loved her? Fiona had made her crazy at times and had been a somewhat absentminded parent, but Zara’d had no reason to doubt her love. Plus she had Cleo. She knew her sister would do anything for her. Growing up they’d always been moving around, but the love had been a permanent fixture.
Rafe hadn’t had that advantage. In his world love had died early and had never been replaced.
“Wasn’t there just one girl who made you want to stick around?” she asked, desperately needing to think there had been without being sure why.
“No. There have been women, but no one long-term.”
Her chest tightened. In her mind Rafe was a stable force in her life. Yet from all he said, he was just waiting until it was time to move on. Not exactly a formula for happiness.
Zara set her glasses on the table between them, rose and walked to the edge of the pool. She sat on the warm stones and put her bare feet in the water. She ached and couldn’t explain why. She knew her pain was about Rafe and the loneliness he’d known, but there was more. Sadness overwhelmed her as she realized he wasn’t just holding back because of his job. He was holding back because that’s how he lived his life. He didn’t want the one thing she’d dreamed of her entire life—roots. He didn’t want love. He didn’t want forever.
She realized that in the back of her mind, she’d been assuming it was all an act. That somehow he would maybe, possibly come to care about her. She’d been comforted by him, teased by him, made safe by him. For her his actions had been meaningful. But for him…She shook her head. She just didn’t know.
Rafe saw the slump in Zara’s shoulders and knew that he’d hurt her, although he couldn’t say why. Or maybe he could. She might be a successful professor and more intelligent than most, but in her heart, she was still an innocent. She didn’t want to hear about the ugliness of his world, or his decision to never get involved.
For a second he toyed with the idea of telling her she was the closest he’d come to breaking his own rules. Her genuineness, her kindness, her ability to make him laugh all drew him. But he knew what would happen if he gave in. Disaster—for both of them. Better not to start something he couldn’t finish.
Which solved one problem, but not another. Zara slipped into the pool, gasping at the contrast of the cool water and the hot afternoon sun.
“You didn’t tell me the pool was fed by iceberg runoff,” she accused.
“I didn’t know you were such a sissy.”
She tried to splash him but his chair was too far away and the spray fell harmlessly onto the stone patio.
His teasing had done what he’d wanted—she now smiled, and the worry was gone from her eyes. He allowed his gaze to drift over her body. The one-piece suit left nothing to the imagination. He could see every curve, every luscious line. Her small breasts strained against the fabric, making him want to peel down her suit and caress her there. He could see the outline of her nipples, and his lips ached to taste those tight points.
Living in such solitude for the past week had been pure hell. He wanted her and couldn’t have her. He ached. Sleep had become impossible because he knew she was close. The servants went home each evening, so there was no one around. No one to stop him. The only thing that kept him from going to her was the knowledge that she deserved someone able to give her what she wanted. All he could promise was a night of passion. For many that would be enough, but Zara deserved so much more.
 
Rafe knew better than to drink while on duty—or in this case, while in danger of giving in to temptation. But when Zara offered him wine with dinner, he found himself holding out his glass.
She looked great, he thought, studying the way she’d piled her hair up on her head. Once they’d arrived on the island, she’d given up her contact lenses in favor of her glasses. He liked her both ways, so he found her just as attractive as she pushed her glasses into place with an absent gesture he found endearing.
A sleeveless sundress left her arms bare, and two undone buttons allowed him to see the shadow between her breasts. Her skin had tanned to the color of honey. Her feet were bare, her smile easy. She looked like a sensual goddess, risen from the ocean to tempt mankind. He knew he was tempted, nearly beyond reason.
He wanted to tell himself that it was just because he hadn’t been with a woman in a long time. That his need was about circumstances and not the least bit specific. But he knew he was lying. He wanted Zara in his bed. Another warm body wouldn’t work. He needed to taste her and inhale the sweet scent of her body. He ached to hold her close and bury himself inside of her again and again.
Zara leaned back in her chair and smiled at him. “You look terribly intense. What are you thinking about?”
He thought about lying. The sunset was beautiful, as it had been every night. The food left in covered trays by the servants who had just departed for home smelled delicious. There were a thousand things he could say instead of the truth.
“That I’m an idiot.”
Zara laughed. “I have to tell you, I wasn’t expecting that one. Want to share the reason, or is this because you’re a guy.”
He shook his head. “It’s not, although the two are related.”
He took a drink of his wine. The chardonnay had a hint of butter blended with the oaky fruit. He could feel the danger all around him. It wasn’t just that he’d been entrusted with keeping her safe, it was that she was an innocent. He was hardly the right man to deal with that. And yet…
“Exactly how much of a virgin are you?”
Zara hadn’t been expecting that question. She instantly blushed, which made her feel stupid and immature, but at the same time delight tingled all through her body. “Are you asking for specifics?”
“Yeah. How far, how often, that sort of thing.”
Her heart hammered in her chest. She tried to read Rafe’s expression, but it wasn’t easy. Still, he wouldn’t be asking if he wasn’t interested, right? Maybe he was finally going to give in to all that heat they generated when they were together.
She cleared her throat. Her palms were suddenly damp, and she knew that if she tried to stand, her legs would promptly dump her on her butt.
“Well, there was that time in Billy’s car. I guess I was about nineteen. We’d been going out for a while and he’d had his hand up my blouse.” She took a quick drink of wine, hoping the alcohol would work fast and give her courage. “As we, ah, maneuvered into position, my foot kinda got caught in the steering wheel. The horn went off. It wouldn’t stop until Billy disconnected it from the battery.”
Rafe stared at her. “You’re kidding?”
“No. It was a real mood breaker, let me tell you.” She smiled at his look of disbelief. “I told you—I’ve had really bad luck in the man department. At least sexually.”
“Zara, your fiancé was gay. I would say your bad luck stretched to more than just sex.”
She ducked her head. “If you’re trying to make me feel better, you’re doing a lousy job.”
