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        Escape to a land where powerful sheikhs reign supreme and their every command is obeyed…until that special woman appears that is! And because she’s also strong and with a mind of her own, their ‘happy ever afters’ aren’t easily achieved, especially when you add a dash of mystery, a touch of intrigue…

      

        

      
        This boxed set of three contemporary, page-turning romances, contains the stories of three brothers and their loves: Tariq and Cara, Sahmir and Rory, and Daidan and Taina.

      

        

      
        So close your curtains on the weather outside, and settle back and enjoy the heat and passion which await you in the land of the Desert Kings.
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        Awakened by the Sheikh (Desert Kings #4)

      

      

      
        
        Cara Devlin’s sexy voice lands her the job as translator to the King of Ma’in with a salary that will ensure she can leave Ma’in, and the painful memories of a husband who used her, and start afresh. King Tariq is devoted to his children, his country and remaining single. He soon realizes Cara could prove useful in his business negotiations... but only providing she doesn’t know she’s being used.

      

      

      
        
        Claimed by the Sheikh (Desert Kings #5)

      

      

      
        
        With an arranged, love-free marriage looming, Prince Sahmir of Ma’in is enjoying his last night in Paris when Aurora runs by, fleeing for her life. All Rory wants is to regain the estates her father lost to the Russian mafia. She hadn't planned on being kidnapped by the Russian, or living with a sheikh and she certainly hadn’t planned on a baby.

      

      

      
        
        Wanted: A Baby by the Sheikh (Desert Kings #6)

      

      

      
        
        “You walked away from our wedding and kept on walking. And I hear nothing from you for a year, except a trail of credit card charges. Now you return saying you want our baby. What the hell is going on, Taina?” But Finnish heiress, Taina, can't answer Prince Daidan's question without destroying his world. So Daidan comes up with a proposal of his own...
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      “Sahmir, don’t let me down. With Daidan in Finland, it’s up to you to make sure the French consortium are willing to come in on the deal.” King Tariq ibn Saleh al-Fulan signed the last of the paperwork and signaled his assistant to leave. He looked up at his brother who was apparently absorbed by a television advertisement. “Sahmir! Have you been listening to a thing I’ve been saying?”

      The only response was an upheld hand while Sahmir remained entranced by whatever he was watching.

      Tariq sighed. He must have been mad to entrust such a delicate mission to his dilettante brother. But what choice did he have? With his other brother immersed in the diamond industry in Finland, there was no one else he could trust and he was needed here.

      He jumped up and stood, hands on white-robed hips, looking out at his city’s high-rise towers that shone blood-red in the setting sun. He couldn’t help feeling the familiar acrid burn of bitterness on his tongue. Like most things appearances were deceptive. When he looked at his apparently prosperous city all he saw was the debt his father’s avarice had laid upon his country. He turned his back to the view. “Sahmir!”

      Sahmir looked up at him distractedly. “What? Oh, don’t worry, I have it sorted.” He grinned, with the easy confidence of an indulged youngest child. Tariq shook his head. His brother could charm women from their husbands, extract money from the wiliest investor, could coax desert flowers into bloom if he’d been of a mind, and he’d always been able to twist his family around his little finger.

      “I hope so—the future of our country depends on it.”

      “I’ll get the money and you deal with the Aurus board.”

      “I wish it was simply a matter of negotiation—that I can deal with—but we’re beyond that now. They want the contract renewed for another thirty years, or the money. And I’m just going to have to stall them until you secure the funds.”

      “Come on, Tariq. You’ll be fine. You always manage to get your own way. That’s why people call you a wahs—a brute!”

      “So long as I gain control of our country’s finances once more, they can call me what they like.”

      Sahmir stood up and stretched. “Don’t worry, I’ll come up with the rest of the cash—I’ll play my part, you play yours. My focus is complete, dear brother.” His gaze drifted back to the screen which showed a river of chocolate pouring into a giant wrapping, branded with a household name. “Almost complete. It would take a saint not to be distracted by this.” He pointed to the television. “Listen to the voiceover.”

      Tariq glanced at it. “It’s an advertisement. Unless it’s advertising a way in which to regain control of a country’s finances, I really have no interest.”

