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      First rule of working for a Sheikh: never fall in love…

      To help his older brother, wealthy and handsome Sheikh Imran Khalid is determined to hire a nanny for his beloved niece and nephew. And American Sarah Jenner might just be the answer he’s looking for. She’s smart, good with the children… and just happens to stir Imran’s blood like no other woman he’s ever met. He knows he should keep their relationship strictly professional. But the attraction between them quickly grows hotter than the scorching desert sands.

      No matter how many times Sarah reminds herself to be sensible, she just can’t help being attracted to Imran. Falling for her boss would be monumentally stupid, and Sarah refuses to give in. But her heart seems to have other plans, and she finally succumbs to her desire. When she discovers Imran’s past, though, she’s left to wonder… Is she just another notch in his belt?

      Can these two star-crossed lovers put aside their doubts and learn to trust each other? Or will they both end up alone…
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      High above New York's noise and bustle, Imran Khalid felt utterly trapped in one of the most exclusive penthouse offices the great city had to offer.

      The strange part, he thought with a growing sense of unease, was that he usually loved New York, and he loved women. Right now, however, neither pleased, and he only stared in growing dismay at the prim middle-aged woman sitting in front of him.

      “And of course, I pay very strict attention to diet for the children in my care,” the woman went on. “I have had to be very strict with kitchens that will persist in feeding children behind my back, and while the children do not know better, the adults around them should.”

      She glared as if a child getting a little unauthorized snack between meals was totally beyond the pale, and Imran cleared his throat.

      “Ah, so your experience with babies…”

      “I am very good at setting a schedule. It is never too early to impose a sense of discipline…”

      Imran wanted to ask what sense of discipline a baby could have, but she was off again, droning on in a way that left him feeling dazed with disbelief.

      This was the best that the five-star agency could provide? This woman, and the dozen or so like her he had already interviewed, were considered the best of the best when it came to providing children with loving and attentive care?

      He reached his breaking point when he imagined the woman droning on about discipline to his new niece while holding a baby, his new nephew, and he shook his head.

      “Ah, yes, thank you. That will be all,” he said, rather more sharply than he intended. At her slightly offended look, he shook his head.

      “I'll be in touch,” Imran said, his voice clipped. “Please ask my secretary to send in the next applicant.”

      The woman did not exactly huff in irritation at his pointed words, but her expression wasn't far off, and she swept out of his office with a short thank you. Imran rubbed his eyes wearily. He looked up when the door opened again, but it was only his secretary.

      “Your next appointment will be a few more minutes, sir.”

      Imran nodded. His last few interviews had ended earlier and earlier as he realized that the candidates were far from suitable, and when the door shut again, he leaned back in his chair, swiveling to face the enormous window overlooking New York.

      Surely I can find someone in all this city.

      His phone chirped, and he winced at the name on the screen. For a moment, Imran considered not answering, but then taking a deep breath, he hit the respond button.

      “Ziad,” he said, putting a cheerfulness into his voice he didn't feel. “How are you?”

      “I wanted to hear how things are going,” said his older brother, the sheikh himself. “Have you made any progress in finding the right person?”

      I can find the right woman at any nightclub before midnight, Imran thought wryly. Who'd have thought that this would be so much harder?

      “It's been going very well,” he said. “We're wrapping things up shortly, and not to say too much too soon, but I should have some good news for you by the end of the day.”

      “Good, good,” Ziad said, and Imran felt a guilty pang when he heard the relief in his brother's voice. “I cannot tell you how relieved I am that you are taking care of this.”

      “Of course. Are Jamila and Hasan well?”

      “More or less,” Ziad said glumly. “Hasan is as well as I suppose a baby can be, but I think he can tell that something's wrong. Jamila's not crying all the time, because sometimes she needs to sleep. I wish I had more time to spend with them. It is hard to think of them losing their parents and then being alone on top of it. A few more weeks, and I can give them more time, but they need care now.”

      “Ziad,” Imran said, as confidently as he could, “stop worrying. Take care of that diplomatic mess in Italy that has everyone all up in arms. I'll be back with…with Mary Poppins herself. Jamila and Hasan will be cared for, I swear.”

      That at least won a laugh from Ziad, and for a moment after they ended the call, Imran was pleased with that. His oldest brother had the weight of the world on his shoulders, and being able to make him laugh was an accomplishment.

      Then Imran remembered that he had made his brother laugh with something that was nearly an all-out lie, and he swallowed hard.

      Before he could dwell on what had just happened, however, the door opened, and a tall, slender woman walked in. She came across his office with a brisk air. Though she looked like a recent college graduate, everything about her—her neat new clothes, her tidy haircut, and her sensible heels—screamed professional. Imran was startled and amused to see a green leaf stuck in her honey-blonde hair, clinging to the pale strands like a stubborn hitchhiker unwilling to give up its berth—a bright contrast to her smooth presentation. He started to tell her, so she could brush it away, but she spoke first.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Khalid,” she said, her voice low and smooth. “Thank you for granting me this interview. I hope the children are well. I saw in my brief that Jamila is six and having a difficult time of things since her parents died. I know Hasan is very young, but even at that age, they pick things up quickly, and it wouldn't surprise me if he was having a tough time of it too.”

      Imran blinked, taking a closer look at the newest candidate.

      “Sarah…Jenner?” he asked. At her nod, he smiled. There was something warm and welcoming about her, something that had been missing from the other women he had interviewed for the position. Maybe it was that leaf.

      “Sounds like you've done your homework. So you know about my niece and my nephew's situation. What would you do about it?”

      That was far more direct than the carefully curated list of questions he had prepared for the other candidates, but the applicant—Sarah—nodded as if there was nothing wrong at all with how he began.

      “Children at that age need stability,” she said, and he frowned, wondering if he had been tricked after all.

      “Discipline?” he asked acidly, and she shook her head.

      “Discipline may need to be involved if a child is being willfully naughty, but for the most part, I find that children aren't. They may be hurt or confused or unaware of how their actions affect others, but they're not malicious. No. When I said stability, I meant a ground they can't fall below. Even children who are living in good circumstances can be knocked for a loop by a change as small as switching out furniture.”

      She paused, and Imran could see her looking for a way to explain what she meant. He had the shape of it, but he waited to see what she might say.