“Sorry.”
“No. You’re right.” She sighed, remembering that night with Billy. “We didn’t go out again. I guess he was really mad about his car and embarrassed, too. We’d gotten as far as him unzipping his pants and me, well—” she took another drink of wine “—I touched it for a second.”
The corners of Rafe’s mouth twitched. “It?”
“You know exactly what I mean.”
“Okay. Who else?”
“Steve. We dated for a while. He actually touched me, you know, there. I don’t know—he was really rough and it didn’t feel good. But I wanted to know so I figured we’d go ahead. This was a couple of years after Billy. Anyway, he lived in a really small apartment, but at least it was private. We were both pretty close to naked and I was just about to catch my first glimpse of, you know, when his parents walked in.”
She closed her eyes as the memory and the humiliation washed over her. “He’d given them a key and they were bringing back his laundry.” She opened her eyes and looked at Rafe. “Can you believe he actually took his dirty clothes back home and his parents delivered them to him when they were clean? Geez.”
She took another drink of wine and cleared her throat. “So, that sort of broke the mood. Then his mother called me and said he had recently broken up with his girlfriend of five years and did I know he was on the rebound.” She grimaced. “I didn’t see Steve after that. I figured that whether or not he was still getting over his ex-girlfriend, the bigger problem was his parents. They were way too involved with his life.”
Rafe looked at her. “I have to tell you, I don’t know what to say to that.”
“I know.” She sighed. “It’s really sad. There were a couple of other guys, with equally disastrous results. Then Jon. I’ve told you about him. After that I just had a series of short-term relationships that ended when the guys found out I was a virgin.”
She looked at him hopefully. “I don’t suppose you’re asking because you’ve changed your mind?”
Rafe hesitated, then he glared at her. “You have to know you’re a hell of a temptation,” he growled. “We’re stuck on this damned island with no chaperons. You spend your days practically naked, flaunting yourself in front of me.”
She gasped at the unfairness of the accusation, not to mention her excitement at the fire in his eyes. “I don’t flaunt anything. My one-piece bathing suit is incredibly conservative. It’s not like I’m this bigchested babe going topless.”
He stood up abruptly and crossed to the balcony. Like nearly every room in the house, this one opened onto a view of the sea. Rafe grabbed the metal railing and held on so tightly she could see his knuckles go white.
“I can’t even blame it on the wine,” he grumbled. “I haven’t finished my first glass.”
She was both confused and hopeful. “Blame what?”
He spun to face her. Involuntarily her gaze dipped to below his waist. He wore khakis and a short-sleeved shirt. Even with her inexperience, she was able to see all was not as it should be. He seemed to be very…large and very…aroused.
He wanted her. She knew it with a certainty she couldn’t explain. Contentment stole over her. Rafe. Always Rafe. He would make everything right, she thought happily. He would be gentle yet sexy and aggressive. He was experienced enough to make her first time good. She trusted him. More important, she wanted him.
“Don’t look at me like that,” he told her in a low voice.
“Like what?”
“Like I could save the world.”
“Oh, I wasn’t thinking that at all.” She rose to her feet. “I was thinking maybe we could play dangerous sheik and the harem girl. After all, except for my relatives, you’re the only sheik I’ve ever met. I’ll probably never get another chance.”
His jaw tightened. She watched him struggle between conscience and need. She couldn’t believe that this wonderful, amazing, powerful man actually wanted her. Still, she wasn’t stupid enough to question her good fortune.
“This can’t mean anything,” he said at last, taking a single step toward her.
She couldn’t help smiling. “Of course not.”
“I mean it, Zara. I’m not interested in engaging my heart. Don’t try to make this more than it is.”
He continued to move toward her, stopping only when he was close enough to pull her against him.
He was hard and hot and she wanted him with an intensity she’d never felt before.
“No hearts,” she promised. “Just cheap, casual meaningless sex.”


Chapter Thirteen

Rafe’s mouth came down on hers with a kiss that left Zara breathless. Everywhere they touched—especially their mouths—she felt a connection as powerful as the will to live. She needed him, needed his arms around her, his heart thundering with the same rhythm as her own. She clung to him as he swept his tongue across her lower lip. Even as she parted to admit him, she clutched the back of his head with one hand, determined to never let him go.
Fire ripped through her as he stroked her tongue with his. Fire and wanting and passion. Her breasts grew more sensitive, her thighs ached. Each breath was exquisite in its perfection, each sensation, each sound. It was as if she’d never lived before this moment.
He broke the kiss and stared into her eyes. His were blue flames of sexual heat that made her giddy.
“What about dinner?” he asked. “We never even got to our salads.”
She blinked. “Salad? You want to talk about salad?”
He chuckled. “No. I don’t even want to talk about salad dressing.”
Then, without warning, he swept her up in his arms and walked into the house.
Zara shrieked as she wrapped her arms around his neck. She felt vulnerable, as if he could drop her at any second—which he could.
“Relax,” he said. “It’s your first time. I thought I’d give you the whole treatment—you know, carrying you to the bedroom and all that. When some other guy asks about it, I don’t want you to have any complaints.”
She knew he was both teasing and telling the truth. She didn’t want to think about being with any other guy, and thinking about what he was doing and how sweet his actions were brought tears to her eyes.
She blinked them away and focused on the strength in him. When they reached the bedroom—hers, she noticed—he lowered her to the floor.
“Don’t move,” he said, and lightly touched the tip of her nose.
He disappeared, but returned before she could panic. When he set a small box on her nightstand, she glanced to see what it was, then had to swallow.
Condoms.
On the one hand she appreciated his concern for her well-being, not to mention the whole birth control thing. On the other hand, were they really going to do it? Now? For real? After all this time was she going to get what all the fuss was about?
She cleared her throat. “I have a few questions,” she said.
He grinned. “I figured you might. Ask away.”
“You won’t mind?”