      “This, dear brother, isn’t just any advertisement. Listen.” He increased the volume and a feminine voice—sexy, velvety and alluring—purred from the speakers. Tariq stopped dead in his tracks. The voice conjured up intimate moments, whispered secrets, the heat of closely pressed bodies… The voice stopped and the advert changed. Sahmir turned off the TV. “Gorgeous voice, hasn’t she?”

      Tariq had to agree. He turned back to his brother. “Who is she?”

      Sahmir beckoned over a maid to re-fill his coffee cup. “I don’t know. And unfortunately, my brother and king is sending me to Paris for the foreseeable future so I won’t be able to find out. But I can’t resist tuning in to hear her. Why? Are you interested?”

      Tariq huffed dismissively and looked down back at his papers. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “Seriously. You should find someone like that—someone sexy and beautiful—to give you some light relief.”

      “The last thing my children need is for me to parade sundry women before them. They need a steadying influence since Laiha died.”

      “And you need fun. If you don’t want to have a woman in front of your children, why not take one away with you, to the meeting at Qusayr Zarqa? Use our desert castle to impress not only the Aurus Group, but also a beautiful young woman.”

      Tariq sighed again. “I’ll be working, Sahmir. Work, remember? It’s when you don’t have fun, but discuss business with people. It’s serious. Like you should be about what you have to accomplish in Paris over the next few days. I can’t do anything with the Aurus board until you get the French consortium’s agreement in writing and the additional cash. If the two of us work together, we can pull this off. You should be taking this far more seriously.”

      “I always take everything seriously, including women.” Sahmir laughed and set down his coffee cup. “Come on Tariq, loosen up. This deal’s practically sewn up. The French are keen to be the minor shareholder on any gold mining venture we choose. You just have to keep the Aurus Group sweet until I get the deal signed and sealed. After that you can enjoy yourself in the desert with the mystery woman with the beautiful voice for a few days.”

      Tariq gazed out to the city of mirrors and towers from which the sun’s rays had now disappeared, replaced by the strident false light of electricity, so hard won by his country. It shimmered before him like the mirage of security and wealth that it was. “I can’t rest until the deal’s signed.” He turned to Sahmir. “Anyway, you should be going.”

      “Sure.” Sahmir looked at him with a strange expression of smug satisfaction on his face, as if he’d thought of a good idea. He pulled out his phone, entered a few digits and brought it to his ear.

      Tariq narrowed his gaze. “And don’t get any ideas about broaching the subject of gambling, here in Ma’in. I’ll not have it.”

      “Would I do anything like that?”

      “Yes, you would.”

      Sahmir nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, I suppose I would. But you can trust me on that point.”

      Years of living with his charming, but feckless, younger brother had taught Tariq to be suspicious. “Does that mean there’s a point I can’t trust you on?”

      Sahmir grinned. “You go. Half the palace is waiting for you.”

      Tariq nodded, accustomed to the burden of a country’s future on his shoulders. “The Aurus people will be arriving in a week. Let me know as soon as the Paris deal’s signed.”

      The last thing Tariq saw as he left his study was Sahmir, talking on the phone, the grin still lurking in the corners of his mouth. Tariq didn’t have time to argue with Sahmir. Whatever he was up to, no doubt Tariq would find out eventually. So long as it didn’t affect the outcome of the next few weeks, it didn’t matter. Nothing else mattered other than the future of his country.
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        One week later…

      

      

      “I’ve already told you, I’m here to see the King.”

      Cara Devlin was irked when the Palace Guard barked out a short laugh of disbelief, and she turned to the other one for support, but all she met was another pair of brown eyes, narrowed with amusement. He cleared his throat as he tried to control his laughter.

      “Of course, miss. And you can show us no written papers confirming this. All you had is a phone call… so you say.”

      Again, the exchange of knowing looks. Did they think she was some kind of palace groupie? “That’s right. I was to report to the palace at four pm. And here I am.”

      “And here you are,” one of the guards repeated, his slow drawl indicating more precisely how unimpressed with her presence he was than any words could. “And here you’ll stay. We’ve an important function this evening, so if you’d go and wait over there in the lobby, I’m sure the King will make time for you as soon as he can.”

      Cara gripped her laptop and suitcase more firmly and stood as tall as her five feet two inches allowed. “I’ve already told you. This was a last minute arrangement made by Prince Sahmir to my agency for my services as a translator for a series of meetings over a week. I have no paperwork beyond that. Why not check with the King’s office?”