      “Children like Jamila and Hasan, who have undergone such a traumatic change so early in their lives, need kindness and to have the adults around them spending the time it takes to help them feel safe again. Their whole world has been shifted, and they want…no, they need to know that the adults around them, the ones who are with them every day, are people that they can count on.”

      There was something to Sarah's voice, a kind of urgency, that Imran responded to. She wanted to make sure he understood, even if he didn't hire her. Though he had heard some similar things from the women he had interviewed before, it was clear beyond a shadow of a doubt that she believed it. She exuded a warmth that he had not felt at all since the interviews had started, and he leaned towards her curiously.

      “And how would you give them that safety?”

      She smiled at him, and Imran blinked. It was a little like being blinded by a ray of sunshine when you least expected it.

      “Well, absolutely first just by being there. I saw that this is a live-in position, and that's great. A friend of mine, Laura, does a lot of live-in work, and she's very clear on the benefits of being there for kids, especially ones who are stressed or hurt in some way. More than that, I'm hoping that I'll get the support I need to work with other members of the household staff to make this transition as smooth as possible.”

      Somewhat to his own surprise, Imran found himself listening intently to Sarah's plans, nodding along as she talked about small, carefully organized trips and activities designed to both nurture a sense of curiosity as well as a sense of safety.

      “And they should feel like they have control and value,” Sarah said. “One of my favorite ways to help children is to let them help you. I saw that Jamila speaks Arabic and English, so perhaps getting her to 'help' me with my Arabic could be something that makes her feel strong and confident.”

      “You speak Arabic?” asked Imran, raising his eyebrows.

      “Well, just a little. Enough to ask for the bus and to say I don't want radishes in my food. Tourist Arabic, I suppose. I know that Yeni has Arabic, English, and French as its official languages. I took a class years ago, and I brushed up before applying.”

      “That's more than most do. Why did you take that class?”

      “Oh, the art!” Sarah blinked as if startled by her own boldness, but she continued when Imran gave her an expectant look.

      “I've always had an interest in Islamic art,” she said, blushing a little and seeming a little less certain now that they’d wandered off the topic of the children. “The colors, the shapes, the attention to detail…I love it all, and if I hadn't gone into child psychology, I think I would have liked to go into art restoration.”

      She looked so nervous that Imran found himself smiling to reassure her. She was lovely, and he had a feeling that the warmth she seemed to radiate was simply a part of her, part of who she was and what she did. Whatever Sarah was interested in, she brought that warmth to it, and simply listening to her talk made him feel better about the entire wasted day.

      A glance at his phone told him that it was time to bring the interview to a close, and he sighed, more reluctant than he thought he'd be to end an interview with a nanny.

      “I really should see you out,” he said. “I have a few more people to see.”

      She nodded, but he couldn't leave it at that.

      “I will say that I'm mostly seeing them as a courtesy. I think you're hired.”

      She stared at him, and he was struck by her big brown eyes, as warm as the rest of her and so very startled that he almost laughed.

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really. Are you ready to travel? Have you been out of the United States before?”

      “No, but I've always wanted to see the world,” she said, just a little breathless.

      “Then you can begin with Yeni,” Imran said, strangely eager for her to see his home. “The mountains are gorgeous, rearing up against the sky, and if it is art you want, our conservatories and galleries go back more than eight hundred years…”

      Imran had no idea how long they spoke, but then his secretary was at the door, reminding him with just a slightly reprimanding tone that another applicant was waiting for him. For a moment, Imran was startled by an urge to send his secretary away, to send the other applicant away as well, simply so he could have more time with Sarah. Instead, he reminded himself that he was being a good brother and sighed.

      “I should send you on your way,” he said, and he shook her hand like a professional. She was just turning to go when he spoke again.

      “Though I should tell you…you have a leaf in your hair.”

      Startled, Sarah's hand flew up to find the leaf in her blonde hair, pulling it down to look at in dismay. Finally, she simply laughed, shaking her head.

      “Was that in there the whole time? You could have told me.”

      “You were so eager to get started. I was carried away by your passion.”

      It was nothing but the truth, and his gaze lingered on her as she left. The next candidate entered, a woman who seemed even more stiff and unkind after meeting Sarah. As he conducted the interview, he found himself thinking about Sarah.

      Imran didn't think of himself as a man who trusted so very easily, but there had been something about Sarah that had comforted him straight away. Now that she was gone, however, he wondered at that strange feeling of rightness he had felt with her. Was it just some trick of empathy, something ephemeral that didn’t mean a thing?

      Inwardly, he shook his head. It didn't matter. He had made his choice, and now he needed to let the chips fall where they may.
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      Coming off the plane, Sarah felt a surge of energy travel through her, starting at the soles of her feet and traveling up to the crown of her head. It was a twelve-hour flight from New York to Yeni, and though she could feel the exhaustion biting at her heels, she couldn't get over the excitement that seemed to crackle in the air.

      She was met at the airport by an actual chauffeur, who told her that her bags would be handled and who handed her into the sleek Rolls Royce as if she were a princess. On the drive into the city, she couldn't help but peer out of the window like an absolute tourist, taking in the tall skyscrapers of the business district, the elegant buildings of the Old Quarter, and the open-air markets for which Yeni had been famous for hundreds of years.

      When the car took a turn down a main boulevard, Sarah was certain that the gorgeous building at the end of the lane was the palace, but the car drove on, passing houses that each seemed more beautiful than the last.

      They only stopped when they came to a tall wall of gleaming white, one with an actual guarded checkpoint at the gate. Sarah's heart skipped a beat when she saw the armed guards approach the car, but her driver seemed to take it as business as usual, exchanging a few words with the guard and showing him his ID before driving on.

      This is the real thing, she thought. You are working for royalty.

      The sheer strangeness of her situation was making her nervous, so when she got out of the car, she was incredibly relieved to see a familiar face waiting for her on the steps.

      “You made it,” Imran said pleased. “I had heard that your flight landed safely, but what a pleasure it is to see you.”

      Something about the way he said pleasure sent a warm rush through her, but that was probably just her silly heart jumping to conclusions. Standing at six two, with his muscular build, his shaggy dark hair, and his gorgeous dark eyes, he could make anyone's heart leap to conclusions. For a moment on the steps, she was certain that he was going to hug her, but then he offered his hand to shake instead.

      Silly, she told herself. He's a prince.