“No. I’ll answer whatever I can.” She couldn’t imagine him not knowing everything. She pointed to the box of protection. “Do they work?”
“When used correctly. And yes, I know how.”
“When do you put it on?”
“Right before I enter you.”
Entering. She’d considered that in the past. She knew what happened between a man and a woman and even knew where everything went. But she’d never been able to figure out how to do it without everyone feeling awkward. They made it look smooth in the movies, but then they were allowed extra takes to get it right.
The sun had set a few minutes before, and the room darkened to twilight. Soon she wouldn’t be able to see anything.
“Can we have a light on?” she asked.
“Absolutely.” He bent over and clicked on her bedside lamp. “Anything else?”
She had about four million questions, but this didn’t seem to be the time. Except for one.
She averted her gaze. “I, ah, was wondering about the whole, you know.” She made a vague gesture with her hands.
Rafe stepped close and touched a finger to her chin. “You’re going to have to be a little more specific.”
Heat burned on her cheeks. She couldn’t look at his face, instead staring at the center of his chest. “The, ah, end part. Where it’s supposed to feel really good.”
“Climaxing?”
She ducked her head. “Yes.” The word was barely a whisper. “I haven’t.”
“Ever?”
She shook her head.
She felt Rafe stiffen. “Does that change things?” she asked. “Is it too much responsibility? Because if you don’t want to…” Her voice trailed off. If he refused her, she was going to be heartbroken.
He cupped her face and kissed her softly. “Zara, I want to make love with you more than I’ve wanted to be with any other woman. And unless you have any more questions, I’m about to prove it to you.”
“I’d like that.”
Her words sounded brave, but she was suddenly immobilized by nerves. What did he expect from her? Should she make it more clear that she was clueless? It was humiliating to be her age and so incredibly inept.
Before she could speak, Rafe leaned close. He kissed the corner of her mouth, then her jaw. From there he trailed kisses down her neck. Shivers followed his light caresses, making her tremble slightly. She rested her hands on his shoulders, as much to touch him as for support.
They’d done this before. She caught her breath in anticipation as he unbuttoned her gauzy sundress. In a moment of boldness she’d never given in to before, she hadn’t bothered with a bra, so when he finished unfastening the buttons and pushed her dress down her arms, he bared her to the waist.
“Perfect,” he breathed as one hand closed over one breast and his mouth settled on the other.
She gave a small cry as his tongue teased her tight nipple. Sensation shot through her, zipping to her toes, then returning to settle in that place between her thighs. His fingers mirrored his moist touch, teasing her, making her arch toward him, her head falling back, her mouth parted as she gasped for air. When he drew her into his mouth and sucked deeply, she knew she was going to die.
Rafe’s other hand moved up and down her back. He must have done something because her dress suddenly fell to the floor. She wore only bikini panties. Even as he continued to pleasure her breasts, he moved his hand lower, over her hips, down to her rear. He cupped the curves there, digging his fingers into her flesh, drawing her against him.
She wanted this. She wanted more.
He raised his head and kissed her mouth. His fingers tugged her panties, drawing them down. She tried not to notice that she was about to be naked, while he was still fully dressed. Then when it was impossible not to notice, she tried not to mind.
Rafe kicked off his sandals and pulled off his shirt. Zara stood there, in front of him. Naked. Just plain naked. She was about to change her mind about the whole sex thing, when he led her to the bed and motioned for her to settle onto the mattress.
It was certainly farther than she’d ever gone before, she thought, hoping humor would ease her growing nervousness. What if she did it wrong? What if he didn’t like being with her? What if—
“Stop thinking,” he instructed. “I can hear your brain churning from here. Relax. Just relax.”
He followed his instructions with a slow, deep kiss that left her breathless. They danced together, their tongues circling, stroking. Some of her tension eased.
He moved his hand to her breasts, touching one and then the other. The combination of kissing and breast touching was heady stuff. When his hand moved lower, she never thought to complain.
“Has any man touched you here in a way you liked?” he asked, trailing his fingers lower down her stomach.
“No.”
Rafe kissed her earlobe, then bit gently. “I need you to tell me what feels good,” he whispered.
“But how will I know?”
He chuckled. “You’ll know.” She doubted that very much. She was the one lacking experience. Why on earth would he expect her to give decent instructions? This was never going to work.
He moved lower still. As he slipped his fingers between her thighs, her legs parted. She didn’t remember telling them to do that, but they did. She was about to push them back together when she felt something delicious and amazing.
He stroked her so gently, she thought, barely able to stay conscious and aware of what was happening. It was a lazy exploration, as if they had all the time in the world. She could tell she was already slick by the way his fingers moved easily. He touched all of her—that place where he would enter her later, although it still sounded awkward to her, the protective folds, the damp curls. He pressed in a little, as if searching for something. As if—
She gasped as a bolt of lightning exploded inside of her.
“I would say that’s it,” he murmured and shifted so he was kissing her again.
It? What it?
Zara struggled to figure out what was going on, but it was all too amazing. The more he moved his fingers against her, the more the lightning explosions continued. Her legs fell open more. She wanted to beg him to never stop. She wanted to offer herself as his slave forever. She wished she had state secrets to spill. Anything to keep him touching her.
She knew enough about biology to realize there were nerve endings down there all bundled together with the seemingly sole purpose of bringing her pleasure. She’d just always assumed that part of her body was broken. What a thrill to find out it was alive and functioning extremely well.
How perfectly he touched her. Over and around. Moving evenly, never pressing too hard. His ministrations quickened slightly and she felt herself tensing.
When he broke the kiss to move to her breasts, she caught her breath in anticipation. His touch there had been amazing before, but in combination, it would be exquisite. She had a brief thought that he’d asked about instructions. No way would she be able to speak. Not when he was about to—
She screamed.