      One of them glanced at her again. He seemed no more impressed than the first time. “Sure, when we get time. Now move along please.”

      This was ridiculous. She’d leave. She turned around and walked past the group of foreign businessmen with whom she was meant to be working, who were being ushered inside the palace without any questions. They didn’t give her a second glance. She was as invisible as ever, utterly lacking the glamor of wealth, power and good looks that these people radiated.

      Good looks and power she could do without. But money, she needed.

      She heaved a frustrated sigh. She had no choice, she couldn’t just leave. With debts incurred from when her father had been sick, and a husband who’d taken what few assets she’d possessed, she needed more money than translations and voice-overs could raise so she could start afresh—a new life in a new country.

      She gritted her teeth. Just a week’s work and then she could leave this country of failed dreams forever. Suddenly she remembered something the agency had mentioned. She turned around and retraced her steps down the path lined with towering palms, toward the columned portico of the palace.

      “I told you to wait, miss.”

      “And I told you I’ve been asked to come here. If you don’t believe me, go tell the King I’m the voice from the chocolate ad.” Their eyes narrowed with attention. “Hazelnut cream to be precise.” She cleared her throat. “‘The sensuous slide of cream on the tongue and down the throat, the promise of—’” She stopped reciting her lines the moment the guards registered who she was. Their attitude changed instantly. The elder guard snapped his fingers and the other guard disappeared into the palace. It was only a few moments before a harried-looking Palace official arrived to escort her inside.

      She followed the man into the palace. Their footsteps echoed on the marble floor as they entered a large reception area, all cream and gold opulence. The walls soared up two stories high, with each story framed by a series of gold-trimmed balconies. The area was empty of seating and tables, designed to impress with its austere glamor. She’d heard of the riches within the palace but had never been inside before. The capital city of Ma’in was built on the wealth of the gold discovered nearly thirty years before and all its buildings were new and impressive. But not on this scale. Despite that, Cara felt disappointed. The palace could have been in any city, anywhere in the world. Ma’in was steeped in a rich history her father had spent his life studying. But there was no sign of it here.

      The official opened a reception room and ushered Cara inside but when she turned to speak to him, he’d vanished. She felt uncertain, as she saw the men talking at the front of the room beyond the highly polished mahogany tables. A servant approached and offered her a coffee. Eagerly, she dropped her laptop and suitcase and accepted it. She sipped the strong coffee appreciatively as she looked around. Usually, she was hidden away in a translator booth at conference centers, not seated with the conference participants. But here she was seated with them. Although she was under no illusion that would make her more visible.

      She glanced around at the three men—two Japanese and one from either Portugal or Brazil by the sound of it, but no one from Ma’in. At that moment, the large double-entry doors opened slowly and Ma’inese officials dressed in traditional robes walked in and greeted the others. As the men exchanged formal pleasantries, all oblivious to her presence, she scanned their faces, trying to identify which one was the King. However there was no sign of him. She walked over to the window from which she could see a lush courtyard, trimmed and clipped to within an inch of its life, but still refreshing after such bright opulent austerity. Then she saw him.

      He stood at the window of a room across the courtyard from her, doing as she was doing, looking out at the greenery while he was on the phone. He was tall and broad-shouldered, swathed in white robes that shone brightly in the sun that streamed through floor to ceiling windows. He turned suddenly and she saw his face and felt a jolt of recognition. She knew his features from countless media appearances but had never seen him in person. He’d always been described in terms of awe and majesty—less of the handsome and more of the ruthless, uncompromising sheikh. She could see how he’d acquired those epithets, but the descriptions had entirely missed his magnetism.

      He was talking on the phone, unsmiling, his eyes dark and intense, a frown pressing onto his brow. She took another sip of coffee and then he suddenly looked up and met her gaze. A wave of hard hot adrenalin shot through her. She felt as if she’d been discovered, not just noticed but really seen. His eyes didn’t shift from hers and despite her brain ineffectually telling her she should move, do something, anything, she remained rooted to the spot, as the adrenalin conjured up a heat that swirled mercilessly around her body, like a desert wind unsettling sands which had long been still.

      Then the maelstrom glance turned away and, shaking, she took a sip of her coffee. No sooner was the hot liquid in her mouth than she realized her mistake. As it slid down the wrong way, she choked, coughed, and looked up in time to see the gaze had returned, and was fixed on her once more. Embarrassed, she tried to regain her breath.