      Prince or not, Imran was eager to bring her into the palace, and Sarah was grateful for his guidance. She had worked for some wealthy families while putting herself through school, but she had been utterly unprepared for the sheer amount of wealth the royal family of Yeni possessed. The walls and floor were clad in marble, and all around them were servants, bustling about, all with their own tasks and their own duties. The place made her think of the fanciest hotels she had ever heard of, and it was stunning to think that this was only for one family.

      Sarah might have been overwhelmed, but Imran led the way with a casual self-assurance that spoke of his comfort with the wealth around them. She realized with a sudden pang how very different they were, that she could be in such awe of his home and that he could simply tell her casually that the east wing was for guests, so she would be living with the family in the west wing, that the kitchen was on call twenty-four hours a day if she wanted something to eat, that the intercom system was robust but there was an app exclusive to the palace to help her if she needed it.

      “I'm sorry,” she said finally. “I really appreciate the crash course, but I'm probably going to be getting lost for weeks.”

      Imran laughed at that, shaking his head ruefully.

      “Of course. I forget how overwhelming this place can be if you didn't grow up here. Honestly, sometimes even I get turned around.”

      She laughed at the idea of Imran needing directions in his own home, but as he moved on to explaining the laundry system to her, she caught a pair of maids ducking behind a corner as they passed, their eyes large and dark. Imran paid them no mind, but Sarah wondered if there was something strange in the way they had looked at her.

      Well, if they're not laughing at the new girl or gossiping about me behind my back, I suppose I shouldn't complain.

      Finally though, Imran paused in front of a door, hand on the handle and giving her a significant look.

      “This is the playroom,” he said. “Ready?”

      She gave him a grin, because while she might be out of her depth in palaces, children, she could handle.

      “Born ready. Let's go.”

      He laughed at her bravado and then led her in. The playroom was beautiful, with bright bay windows that let in the sweet afternoon light, toys of every kind arranged neatly on the shelves, and comfortable furniture that looked like it had been custom made. Perhaps it had been; a closer look told her that the corners were softened with foam to keep clumsy children from harming themselves.

      “Someone did a good job picking out the furniture,” she said, mostly to herself, but Imran looked pleased. He started to speak, but then the door opened, and in walked the princess.

      That was the only way to think of Jamila, six years old, plump and pretty with long dark curls and enormous dark eyes. She was an adorable child, but Sarah sensed something a little stern and distant about her as she walked to them.

      “Uncle Imran, it is a pleasure to see you,” she said, her diction perfect, and then she turned to curtsy carefully to Sarah.

      “I am pleased to meet you,” she said, and Sarah's heart went out to the little girl at her perfect manners and the slight hint of nervousness hidden by them.

      “I'm very pleased to meet you too,” Sarah said warmly. “I hope we will be the best of friends. My name is Sarah.”

      Jamila looked perhaps a trace doubtful, but it was not disbelief, and Sarah would take it. She was just wondering where Hasan was when a maid entered with a sweet little baby in her arms.

      “Here, I'll take him,” volunteered Imran, and there was a determined look in his eye as if he was set on his course. The maid handed baby Hasan over, but the moment the door closed behind her, Hasan began to fuss in Imran's arms.

      “Oh no, come on, we were doing so well,” said Imran, making Sarah laugh, but then she saw the protective and worried look on Jamila's face. She tensed as if bracing herself to tell her uncle he was holding the baby wrong, and Sarah decided it was time to step in.

      “May I please have him?”

      With a look of regret and relief, Imran handed the fussy infant over, and Sarah made such a silly face at him that he immediately stared at her in surprise. When she tickled him under the chin, it drew a soft laugh from him, and she nodded with satisfaction.

      “Jamila, would you go find me a book that your brother will like?”

      As Jamila went to the bookshelf, Imran shot her a confused look.

      “He's only about six months old. Is he old enough to like…much of anything?”

      “Just trust me.”

      Jamila brought her a book, thankfully in English, about a little girl who makes friends with a dragon. It was charming, with beautiful illustrations that seemed to leap straight off the page. Sarah liked reading aloud, liked doing all the voices, and she was always careful to make sure that she turned the book so that Imran, seated on the ground next to her, and Jamila, crowding close on the other side, could see as well.

      Hasan was a heavy, warm weight in her lap, his head drooping a few times before he fell asleep, but she didn't stop reading, telling Jamila and Imran about the brave princess and her good friend the dragon. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Imran nod with new understanding. Jamila was relaxing next to her, almost in her lap as she drew closer to see the pictures, and the stiffness had gone out of the little girl's body.

      He understands, she thought, with a satisfaction that she did not altogether get herself. He knows that the book was more for Jamila than it was for Hasan.
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      It was past nine by the time the children were tucked in, and Sarah felt wrung out. It wasn't just the long trip and the long day, though that would have been enough. It was also the fact that Jamila, who was every inch the little lady, had proven fretful upon being left alone in her bed. The baby monitor suggested that her whimpers might have been tears, but before Sarah could decide whether to return, Jamila's breathing smoothed out to an exhausted sleep.

      Sarah had to fight her instinct to come to the little girl's rescue, to soothe and to comfort her, but on the first day, it was probably better just to rest and avoid pushing her luck. They had managed a fine start, and pushing an intimacy that wasn't there yet could do more harm than good.

      There was a part of her that wanted nothing more than to seek out her own bed, but Imran had asked her to find him in one of the sitting rooms nearby after the children were asleep. She told herself that he was the boss, but something still quickened her steps when she went looking for him.

      She had thought that he wanted to speak only about the children, but when she entered the sitting room, she found the low table between the chairs laden with delicacies, all served on small silver platters, all smelling delicious.

      “Come and eat,” he said with a grin. “You were too busy to eat at lunch, so I took the liberty of calling for dinner.”

      Sarah's stomach rumbled at the sight in front of her. She wondered if it was appropriate for the help to be eating with the king’s brother, but then he was piling up a plate for her with what looked like the most delicious food, and she was too busy eating to complain.

      She was done before Imran spoke, and he startled her by first saying, “Thank you.”

      Sarah tilted her head to one side.

      “For…doing my job?”

      “For taking such good care of them. You were right. I thought Hasan was doing all right, but he opened up in your arms. And Jamila—that's the most relaxed I have ever seen her.”

      “Well, kids are resilient, and it’s very clear that Jamila's as smart as a whip. You may want to start looking into some accelerated learning opportunities for her, and Hasan's so bubbly once he gets to know you. They could both probably benefit from having a therapist on hand, not because I see anything wrong, but because I think it could head off trouble in the future.”