His lips came down on her tight nipple, his tongue teased her flesh, then he sucked. It was too much. Deep in her body tension spiraled to the point where she knew she couldn’t stand it anymore. Then heat filled her and a hundred thousand tiny convulsions swept through her. She felt transfixed and transformed. She felt perfect and whole. She lost herself in the wonder of her body’s ability to experience pleasure.
Rafe’s fingers slowed, then moved to her thigh. He lightly kissed her lips. She forced herself to open her eyes and gaze at him. He had a very self-satisfied expression on his face.
“Wow,” she said.
“My thoughts exactly.”
“So that was what it was like.”
“Uh-huh. Although some women take a lot longer.”
“That was quick?”
He grinned. “About three minutes. Definitely quick.”
She had a feeling he didn’t think that was a bad thing. “I had a lot of sex to make up for.”
“Apparently. Ready for round two?”
She nodded.
He hesitated. “We don’t have to go all the way. You could still stay a virgin.”
She shoved him toward the edge of the bed. Or at least she tried to—the man didn’t budge. “I don’t want to be a virgin anymore. I told you. It’s complicated at my age. Come on, Rafe. You can’t refuse me now.”
“Okay. Just checking.”
Just being one of the good guys, she thought, as he sat up and unfastened his trousers. He slipped them and his briefs off before stretching out next to her.
She knew it was rude to stare, but she hadn’t seen an actual, well, it, before. She’d touched a couple, but only in the dark.
“You’d see better if you sat up,” he said, as if he could read her mind.
She was too curious to be embarrassed. Instead she took his advice and shifted into a sitting position.
Blond hair lightly covered his chest. It thickened at his belly, forming a line that bisected his rippled abdomen. She glanced at the impressive muscles there and made a mental note to start doing sit-ups.
Two scars, one more round than the other, stood out on his skin. She started to ask how he’d been hurt, but figured this wasn’t the best time. Then her gaze moved lower to the darker blond hair at the base of his erection.
“I don’t have a frame of reference,” she said. “Is it big?”
“Huge.”
“I’d like to touch you.”
“Feel free.”
She put her hand on him. He was warm and dry, with velvet-soft skin stretched over pulsing steel.
“Does being so hard hurt?”
“No.”
She tilted her head to see between his legs. He parted for her. She moved down to stroke him lightly. From there, she touched his thighs. He had long legs and well-shaped feet. What looked like a scar from a knife cut through his left thigh. All in all, he was a darned impressive package.
“When does the condom go on?” she asked.
“Anytime.”
She reached over him and opened the box, then handed him a square package. He opened the plastic and unrolled the protection.
“Did you have to practice that when you were younger? I mean you seem pretty good at it.”
He raised himself into a sitting position and urged her to lie down. “It’s not a difficult skill to master.”
Suddenly she found herself on her back, gazing up at him. Her nerves returned. “I’ve liked everything we’ve done so far. Am I going to like this?”
“I’ll do my best.”
He bent down to kiss her. Before their lips touched, she grabbed his arms. “I should probably tell you that I asked my doctor a few years ago, and she said that there’s no, um, physical proof of me being a virgin.”
“Thanks for letting me know. That should make it less painful.”
She glanced down at his maleness. It did look kinda big to be slipping inside of her easily.
“Don’t think about it,” he told her, then leaned low and kissed her. His hands moved between her legs.
Now that she knew what to expect, she relaxed into the pleasure that spilled from his fingers. He found that one spot again, but after teasing it for a bit, he moved and slipped a finger inside of her. This was a completely different sensation. He pushed in deeply, then stroked the inside of her.
Her body instantly contracted around him. She gasped. It had been like before, only less intense. Sort of a minisurrender. He thrust into her again, faster this time. She felt another contraction.
Rafe swore under his breath, and she stiffened.
“I’m sorry. What am I doing wrong?”
“Nothing.” He kissed her. “You’re doing everything right. It’s just you’re so hot and wet and I can’t wait to be inside of you. I can already feel you climaxing. It’s your first time and I’m supposed to show a little control. I don’t know if I can.”
She liked the idea of him being overwhelmed by passion. “Just do the best you can,” she said soothingly.
“Gee, thanks.”
He moved over her, kneeling between her thighs. He parted her with his fingers, and she felt something thick pushing inside of her. It felt nothing like his finger. Her body stretched in a way that made her uncomfortable—more and deeper until he was buried inside of her.
It was done.
He loomed over her, supporting his weight on his arms. She gazed up at him and felt her heart contract. She’d waited a long time for this moment, and even though the journey had felt endless, she couldn’t complain about the destination. This was exactly where she wanted to be.
“Ready?” he asked.
She nodded.
He withdrew and moved back inside. She tilted her hips to help. Again and again he slipped into her, pulling out only to ease into her again. In time she didn’t feel quite so stretched. The gentle rhythm grew almost pleasant. Then Rafe reached between them and touched that bundle of nerves buried just below the skin. He rubbed the exact spot in exactly the right way. She felt herself tensing.
It was just as amazing and yet it was different. Better. She liked the sensation of him filling her. She grabbed his hips to pull him closer. He was forced to stop touching her, but she didn’t care. She needed more of what he had. More of him.
He lowered himself onto her and kissed her. Their tongues tangled, mimicking the act of love. Pressure build inside of her. More, she thought frantically. More and more and more.
Then she lost herself in a whirlwind of release. She pulsed and cried out and gasped and held on to him as her body spent itself. When she was nearing the end of her journey, she felt him stiffen and call out her name.
Zara opened her eyes to find Rafe looking down at her. She watched him climax in a moment so intimate she found she couldn’t breathe. They held each other close as the last shudders rippled through their bodies.
At that moment she knew she’d lost something more important than her virginity. She’d also lost her heart.
 
Rafe broke his second fundamental rule when he stayed with Zara into the night. They slept entwined, or at least she slept. He simply held her and stared into the darkness. Of course, when compared with actually deflowering a virginal client who happened to be the long-lost daughter of a ruling monarch, staying in said virgin’s bed for the night didn’t seem like such a big deal.