      After she’d recovered she glanced his way but he’d gone. If she’d felt uncomfortable before, she felt more so now. Not because she’d made a spectacle of herself, but because not only was the King every bit as ferocious and as forbidding as his public image, he also had an intensity that was entirely visceral and sexual. It might be just one week but it didn’t look as if it was going to be an easy one.

      

      “Is she there yet?”

      Tariq narrowed his gaze at the sound of Sahmir’s voice and looked around. “Who? And why are you phoning? You should be in a meeting by now.”

      “I’m about to go in. Before I left I arranged a little surprise for you. I just wondered if she was there.”

      “She? Sahmir, what have you done?” Tariq looked through the window across the courtyard to the adjoining meeting room and scanned the room. The group of three businessmen with their various hangers-on were standing together, talking confidently, their expressions smug. They believed they’d won the negotiations already. Let them, over-confidence was a weakness he could exploit.  He continued to scan the room. No one out of the ordinary. Then his gaze settled on a woman, her only distinctive feature being her ability to blend into her surroundings so successfully. No, totally ordinary except… except for her eyes, which were focused on him. There was a quality in their expression that caught his attention, why he didn’t know. And he didn’t need to know. Some secretary no doubt. He continued his scan of the room before returning to the mousy assistant, now spluttering and coughing and spilling coffee onto the thickly carpeted floor. He shook his head and returned his attention to his irritating brother. “Sahmir, I don’t know what you’re talking about. There’s no one here.”

      “That sexy voice? You remember? On the TV? She’s your translator.”

      “But I don’t need—” Tariq groaned as he heard the line go dead. His brother had had the audacity to put the phone down on him. He tossed away the phone and walked out of the room, towards the meeting room. He paused for a moment at the entrance and looked around once more, interested despite himself, and his gaze lingered on the mousy woman again. Her complexion and hair were pale, and her suit beige, the same color as the stone of the palace. She was like a chameleon, camouflaged by her surroundings. Curious. Inexplicably, his eyes lingered on her while she fumbled with her laptop. If she was a secretary, she was an inept one, judging by the flustered way in which she was operating her computer.

      He continued to scan the room, but failed to find the woman his brother had tried to foist on him. For once, it appeared Sahmir’s plans hadn’t come to fruition.

      He nodded to his assistants who opened the door wider for him. He swept into the board room, immediately aware of the change in atmosphere. He’d become accustomed to it over the years—this chill that descended on people as soon as they saw him. It showed in their eyes. A wariness entered them as if they didn’t understand him, as if they were scared of him. It had always been that way. He’d been bewildered by it as a youth, confused as to why people wouldn’t warm to him, simply based on the fact he was tall, broad, and not handsome.  But he’d had come to appreciate its effect, especially since he’d become King. Fear was a more useful tool than affection.

      He walked over to the head of the delegation and greeted him, noting the faltering arrogance as he too responded to his presence.  He knew that in some strange way his lack of beauty contributed to people’s response to him. His height, solid features and immutable sense of self and purpose conveyed a sense of power which he found extremely useful. It meant he could get what he wanted in half the time his brother would have taken. He had no need to charm, to cajole, all he had to do was instruct. It might not win him friends, but he didn’t need friends. He had a country to run.

      He greeted the leader of the delegation in Arabic, the native language of Ma’in, and extended his hand. The man’s eyes held confusion at the words he obviously didn’t understand, but Tariq had no intention of translating them. If the man had the arrogance to expect a successful business meeting without even learning a few basic words of Arabic, then that was his problem. Tariq gripped the man’s wavering hand. It was damp and limp and Tariq dropped it with disdain. Tariq glanced at his assistant.

      “His Royal Highness, King Tariq ibn Saleh al-Fulan, welcomes you and invites you to be seated for the preliminary meeting before we proceed to his desert castle—Qusayr Zarqa— for dinner tonight, followed by a series of meetings which will conclude at the end of the week.”

      It was only after the sea of heads had seated that he noticed the young woman again, standing unsure, at the end of the room, as if wondering where to sit. He frowned. Why hadn’t one of her party assigned her a seat? He caught the eye of his assistant and indicated the woman. He was too far away to hear what they were saying to each other.  But he could see his assistant’s confusion. Despite that, the woman was shown a place to his left, much to his surprise. Their gazes caught briefly, before she turned away, a fetching blush suffusing her pale skin. Tariq turned to his assistant who came up to him and whispered discreetly in his ear.