      The food revitalized her, and to her surprise, she and Imran were off, talking about the children she had been caring for and who he so obviously worried over.

      Jamila and Hasan had been rendered parentless by a tragic car accident. It made Sarah shiver to think about it, young parents on their way home after a night out, a smash-up with a drunk driver at a blind corner, and two children who had gone to sleep with loving parents and woken up orphans. Maryam, who had been close friends with their father's mother, was at least a familiar face who could ease their transition.

      “Ziad was Sayid's best friend growing up, and of course he was flattered when Sayid and Yasmine wanted him to step in as godfather if anything should happen. It's only that he doesn't really know them yet, and affairs have kept him so busy that he can't be around as much as he would have liked. He’s out of the country right now, on an important international relations tour.”

      “We should make sure he gets a lot of low-intensity casual meetings when he gets home,” Sarah said thoughtfully. “Nothing too overwhelming for anyone.”

      It was almost like any other meeting with a concerned guardian, if said concerned guardian also happened to be an insanely gorgeous man. She was holding it together well until he casually mentioned that Jamila's curriculum in the future would be oriented towards helping her rule a country.

      “Er, what does that look like, exactly?” asked Sarah, and Imran shot her an easy grin.

      “Mostly things that my brothers and I studied, but especially Ziad. Of course she will need economics and political science, and she will need world history and communication classes, both elocution and writing. It is a demanding course, but unlike other children, it will be deliberately tailored to her needs and her strengths.”

      “She's six,” Sarah said in surprise, and Imran gave her a quizzical look.

      “Her age doesn’t change things. She is now my brother's daughter, and once the adoption is finalized, she will be the next queen of Yeni.”

      “She's in mourning. And—I cannot say this enough—she is six. She needs time to heal and to recover.”

      Imran looked momentarily sad, and then he nodded.

      “She is strong. I have seen that. But we shall take pains to make sure that she does not always need to be strong.”

      He changed the topic, and soon enough, they were on the couch in the sitting room, talking about history, about her love of Islamic art, and about his surprisingly deep understanding of it. At some point, it occurred to her to ask him how he had learned so very much about the topic, but then she was sinking lower and lower into the couch, her eyes drifting closed even as she tried to keep them open.

      Soon the pauses between her words grew longer and longer, and finally, the last thing she saw before they shut entirely was Imran rising over her, a warm, rueful smile on his handsome face. He lay his jacket over her like a blanket, and his lips moved as if he were speaking, but she could not make out the words.

      He's so handsome, she thought as she drifted off to sleep. I wonder what it would be like to kiss him…

      Even as she dreamed, however, she knew what happened when a poor girl fell in love with her boss. What had happened with her mother and Darrell was still a wound in her heart, even if it had had years to heal. She had already witnessed how terrible that kind of pain was. She was terrified of what it might be like to feel it.

      Sarah had never known her biological father. He had skipped town when she was born. Instead, she remembered Darrell Wright, her mother's boyfriend, who they had lived with for years during her childhood. Everything a real father would do, Darrell took on. He had been the one to teach her how to ride a bike. He had kissed her minor injuries better, tucked her in at night, everything.

      Then one day, he was gone, and she and her mother were living in a tiny apartment instead of his large house. It had taken years for her to understand that her mother had been dating her boss, and that relationships between bosses and their secretaries seldom worked out. It had taken years for her to heal from the heartbreak, and if she were honest, she was not sure she ever had.

      Nothing good comes of dating your boss, she thought as she drifted off, and she resolved to remember that.
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      A week later, Imran was riding high.

      It had been, not to put too fine a point on it, an amazing day. His amazing days used to include mimosa brunches after a night that had never stopped, but he thought he could deal with the trade to a delighted niece, a plump and content baby nephew, and a gorgeous nanny.

      Jamila was finally relaxing, laughing so hard at his simple card tricks that she fell down, and now she seemed a great deal calmer about seeing her new school with Sarah. She allowed Sarah to get her dressed for their excursion, even breaking into a little smile when Sarah told her about all the fun they were going to have. Imran, amused, watched from the couch with Hasan sleeping next to him, as Jamila followed Sarah around the room, never too far behind.

      Sarah…

      Now there was a pretty puzzle. On one hand, Imran knew she was first and foremost there to care for Jamila and Hasan. Nothing should come before that. On the other hand…

      Sarah was talking to him as she bustled around the playroom, and he was listening, but it was so difficult to take his eyes off her hips. She moved like a dancer, swaying with perfect grace and perfect balance, and her short, blonde hair shone like a halo in the afternoon sun.

      An angel, he thought, and then he realized that she was looking at him with a sigh.

      “Did you get that last bit?” she asked. “About the honey-sweetened crackers in the blue cabinet and the teething rings in the freezer?”

      “Of course,” Imran said with a grin. “Don't worry. Hasan and I are good friends; we'll be fine while you and Jamila are gone.”

      Sarah gave him an amused look and then turned to Jamila.

      “Ready to see your new school, hon?” she asked, and Imran's heart swelled at his niece's eager yes. He watched them leave, and for about a minute or so, all was right with the world.

      Then Hasan woke up.

      One moment, his baby nephew was content and sleeping, as adorable an infant as ever was. The next moment, he was stirring, still quite cute. A moment after that, he opened his toothless mouth and let out a piercing scream that seemed to drill straight through Imran's head.

      “What in the world⁠—”

      Quelling his instant panicked reaction, Imran reminded himself that babies cried. It was a thing they did. He swept Hasan up in his arms, cradling him close to his body as Sarah had taught him. Hasan momentarily paused in his weeping, but then he resumed his screaming, the high-pitched tone rising and falling like a siren.

      It's fine. Babies cry. Sarah told me so. It just means that they want something, and once you have figured out what it is, they stop.

      Hasan's diaper was dry, and he refused the formula that Imran offered him, so obviously he wasn't dirty or hungry. Imran jostled Hasan on his hip, trying to tickle him under the chin, but Hasan only wrenched away. Imran wondered if the baby's cry took on an offended note at that, but surely he was too young to be offended.

      He tried singing to Hasan only to have his voice nearly drowned out by Hasan's screams, and making faces at the baby made no difference at all.