She breathed deeply as she slept, making occasional soft noises and cuddling next to him. He liked the feel of her bare skin against his, the scent of her and their lovemaking lingering. When he closed his eyes, he could see them touching each other and remembered what it had felt like to enter her. She’d been so willing, so responsive, so giving.
He tried to tell himself that the sex had been better than average and to let it go. But he couldn’t shake the feeling of having experienced something significant. He wanted to think it was because she’d been a virgin. He’d never been anyone’s first time before, and at his age it wasn’t supposed to be an issue. However, he sensed his unease was more than just the fact that Zara had never been with a man before. It had something to do with her having touched his heart along with his body.
As soon as the thought appeared, he dismissed it. Sex, he reminded himself. It had just been about sex. Zara turned him on. He’d resisted and then he’d given in. The situation wasn’t any more significant than that. Maybe they’d do it again, maybe they wouldn’t—no big deal.
Except he found himself imagining more than just another session of lovemaking. He found himself wondering what it would be like if she was a part of his life longer than—
Rafe disentangled himself from Zara and slipped out of bed. He walked to the open French doors and stood naked in the moonlight. He wasn’t going to go there, he told himself. No fantasies about putting down roots and giving away his heart. He knew better. Love didn’t exist, except in the most superficial way possible. As soon as it all got tough, people walked away.
He turned and glanced at Zara, still sleeping. He could see the curve of her shoulder and one bare breast. His body stirred with desire. More frightening, something deep inside stirred, as well. As if he wanted more than just sex. As if she’d come to matter.
He pushed the thought away. No one mattered, he reminded himself. Not now, not ever. He didn’t do forever or relationships of any kind. He went it alone because that was how he liked it. How many times did he have to learn the lesson that the only person he could depend on was himself?
 
Zara nibbled on the mango slice. She felt deliciously wicked, eating breakfast in only her robe. Underneath she wore nothing at all.
“Why are you smiling?” Rafe asked from his place across the small table.
He’d already showered and dressed, pulling on cotton trousers and a loose shirt. He looked dangerous and handsome, and she still couldn’t believe what they’d done the previous evening.
“I’m having a good morning,” she said contentedly. “Here we are, on a beautiful island, listening to the sound of the surf. We don’t have a care in the world.”
“You aren’t the one about to lose your head.”
She dismissed his complaint. “The king will never find out. I certainly don’t plan to tell him, so unless you put it in your daily report, he won’t ever know.”
Rafe drank his coffee. “I don’t write a daily report.”
“I know, but you check in with someone in Bahania. Just don’t mention doing the wild thing.”
He didn’t return her smile. Instead he studied her. “Zara, about last night—are you okay?”
She knew what he was asking. She’d waited a long time to finally rid herself of her virginity. Was she having second thoughts?
“I’m fine,” she said honestly, wishing there was a way to let him know that she was so much more than fine—she was floating with happiness.
Her reaction wasn’t just because she finally figured out what all the fuss was about—it was because being with Rafe felt so right. At their moment of completion, she’d realized that she’d fallen in love with him. Instead of terrifying her, the information had been freeing. All her life she’d wondered if there was someone for her, someone special she could love with all her being. While she’d been engaged to Jon, she’d cared about him and had even loved him, but there hadn’t been such a sense of connection.
She felt that she and Rafe would be better together than they were apart. She liked who she was with him and how she felt about herself. She liked that they got along and made each other laugh. There wasn’t any fear or regret. Only a strong sense of the rightness of it all.
“Your father keeps asking when you’re returning to Bahania,” he said. “I figure I can only hold him off for another week.”
She sighed. “So you’re saying I have to grow up and start thinking about my life?”
“Something like that.”
She didn’t want to think about real life or being apart from Rafe. Because, regardless of whether she went back to the states or stayed in Bahania, he would be returning to the City of Thieves.
“I have a job waiting for me,” she said. “At the end of the summer, they’re expecting me to show up and teach my classes.”
“You have a father here who wants to get to know you,” he reminded her. “I thought you’d come all this way to find your family.”
“I have.”
“Being a princess isn’t just about wearing a tiara. The position comes with responsibilities. Bahania is a growing country, but it’s not perfect. There are still a lot of issues for women. Someone with your background could make a difference.”
She looked at him. “You think I should stay.”
“I think it’s a lot to walk away from. Besides, your regular life is going to be lost to you, either way. You can’t go back to being regular Zara Paxton.”
She knew he was right. “The thing is, I kind of liked being regular Zara Paxton.”
“I liked her, too.”
His dark eyes crinkled slightly as he smiled. She wished there was a way to know the right thing to do. She wasn’t comfortable with staying, but leaving felt like running away.
“I don’t have to decide right now,” she said. “I have at least another week.” Suddenly her skin felt shivery and hot. “So…what do you want to do for the rest of the day?”
He growled low in his throat. “Don’t go there, Zara. Last night was a one-time event.”
That was a news flash she hadn’t been expecting. “Why? Oh. I know. I read somewhere that men need time to recover before they can make love again, right? So how long do you need?”
He slapped his hands down on the table. “Did it ever occur to you that it might not be smart for us to have an ongoing physical relationship? That it might complicate things?”
At least he hadn’t said he didn’t want her. “We’re both grown-ups.” She took a breath for courage. “It’s not like we don’t want each other.”
He stiffened. She could see him waging a battle, but wasn’t sure what it was about. They’d already been lovers once, the damage had been done there. She loved him, she knew they didn’t have much time together. So why not take advantage of every second they did have?
“You make me crazy,” he told her as he rose and held out his hand. She put her fingers in his and allowed him to pull her to her feet.
“What about the recovery time?” she asked.
He laughed and pulled her close. “It’s not going to slow us down at all,” he promised. “Come on. I’ll prove it.”


Chapter Fourteen

Zara shifted her position in her chair, tucking her feet under her. It was relatively early on the island, but midevening in Spokane.