      Finally, Imran resorted to simply walking Hasan around the perimeter of the playroom the way Sarah did sometimes when Hasan was fussy. He didn't think that Hasan had ever screamed so long or so loudly. Sarah was like magic—the moment she picked Hasan up, he started to quiet, and there was no sign of that right now. His pace quickened.

      For a moment, it seemed as if Hasan might have been quieting down, but then suddenly with a noise that was altogether too crude to come from such a small child, Hasan threw up all over him. After a moment of shocked surprise, Imran's heart began to beat faster with fear.

      He pressed his hand to Hasan's forehead. Was it hot? It didn't seem to be compared to his own temperature, but how would he know? Was it possible that Hasan was sick?

      The thought of his nephew being ill shook him to his core, and juggling the still-weeping infant to one arm, he dialed the palace physician.

      The no-nonsense, iron-haired woman was there inside of five minutes, and it took her even less time to make her diagnosis.

      “He's teething. He needs something cold to relieve the pain.”

      Imran blinked. That rang a distant memory in his mind.

      “He's doing all this screaming over teething?”

      “It's quite painful, Your Highness. Does he have any frozen teething rings? If not, some can be acquired⁠—”

      “No…no, there are absolutely some teething rings in the freezer. I know there are.”

      Sarah's words came back to him belatedly, and he indeed found a half-dozen icy teething rings in the freezer. Hasan reached for them with a tiny mewl of relief that struck Imran with guilt, and then there was a blessed silence as the cold soothed Hasan's pain.

      “Just teething,” the physician said. “It's painful, but a teething ring from the freezer will normally set matters to right. Remember that for next time.”

      Of course just then, the door opened, and Sarah and Jamila arrived, triumphant from their outing.

      Sarah's eyes went wide at the picture of Imran still covered in baby vomit and carrying Hasan over one shoulder, but Jamila was far less sympathetic.

      “Of course he's teething,” she said with all the superiority her six-year-old’s voice could muster. “Even I know he needs his teething ring.”

      “Duly noted, Princess,” Imran said, and Sarah came forward to take Hasan from his arms.

      “Jamila, it's not polite to speak to people that way. Imran, why don’t you go clean up.”

      Up close, Imran was briefly distracted by the scattering of soft freckles over Sarah's nose, but he shook his head.

      “That sounds great,” he said curtly. “Thank you.”

      As he went to his own chambers, however, Imran's relief gave way to a creeping sense of guilt. It might have been rude, but Jamila was right. Even a six-year-old knew that a baby needed a teething ring from the freezer, and Sarah had reminded him of that right before she left.

      He hadn't been listening, far more interested in Sarah's charms than his own nephew's well-being, and a hot spike of shame drove through him.

      He felt almost as low as he ever had, slinking back to his own chambers to change out of his befouled clothing. Hasan wouldn't have suffered as long if Sarah had been there, and all his poor nephew’s cries were squarely because of him. The physician had diagnosed what was wrong with Hasan in a matter of moments; he had had the information right there and just hadn't been listening.

      As he showered, the cool water running down his body, he told himself again that Sarah was too important to Jamila and to Hasan for him to think about pursuing her.

      Sarah is charming, Sarah is beautiful, Sarah draws my eye whenever she's near, but she cannot be the reason that I fail Ziad and his children. I refuse to allow it.
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      “Sarah?”

      On the verge of turning off the light, Sarah turned back to her drowsy charge, a tolerant smile on her face. Jamila was obviously tired, struggling to keep her eyes open, but she looked determined to make her voice be heard.

      “Okay, hon, we agreed—just one question before I turn off the light. What is it tonight?”

      “Is it true that America has no kings or queens?”

      Sarah blinked. Jamila's nighttime questions ranged from the simple to the grand, but this was the first time she had asked about Sarah's home.

      “It is,” she said. “We have a president, instead, and senators and representatives. Why do you ask?”

      Jamila yawned hugely, already sinking back into her pillows.

      “Heard Laila and Masha talking about it. They said that you didn't grow up with kings or queens.”

      Sarah bid Jamila a good night, and then in the hallway, she frowned.

      Why would they be talking about me growing up without…? Her stomach sank. The young maids must have been talking about how an American with no experience with royalty was currently the most important caregiver in the life of a young girl who would grow up to be a queen. It fell into line with some things she had overheard in whispers and snorts from the rest of the staff. Her Arabic wasn't amazing, but she was smart enough to know when people were talking about her.

      For a moment, Sarah was daunted by all the history ranged against her. Yeni was an ancient country with proud traditions and prouder people. They were a modern country, but they held fast to their way of life, and as an outsider, as an American, it made sense that they were dubious about her ability to care for a future queen.

      Sarah squared her shoulders, shrugging off the brief despair with determination.

      I can learn. After making sure that the baby monitors in both Jamila’s and Hasan's rooms were connected properly to her phone, she made her way to the library.

      The library was a dim, dark, and cavernous place, vaulted and gorgeous and designated for the family and the upper staff. She had tried Google, but if she had such a gorgeous library that would take her right to the source, why not start there?

      Sarah had just entered the room, her hand still on the door, when she realized that it was not as empty as she had expected at this late hour. Instead, she heard a very familiar voice, and glancing around, she saw Imran at the bay windows, on the phone and looking out over the east gardens. She started to withdraw—this project could begin at some other time—but then she heard what he was saying.

      “And before Hasan could even begin crying, she had swept him up in her arms, making faces at him until he forgot what he was upset about. Ha! If it were me, I would have offered him a Ferrari on his twelfth birthday if he would stop crying, but she knew what to do. Yes. Absolutely.”

      Sarah warmed at his praise, because it could only be her he was talking about. She was proud he was speaking so kindly about her to someone—who could only be his brother the king—and perhaps a little bashful about too. She was just thinking about withdrawing when Imran's tone changed. He sighed, and it did not sound like a happy thing.

      “Yes. Yes, I know. She's an American. She's new to all this, but I do think that with time…yes.”

      Sarah winced, because it apparently wasn't only the staff who had doubts about her ability. It was also Ziad, and maybe Imran as well, judging by the dubious note in his voice.

      Ouch. That sort of hurts. He's seen me with the kids every day I've been here, and he still has doubts?

      While she was still pondering his words, she heard Imran's voice catch. Startled, she looked up to squarely meet his gaze, his phone still held up to his ear.

      “Ah, Ziad, I think it is time for me to say good night. I'll talk to you tomorrow.”

      Imran ended the call and pocketed his phone, never taking his eyes off her. She wanted to flee after being caught eavesdropping, but she knew that she couldn't.

      “You'd make a good spy. I never even heard you open the door,” Imran offered, and she was relieved to hear a gentle teasing note in his voice.

      “I didn't mean to eavesdrop,” she said. “I was…well, never mind. But um, I'll head back to bed now.”

      “No, tell me.”

      As friendly as Imran was, as much as she knew that the warmth that he gave out was real, he was still the man who had hired her, and she swallowed hard.

      “Jamila asked me if there were kings and queens in America, and I told her no. When I asked her why, she said she had heard some of the maids talking about it, how there’s no royalty where I come from. I think…I think it’s a weakness that I should tend to, if I'm going to be caring for a princess and future queen. Anyway, that's why I'm here. I want to learn more about Yeni and its customs, as well as how its royal family fits into it all.”

      Imran was silent for a moment, and she wondered if she had said too much. Perhaps he thought she was lying after what she had overheard, and she cringed, hating the idea of Imran finding her dishonest.

      “That's commendable,” he said finally, and the glowing smile on his face told her he was sincere. She started to say that she could investigate the library at some later point when he wasn't using it, but he offered her his hand.

      “This is a good place to start if you want to learn more about Yeni, but most of the resources are in Arabic. Would you like it if I helped you get started at least? I can find you some resources to keep you busy while we send for some in English translation.”

      Sarah smiled, taking his hand without thinking. The moment her hand touched his, a tingle of sweet electricity shot between them. They both went still, and she swore that she could feel his gaze on her, the way he was taking her in, all of her, with his intent eyes.

      What do I do? I can't…I…

      Then Imran took a measured breath, and it was like the heat haze had been whipped away. He nodded towards the back of the library.

      “Right this way,” he said with a smile, and as she followed him to the shelves, she wondered if she had felt anything at all.
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      Sarah had been excited when he had spoken to her about the planned excursion for the kids. She had agreed with his and Ziad's estimation that it was time to widen their boundaries a bit and for Jamila and Hasan to start to explore the world that would be theirs. She looked thrilled when he explained that the places they were going were ones that had been dear to him and his brothers when they were young.

      It was the film crew she balked at, and he watched in surprise as she bit her lip nervously.

      “A bunch of strangers filming everything we do…is that really going to be great for such young children?”

      “Better than a press conference,” Imran said. “The reporters we've chosen are sympathetic to the royal family. They have all worked with us before, and they are respectful. They will keep their distance, or they will lose their jobs.”

      Sarah still didn't look convinced, and Imran wasn't quite sure what he would do if she said categorically that she thought it was a terrible idea.

      “They are going to be spending their entire lives in the eye of the press,” he said gently. “Just like me and my brothers. It’s better that they become accustomed to it in an environment that we can control, to let them ease into it. Do you trust me?”

      The sudden melting smile on her face struck him to the core.

      “I do. That makes sense. All right. I'm on board. We'll be ready first thing tomorrow.”

      Imran grinned reflexively. Surely it wasn't appropriate for him to need her to approve of this. Well, she was the expert he had hired. Of course he wanted her good opinion. He tried very hard not to think about what else he might want from her.

      In the limousine to their first stop, however, Sarah still looked tense. She kept looking at the children and then glancing back at the car that followed, filled with a small camera crew that was ready to record their day for posterity. Imran wished that he could reach over to her, to explain to her that it would all be fine, but suddenly Jamila spoke up.

      “Are we going to see hawks today?” she asked excitedly. “The website said that there would be hawks!”

      It surprised a laugh out of Sarah, who had been working with Jamila on expressing herself and her wants.

      “Yes!” Sarah said with a wide smile. “And lizards and monkeys and even wolves and goats!”

      The limousine pulled up to the gates of an elegant stone building at the center of a lush park, the land left as wild as it could be without hampering the broad walkways. While there were buildings housing some of the animals and exhibits, much of the park had been carefully allowed to return to nature, bringing in a wild array of native birds and wildlife.

      Hasan, snugged in a wrap against Sarah's chest, was fascinated by the entire world around him, but he was too young to know what was really going on. Jamila and Sarah looked around with fresh eyes, taking in the natural desert and mountain environments, the rushing artificial waterfalls, and the shaded canopies that kept the visitors cool.

      “This park was once a menagerie belonging to the fourth Khalid sheikh,” Imran said proudly. “It contained animals from all over the world. A century ago, we turned it towards conservation instead, and now it has a breeding program designed to help a full dozen endangered species from around the world.”

      Their visit to the conservation park, Imran was thrilled to note, was a resounding success. There was one sticky moment when Hasan fussed after a rabbit in the petting zoo, seemingly wanting to cuddle it, but thinking quickly, Sarah asked one of the zoo guides to run for a toy from the gift shop for him instead. Quickly tears turned to laughter, and Hasan clutched at the small white bunny toy as if it were his new best friend. Disaster averted.

      The moment Imran would never forget, however, was when Jamila got to meet the hawk she had asked about, an enormous dusky-winged bird that seemed as large as an eagle to Imran.

      “I don't know if I remember this fellow,” Imran had said, eyeing the bird's sharp beak, and the zoo guide shook his head.

      “This is Asim. We recovered him from poachers, and his wing was injured. He can’t fly the long distances hawks need to feed themselves, and if we released him, he would die in the wild. He lives here with us, and he helps educate people on why we must protect our wildlife. He's one of our most successful adoption cases.”

      “You adopted him,” Jamila said with a note of awe in her voice, and Sarah nodded, squeezing the little girl's shoulder gently.

      “And for the rest of his life, they will look after him and care for him,” Sarah said quietly. “That is what adopted means.”

      Imran’s heart squeezed at Sarah's soft words. Jamila was occupied with the hawk, but he thought that somewhere in her mind, she would remember Sarah's words and be comforted by them.

      Jamila, with Sarah and Imran hovering close behind her, was actually allowed to hold Asim, her small arm braced by the zoo guide as the hawk was settled on her wrist.

      “Yeni queens used to go hawking,” Sarah said with a smile. “You look very much like a queen now, Jamila.”

      Imran, aware of the cameras filming the whole moment, thought that soon enough the whole country would agree, and his heart swelled with pride.