“I miss you,” Zara told Cleo as she held the phone to her ear. “Can’t I convince you to come back?”
“I would think you’re too busy to miss me,” her sister told her. “Or is being a princess getting boring already?”
Zara tried to smile. “It’s not that. I’m just so confused about everything and you always know what to do.”
“Yet people think you’re the smart one.”
Cleo’s voice was teasing, but Zara thought she heard an edge to her words.
“Are you all right?” Zara asked. “Are you mad at me?”
“No. It’s nothing like that.” Cleo hesitated. “I just didn’t belong there, Zara. You know that. The way I grew up, what I do for a living—I’m the last person who fits in royal circles.”
“But you and the princes got along. Especially Prince Sadik.”
“Yeah, well, that was just circumstance.”
Zara wondered what had happened between them, but she wasn’t going to pry. Sometimes Cleo was comfortable talking about her personal life and sometimes she held back.
“Besides,” Cleo continued, “you’re the one who called me, so you’re the one with the problem. You can’t be serious about turning your back on the king. He’s your father. You owe it to both of you to start a relationship. He’s family, Zara. With Fiona gone, he’s all that you have left.”
“I have you.”
“That’s different.”
Zara had been considering her situation ever since Rafe had brought it up nearly a week before. She’d been turning his words over and over in her mind. Now with Cleo saying everything she’d been thinking, she knew she didn’t really have a choice.
“I just don’t want to be here without you.”
Cleo laughed. “Like you’d notice I was there, what with you and your bodyguard going all hot and heavy. Speaking of which, where is your handsome sheik?”
“Reading on the patio.” Zara smiled. “Rafe is so amazing. I can’t believe he wants me, but he does. Several times a day. I really like him, Cleo.”
“I’d say it’s more than like.”
Figures Cleo would see the truth. “It is. I love him. I’ve never felt this way about anyone. I want to spend the rest of my life with him.”
“But you don’t know how to break through his barriers.”
“Exactly. Any brilliant ideas?”
Cleo paused. “From what you’ve told me, I’m going to guess that Rafe has a problem trusting people to care about him. Maybe no one has. Not since his parents died. So why would he believe you?”
Cleo’s thoughts weren’t news, but Zara had been hoping for something more promising. “So how do I convince him I’m in this for the long haul?”
“You’re going to have to prove yourself.”
“How?”
“I don’t know. But I think that’s what it’s going to take.”
“Should I throw myself in front of him and beg him to marry me?”
Cleo winced. “That wouldn’t be my first choice. I suspect any kind of romantic declaration would make him uneasy.”
“I agree.” Which was why she’d never even whispered her feelings. Keeping that to herself had been hard. Every time they made love, she wanted to tell him how she felt. Each evening as they dined together, she wanted to speak about her hopes and dreams and hear him respond in kind. Talk about a fantasy.
“There’s a good chance this isn’t going to end well,” Cleo said. “How are you going to deal with that?”
“He’ll break my heart,” Zara said, knowing it was inevitable. “I love him. I believe I’ve been waiting for him all my life. I can’t imagine a world without him.”
“You’ve got it bad.”
“I know. But I’d rather have it bad for him than have it so-what with anyone else.”
“That’s insane,” her sister told her, but Zara heard the love in her voice. “Call me in a couple of days and let me know what’s going on.”
“I will, I promise. Wish me luck.”
“Honey, you’re going to need a whole lot more than that. You’re going to need a miracle.”
 
Rafe knew he was playing with fire. He could read the truth in Zara’s eyes. So far she hadn’t declared herself, but it was just a matter of time until she did. And then what?
What was he supposed to say? That he didn’t believe her? That he didn’t do happily ever after? He’d trapped himself in a living hell. He couldn’t have her because he would never allow himself to love her, but he also couldn’t let her go. Knowing that she was with someone else would destroy him.
All the tactical training in the world hadn’t prepared him for this situation. He’d known the risk to her when he’d taken her into his bed, and he’d done it, anyway. What he hadn’t counted on was the risk to himself.
 
Zara kissed Rafe’s mouth. Her body still hummed from the pleasure he’d brought her. She ran her foot up and down his bare leg, smiling at the feel of him.
“You’re getting good at this,” she teased.
He shifted her onto her back and bent over her. “You think? I could say the same about you, but you were good from the start.”
She giggled. “I know. You left out patient. How patient I was with your fumbling.”
“Very patient,” he murmured before leaning down and licking her right nipple. “Incredibly patient. I should reward you.”
Despite the fact that they’d finished making love less than five minutes before, Zara felt her body stir. Just being close to Rafe was enough to get her all hot and bothered.
It was a perfect afternoon, she thought lazily. The overhead fan stirred the warm air. The big bed was comfortable, the sheets cool and the man beside her, touching her, was all she’d ever longed for.
I love you.
She thought the words, breathed them in her sigh, but did not dare speak them. Because she was afraid.
But fear had no place in their bed, so she concentrated on what he was doing to her body and thoughts of equally delicious ways she could pleasure him. Maybe, if she shimmied out of his embrace, she could slip down and take him in her mouth. He always melted when she did that…well, except for the part of him that stayed extremely rigid and got even harder. Or she could—
An odd sound cut through the quiet afternoon. Rafe raised his head, then swore. Zara strained to make sense of the growing noise.
“Helicopter,” Rafe told her as he slid out of bed and reached for his clothes. “Probably Hassan.”
It took a couple of seconds for her to assimilate his words. Hassan? She sat up straight. “My father?”
“I guess he got tired of waiting.”
The sound was now loud enough for her to recognize it for a helicopter. The change in pitch told her that it was about to land on the pad only a few dozen feet from the house. Then her father would climb out and walk this way and—
“I’m naked!” she shrieked, jumping out of bed.