      There was a small artificial lake in the conservation park, and there were pedal boats available. Jamila had loved the idea of taking a ride in one, but once aboard and with Sarah and Imran pedaling, the excitement and heat of the day caught up with her. Hasan was already dozing in his carrier, and Jamila simply dropped down next to him, exhausted into sleep.

      “And then there were two,” Imran said wryly. “Think we should wake them up?”

      Sarah shook her head.

      “No, let them sleep. They'll be refreshed when they wake if we can give them at least twenty to thirty minutes.”

      “Probably a good idea. It's a good place to rest with the film crew at a distance.”

      He grinned and waved at the cameras on the shore, and he turned around to realize that Sarah was looking at him.

      “So are you used to all of your dates being filmed?” she asked, and Imran raised his eyebrow.

      “I wasn't aware that this was a date,” he said teasingly, and he watched with fascination as a pink blush traveled up Sarah's pale face.

      “I know it's not! I haven’t dated very much, but…this sort of feels like one, doesn't it? We're at a park on a beautiful day, pedaling in gorgeous water…”

      “With a film crew and my brother's children…No, I like things a little more private for my dates. We usually manage to give the paparazzi the slip early on, and then, well…”

      “I suppose the sky's the limit when you're the brother of the king,” Sarah mused, and Imran laughed ruefully.

      “Once it almost wasn't. I was seventeen, and a girl I was trying to impress came out with me on a balloon ride. I thought I was being so clever, finding a balloon ride operator who wasn't listed on any of the registries. It didn't occur to me that if he was unregistered, he probably didn't have the proper licensing.”

      “And I assume nothing good comes from hiring an unlicensed balloon ride?”

      Imran grinned, the embarrassing edges of the old memory softened by Sarah's gentle amusement.

      “Well, we got more than we paid for. Instead of a single hour, we were aloft for almost three, and the army had to get us down.”

      “Oh, ouch,” Sarah said with a laugh. “That makes my getting stood up at the county fair sound much less devastating.”

      Imran stifled a moment of offense that anyone could stand Sarah up, fighting back the urge to go back in time and soundly thrash whatever boy had done it.

      “What did you do?”

      “Well, I told myself I was a strong, independent woman, took myself on a few rides, and then got my skirt half-eaten by a goat at the petting zoo.”

      Imran only managed to hold back a laugh because he didn't want to wake Jamila or Hasan. He wasn't ready for this rare private time with Sarah to end, and he put all his charm into stretching it out, to learning more about her—who she was and where she had been. Her dossier was very thorough, but the vibrant young woman behind it he had only glimpsed until now, sweet and kind and hilariously wry about her life.

      At last, however, Hasan woke up and started fussing, and that woke up Jamila in turn, who immediately asked about lunch.

      “We probably should get some food next,” Sarah said, sounding almost apologetic. “I was having such a good time, I almost forgot.”

      “I'm glad you were having a good time,” Imran said warmly. “I know just the place.”
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      At some point, Sarah thought that she would get used to the beauty and tradition of Yeni, where history sat so easily with the modern technology of the world. But it would not be today, when Imran took them to an elegant restaurant that he casually mentioned had been operating for almost three hundred years.

      “The same family has run it for most of that time,” he said as they were seated. “My family has been coming here since it opened.”

      It was too easy to imagine the sheikhs of old coming to the small restaurant overlooking the waters of a small oasis. The film crew had come in advance, gotten the shots they needed, took a few of them sitting down and then, to Sarah's relief, they had pulled back to the parking lot. It was almost like being alone again.

      It's almost like being on a date, whispered an insidious voice in her mind, and she brushed it off. This was a work day, and she was looking after her charges while being supervised by her boss. It didn't feel like a workday, though, not when Imran ordered for them all in smooth Arabic, winking at her as he passed the menu back to their server.

      “I got a little of everything. I think you'll like it quite a lot.”

      “I'm sure I'll love it,” Sarah promised, and she turned out to be right when the young waitress brought them a large platter with what looked like a dozen little delicacies scattered on it, all seated on their own small piece of flatbread with several bowls of dipping sauce to one side.

      “Oh, it's beautiful! I hardly know where to start…”

      “Well, here…” said Imran, reaching for a spoon. “Let me show you.”

      “No, Uncle,” protested Jamila suddenly. “With your hands.”

      Sarah watched with fascination as Jamila, delicate as a butterfly, tore off a tiny piece of spiced flatbread and pressed it to her brother's mouth. It was small enough that it wouldn't choke him, and though Sarah suspected he would only gum it happily before letting it fall away, he chortled with delight at his big sister's attention.

      Jamila wiped her fingers carefully on a napkin and then turned to Imran.

      “Uncle, now you must feed Sarah.”

      Sarah started to say that Imran should not have to feed Jamila's nanny, but Imran laughed.

      “You think so, Jamila? All right.”

      Like Jamila, he tore off a small piece of flatbread, but he scooped up some food with it as well, something that looked like it contained chickpeas and roasted carrots.

      “Here,” he said, his voice suddenly softer. “It's an old tradition to feed your honored companions.”

      Was that what she was, an honored companion? Sarah felt her heart beat a little faster, and she parted her lips as Imran brought the food to her mouth.

      There was nothing sloppy or sexual about it. Imran fed her the bit of food with an elegance and a simplicity that made the gesture oddly lovely. He never touched her skin, and a moment later, his hand was gone, leaving her with a bite of purely delicious food in her mouth.

      Automatically, Sarah chewed, letting the wonderful new tastes explode in her mouth. At the same time it all combined with the sensual pleasure of having Imran's fingers so close to her lips and his dark eyes on hers.

      “It's very good,” she said, blushing, and from the slight way Imran's lips quirked, she thought he might have a good idea of how very good she found it.

      “It is my pleasure to introduce you to the traditions and cuisine of Yeni,” he said.

      “Then may I show off what I have learned?”

      Imran blinked at her in surprise, and she nodded towards the food hesitantly.

      “Would it be appropriate, that is, would it be all right if I fed you the same way? Or is there some kind of difference between who can do what or⁠—”

      “Sarah,” said Jamila sternly, “if you respect and honor my uncle, you should feed him. I would let Hasan feed me, but he is too small and would spill everywhere.”

      “Which you never do, of course, little niece,” Imran said with a smile, before turning to Sarah.

      “There is nothing against it. It is not something that people with more status do or don’t do. If that is what you feel…”

      Sarah carefully tore off a piece of flat bread and chose a small piece of delicately braised chicken for a topper. She didn't know why her hands were shaking when she brought it to Imran's lips, but she knew that rather than looking at his mouth, she could not take her eyes off his eyes, his beautiful eyes, and he couldn't take his off hers, either.

      She managed to feed him without any spill or mishap, but as she pulled her hand back, her fingertips grazed his chin, sending a shiver of longing and pleasure through her body and making her draw breath silently. There was no question of whether Imran had felt it as well. For just a split second, he froze, his eyes wide and his lips parted, and then he looked down, a pleased expression on his face.

      “You did that very gracefully,” he said softly. “I shall have to give you many occasions to practice⁠—”

      A flash of light made her blink, and the table next to them seemed to burst with light and shouting. One moment, it was a quiet restaurant half-full of lazy patrons, and the next, there were flashbulbs going off and questions being shouted at them both in English and Arabic.

      For a moment, Sarah was stunned, and then as Jamila let out a high and fragile scream, she sprang into action. She turned away from the crowd, reaching to press Jamila's face against her side and scooping Hasan up in her arm. All she knew was that her kids were scared, so very scared, and she had to protect them at all costs.

      She was just wondering how in the world they could make their escape when she heard Imran's voice rising over the loud chatter. She turned her head to see his broad back towards her, his arms spread out as if to shield her and the children from view.

      “No,” Imran said in Arabic, clearly enough that even she understood. “No, we are leaving now. We will not be answering any questions. You must leave my family alone.”

      His voice was calm and clear, but there was an iron there that comforted Sarah even as Hasan's wails rose up and echoed against the walls, and Jamila subsided into soft frightened sobs.

      Thank goodness he's here…

      The next moment, they were surrounded by men in dark suits, the security detail she had almost forgotten about. They put a further barrier between her, Imran, and the kids and the mess of people still clamoring for their attention, and they started to walk them out.

      The moment they were by the car, Imran's hand on her elbow as she clutched Jamila and Hasan, Imran's demeanor became much sterner as he turned to his men.

      “We're at the car, we'll be fine to get back to the palace. Go back in there, and make sure that any memory cards are confiscated from their cameras. Get their names, find out who they work for, and make sure that they are never, ever invited to any royal events again. Make it very clear that if they are seen even thinking about coming near my family, they will pay for it.” His voice held something icy cold and deadly, something she had never heard before, but a part of Sarah was beyond grateful for it. She was holding it together for the children, but there was something tremulous in her as well, something that was terrified by what had happened. Those people had come out of nowhere, and they hadn't cared if Hasan was terrified or if Jamila was screaming. They hadn't cared at all, and what if Imran hadn't been there?

      Inside the car, behind locked doors and tinted windows, Sarah started to relax as she cuddled Hasan and encouraged Jamila to breathe with her, to get her breath back. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Imran take out his phone.

      “Ziad. I wanted to make sure that I got to you before someone else did. There was an incident at the restaurant, but no one was hurt, and we're all in the car now, headed back to the palace…”

      In the back of her mind, Sarah appreciated how clearly and calmly he spoke. He was giving Ziad the news without panicking him, and she could hear the care he had for his brother. His calm soothed her, and she got a wet wipe from her bag to wipe Jamila's damp cheeks.

      When he was done with his brother, however, Imran didn't put down the phone. Instead he called the restaurant to pay the bill they had run out on, and then he called the head of security to double the guards that evening and to make sure the rogue paparazzi were taken care of.

      He has his responsibilities, and I have mine, Sarah reminded herself, and she turned resolutely to Jamila and Hasan.

      That afternoon, Hasan and Jamila needed some time to cool down, so they played quiet games and watched soothing videos until evening. Imran stayed with them, seemingly unwilling to go far, but at the same time, he had reports to take and his brother to talk to twice more. More than once, she could feel his eyes on her, but he kept his distance, his attention always returning to his responsibilities.

      It wasn't until Hasan was tucked in and Jamila getting ready for bed that Sarah came back to herself. She had pretty much been on autopilot for hours, holding it together for the children, but now with the end in sight, she wanted to drop.

      Back when we were in school, they always told me and Laura we'd find ourselves in hard situations regarding the kids we looked after, but it was never anything like this...

      Suddenly, she missed her friend immensely, but Laura was always busy lately; she probably didn't have the time to sympathize with Sarah over something that, after all, hadn't been a real disaster.

      She was just closing Jamila's door when Jamila stopped her.

      “Just one question, hon,” she reminded her with a tired smile, and Jamila nodded.

      “Will…Sarah, will you stay with me till I fall asleep?”

      “Oh, honey, of course I will.”

      She started to enter the room, but then Imran tapped her shoulder.

      “I have more calls to make,” he said, his voice still tense and strained. “I'll go back to my own rooms so I won't disturb you.”

      “Good night,” Sarah whispered, oddly surprised and hurt that he was abandoning them, but he was already gone, back on his phone and leaving.

      “Uncle's going away?” Jamila asked, her lower lip trembling, and Sarah came to sit in the rocking chair by her bed.

      “No, sweetheart, he's not going far. He's your uncle, and he loves you very much.”

      He's the brother of a king, she thought as Jamila drifted off to sleep. You are from different worlds; today showed you that much. You had better not forget it.
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      It seemed to take forever and at the same time it was no time at all until Imran was finally, finally able to end his calls with security, with the palace press corps, with what felt like every single person who thought they had a reason to know what in the world had happened that afternoon. There had been brief calls with Ziad and slightly longer calls with Fahim, who promised to make sure the consequences for what had happened stuck. It was very good to have a lawyer as a member of the royal family.

      Imran leaned back in the chair in his private sitting room, running a weary hand over his face. He knew that he should have been exhausted, but there was a wired tension to his body, as if he was not yet done, as if he had something still unaccounted for.

      Sarah.

      The thought made him rise from the chair and prowl out into the palace, because there was no getting her out of his head now that she was there. Simply the thought of her awakened his need to see her, to find her, and to reassure himself that she was well.

      She's often in the gardens. Heaven knows she needs comfort and solace after everything that happened today.

      There was still a hint of rose in the sky, but the garden lights, soft round bulbs on tall poles, were lit. When Imran found Sarah in the orange-tree arbor, she sat at the small
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