She lunged for her clothes on the floor, rapidly pulling on her panties. After searching frantically for her bra she remembered she’d stopped wearing one a few days before. For one thing, she didn’t need it. For another, Rafe often came up behind her, slipped his hands under her shirt and cupped her breasts. She preferred that contact when her skin was bare.
“Don’t think about it,” she told herself as she pulled a cotton sundress over her head, then raced to the bathroom to study her appearance.
She looked like a woman who had been well loved. There was no way to hide the color in her face or the contentment in her eyes. Hassan was going to guess the truth.
She hurried back into the bedroom. Rafe had already left. She followed him into the main room and grabbed his arm. “You were kidding about what you said when you first arrived, weren’t you? The part about getting your head cut off?”
“He’s not going to be happy.”
Zara didn’t find his words especially reassuring, but before she could question him further, King Hassan stalked into the room, followed by two very tall, very large guards. Behind them were the king’s secretary, Sabrina and her husband, Prince Kardal. Zara’s stomach dove for the floor.
Hassan stared at them both. Zara wanted to move closer to Rafe and slip her hand into his but she suspected that would not help the situation. There was also the fact that she didn’t know how he would react to the declaration, however small. To complicate things, she’d never faced a disapproving father before and wasn’t sure how to act.
“My daughter,” Hassan said, walking over and kissing her cheek. “The palace has been a dark place without your beauty to brighten my day.”
“Hi.” She bit her lower lip. “Thank you for understanding that I’ve needed this time to adjust to all the changes.” She suddenly felt really young and terribly guilty, which was strange. After all, she was twenty-eight years old.
Hassan studied her for a few more seconds, then turned his attention to Rafe.
“You will be banished,” he said, speaking nearly conversationally, so that Zara didn’t catch what he said at first. “At first I thought to have you killed, but Kardal talked me out of it.” He glared at his son-in-law. “Apparently, I’m known for having irresistible daughters.”
“What?” Zara asked. She glanced at Sabrina who mouthed she would explain it all later. Zara didn’t want to wait for an explanation. “What do you mean, banished?” She was going to ignore the “killed” part because she couldn’t stand to think about it.
Hassan glared at her. It was the first time he’d ever looked at her with anything but love and devotion. “You have done enough here. I trusted you both and this is how I am repaid. You are new to our ways, so I forgive you, but Rafe has been made one with the desert. He knew what he was doing. He is to be banished for all time. He will not be allowed to set foot in the kingdom of Bahania or the City of Thieves. For the rest of his life he will never see you again, and you will not see him.”
Zara turned to Rafe. Not see him? Not ever? She’d resigned herself to being unhappy, to watching him from afar, to dreaming about what might have been, but she’d never thought he would be out of her life forever.
His gaze locked with hers. In that single heartbeat she read a similar anguish in his blue eyes. A need and something more—something wonderful that gave her courage. He cared. She didn’t know how much or for how long, but he cared.
“I will not be banished,” he said unexpectedly.
He faced the king and pulled back the sleeve of his shirt. She stared at the small tattoo there—the seal of the City of Thieves.
Hassan turned away, Kardal swore, Sabrina gasped. Only the guards didn’t react, and Zara had a feeling they were as clueless as she was.
“I carry the mark of the prince,” Rafe continued. “At the time I was rewarded and made a sheik, I was offered a woman. I claimed none. I claim one now—Princess Zara.”
He’d never used the title before and it startled her, as did Hassan’s sudden expression of rage.
“You will not!” the king roared.
Kardal shifted uncomfortably. “Must it be this woman?”
“Yes,” Rafe said, still glaring at the king.
Zara felt lightheaded. Rafe was claiming her as his woman? Did that mean he cared about her? Her heart flew back into her chest and began to tap dance. Hope filled her.
Hassan turned his attention to Kardal. “This is your fault. You allowed him to claim the mark of the prince.”
Kardal shrugged. “He saved my life. I wished to thank him. May I remind you that you are the one who left them alone on an island for two weeks. Obviously, you are no better a father to Zara than you were to Sabrina.”
The king’s face darkened. Sabrina stepped between them. “Fighting with each other doesn’t solve the problem.”
Zara pressed her lips together. “At the risk of being stupid, what is the problem?”
“Yes, explain it to her,” Hassan said harshly. “Maybe then she won’t look at this one with so many stars in her eyes.”
Sabrina sighed. “Zara, when Rafe saved Kardal’s life, he was allowed to wear the mark of the prince. It’s a great honor.”
“I know about this,” Zara said impatiently, wanting to get to the “I claim her as my woman” part. “He was made a sheik, given a fortune, along with land and camels.”
Her half sister patted her arm. “Exactly. Tradition states that the one who wears the mark of the prince is also allowed a woman. He may take any unmarried woman he likes. Any unmarried woman—even the daughter of a king.”
Zara was beginning to see the problem. “As what?” she asked Sabrina, although she was looking at Rafe. He continued to glare at Hassan.
“As whatever he wants her to be,” Sabrina said softly.
“You see?” Hassan asked. “He is not proposing marriage. He is insulting you, Bahania and even the Prince of Thieves.”
Zara took a step toward Rafe. She wasn’t so sure insult was his motivation. Maybe it was something else entirely.
“Can you stop him?” she asked her father.
Hassan hesitated. “I am the king. I can do as I like.”
“No,” Rafe said, turning to her. “He can’t. Not without defiling the laws of the desert. He is torn between his relationship with Kardal, his responsibility to the laws of the land and his desire to kill me with his bare hands.” He shrugged. “You’re the one who was willing to risk having your sex life in the tabloids. I told you we couldn’t keep it a secret.”
“My mistake.” She studied his handsome face, the mouth that had pleased her in so many ways, the eyes that allowed her to stare down into the lonely darkness that was his soul.
“What do you want, Rafe?” she asked. “Is your purpose here really just to tweak the tiger’s tail?”
“No.”
“Then you really want to claim me as your woman?”
“It cannot be!” Hassan roared. “She is Princess Zara of Bahania. My daughter, a member of the royal family. You insult us all with your thoughtless words and deeds. You were trusted and you turned your back on that trust. You have betrayed us all, especially Zara.”
Except Zara didn’t feel all that betrayed. She was a little embarrassed to be discussing this in front of everyone and confused as to why Rafe had claimed her, but she didn’t feel that he’d let her down. Thank goodness no one knew she had been a virgin. It would all hit the fan then.
“What if I accept?” she asked.
Everyone stared at her. Even Sabrina looked shocked.
“You can’t,” her half sister said hastily. “You would have no status, no claim. You wouldn’t be his wife, Zara. You would be his mistress. As a member of the royal family, you would be dishonored. He could keep you as long as he wanted, then toss you aside with no repercussions. It would be difficult for you to make a good match after that.”
Zara thought about Byron and Jean-Paul. It might be difficult to make a good match, but there would be many men willing to marry her.
“I will not allow it,” Hassan said.
“It’s not your decision to make,” Zara told him.
“He will take you away.” Hassan stepped forward and touched her cheek. “My daughter, you would be away from your family. You would have nothing. I could not protect you while you were with him.”
The light-headed sensation returned. Zara felt as if she were floating above the tableau, watching everyone. Thousands of thoughts swirled through her mind until one of them solidified into a moment of crystal clarity.
She raised herself on her toes and kissed her father’s cheek. “I am happy to have found you and I think I could have made peace with my life in Bahania, but this is something I must do.”
She turned and moved in front of Rafe. “I accept the honor of being your woman.”
Even the guards stiffened in surprise. Rafe, however, simply glared at her. “You can’t,” he told her. “You’re a royal princess. You should be married.”
“But that’s not what you’re offering,” she told him.
His glare deepened. “You don’t know what you’re getting into. I won’t stay in one place long. I’ll drag you around the world, living in hell holes. You’ll have to give up your family. What about your heart’s desire to have roots?”
And then she knew. She read it in the pain in his eyes, in the set of his shoulders. After a lifetime of people turning away from him, he wasn’t about to trust her with something as fragile as his heart. Not before he knew that she would be willing to stay forever. He needed to test her—and as Cleo had suggested, she, Zara, needed to prove herself.
She didn’t know how long it would take. How many months or even years she would have to stand by him until he knew that her love was endless and faithful.
“You’re asking me to choose,” she whispered. “All my life I’ve wanted roots—a real family with a history. A father. I have them all now. But I believe love can transcend location. They are my family and will always have a place inside of me. You are my heart’s desire. Therefore I will follow you to the ends of the earth if that is your wish. Again, I accept the honor of being your woman.”
Rafe stared at Zara, desperately wanting to believe her. He ached as if someone had reached inside and ripped out his heart. He could feel his life’s blood seeping away.
She was so beautiful he could barely look upon her. Yet he couldn’t turn away. When she smiled, he felt his heart crack.
“I love you,” she whispered. “I know I wasn’t supposed to. You kept warning me away. I know you’re afraid to settle down, so I’ll travel with you. We’ll create a future and a past that is ours alone. I’m not afraid.”
“Zara, you can’t.” He could barely speak the words.
“I have to. Without you, what’s the point? You’re all I’ve been waiting for.”
Pain ripped through him. The thick, angry barrier around his heart shattered and blew away. He gasped for breath, then pulled her to him. He touched her face, her hair, then ran his thumb across her mouth.
“Zara,” he breathed, and kissed her.
She kissed him back—with all her heart and soul. She clung to him as if she would never let go. He knew then that he had to believe her or lose her forever. That he was nothing without her. That he had finally found a safe place to belong.
“I love you,” he told her.
Tears spilled from her eyes. “I was kind of hoping you would say that.”
He brushed away the tears. “We don’t have to leave. I would never take you away from your family. You just found them.”
“I appreciate that, but if you need to be sure, I’ll go with you.”
“I’m sure,” he told her and, for the first time he could remember, he was. Light filled him. Love radiated from them both—he could feel it.
“This is all very nice,” Hassan said after clearing his throat. “However, now that you have declared yourselves, I must insist that you marry my daughter. You simply cannot make the Princess Zara your woman.”
The king had a point. Rafe took Zara’s hands in his. “I never thought I would love anyone, but I love you. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Please do me the honor of marrying me.”
Zara’s entire being spilled over with happiness. While she would have done as she said and followed Rafe around the world if necessary, she would much prefer to marry him and make a home.
“Yes,” she said, kissing him. “I want to marry you and be with you for always. I love you, Rafe.”
Hassan pulled them apart. “All right, all right. Fine. So you want to marry my daughter. What makes you think I’ll say yes?”
Zara hugged her father. “Oh, Daddy, what else are you going to say?”
“Daddy,” he murmured. “Yes, it is better than father.” Hassan kissed her cheek. “I suppose you are right.” He glared at Rafe. “I’ll expect you to take care of her. She’s a member of the royal family.”
“I give you my word,” Rafe told him.
Hassan sighed. “This is not what I had planned,” he told his daughter. “You could have had a duke.”
“I’d rather have a sheik,” she said happily.
“I can see that. Then I must insist that you promise to wait a few months for the wedding. I want time to get to know you before this one whisks you away to the City of Thieves.”
She looked at Rafe who shrugged. “Seems reasonable. How long were you thinking?”
“A year,” Hassan said.
Rafe grinned. “Two months.”
“Six months.”
“Four months.”
“Done,” her father said. “Four months.” He drew his eyebrows together. “Four chaste months.”
“Not on a bet,” Rafe told him.
“I could still have you beheaded,” the king said conversationally.
Zara felt so happy, she thought she could fly. She slipped free of her father and cuddled up to Rafe. They were to be married. All her dreams had come true.
“There will be no beheading,” she told her father, then smiled at her fiancé. “That was my first royal pronouncement.”
“It was a good one,” he said and kissed her.
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