      “Your translator, Your Majesty.”

      Tariq narrowed his eyes. “Do you have other plans, Aarif?” he asked dryly in Arabic. “You’ve decided to give yourself the week off?”

      The assistant didn’t smile but handled his papers nervously. “No, Your Majesty. It seems to be something your brother, Prince Sahmir has arranged.”

      His eyes shot back to the woman who was fiddling with her laptop. This young woman was the woman with the sexy voice from the advertisement? He could hardly connect the two. He smiled to himself. Sahmir had really got it wrong this time. Tariq sucked in a short breath of irritation but was careful not to betray it as he turned to the assembled company and opened the meeting in Arabic. He was going to speak English but he’d test her out first, see how good she was. No doubt Sahmir had paid far too much for this woman’s time. She may as well earn it.

      After he’d finished speaking, he inclined his head, indicating she should translate. Her blush rose over her pale skin as she became the center of attention. She was obviously unused to it.  And then she spoke.

      He looked down quickly at his papers as the impact of her voice hit him. It was the voice from the television. So Sahmir had been as good as his word. Despite his irritation at his brother’s playfulness, he was transfixed. Her voice played over his skin like fingertips trailing along his arm, his chest and up his neck… and elsewhere. He almost expected her to reach over and place her lips on his. He licked them in readiness but didn’t move, didn’t alter his otherwise impassive face. But he couldn’t control his reactions. He actually felt his skin prickle under the onslaught of the rich, honeyed tones, like the soothing yet stimulating brush of velvet on skin.

      She had a deep, clear voice for such a small woman, textured without being husky, warm and sensuous without being sloppy. He could have continued to describe it, dissect it, but the one word which summed it up was sexy—she owned the most utterly sexy voice he’d ever heard. Her voice conjured up someone taller, more voluptuous, with flashing eyes that spoke of sex.

      Which was the real her, he wondered? Was it her voice that was deceptive, or her appearance? He still felt the effect on his body of her words when he suddenly realized she’d stopped talking.

      “We look forward to working in close collaboration with your company to further the benefits of both. I suggest we conclude your introduction shortly and my assistant will outline the agenda over the next few days.”

      He sat back and surrendered to the pleasure of listening to the translator’s voice. He felt the blood flow to where it shouldn’t. He turned and watched every man in the room. They’d all fallen under the same spell—he could see it in their eyes, in the slack fall of their mouths. Pathetic that men could be so moved by female artifice to forget what they were doing! He’d seen enough of that with his wife.

      He’d often heard his mother admonish her friends for speaking ill of the dead, directly before the conversation escalated into a full scale character assassination of his father, and the full scale elevation of his mother to saint. He’d listened to it since he was a young boy sitting at her feet. It had worked. He didn’t speak ill of his dead wife, but it didn’t mean that he didn’t know she was a money-grabbing adulterous liar. Thanks be to Allah that she’d given him children before she’d strayed. At least she’d done her duty there. He need think no more of deceitful wives. No more distractions. Especially now.

      The woman began speaking again, translating one of the foreigner’s fawning responses which he’d understood perfectly without the aid of a translator, not that he intended to let them know that.  As she turned to Tariq, she’d drawn her chair closer and he could smell her. Not strong French perfume, but the fresh scent of her hair as it fell over her face as she inclined her head to his. He sat up straight and interrupted her. “Enough!” His voice thundered uncouthly over her honeyed tones. He rose. “Gentlemen,”—he looked at the translator and then back to the men—“we will meet within the hour at Qusayr Zarqa. It will give you the opportunity to see the desert first hand, as well as a castle thirteen centuries old which contain the rarest of Ma’in’s antiquities.” He walked out of the room without a backward glance, beckoning for his assistant to follow him. Once the doors were closed he spoke.

      “The translator.”

      “Your Highness. I am sorry. We did not know she was coming until she arrived. I will pay her off, if it pleases you. As you say, there is no need⁠—”

      Tariq raised his hand and the assistant stopped abruptly. “My brother can be hasty. But…” He paused, remembering the effect of her voice on him, a feeling that he knew he wouldn’t be able to forget in a hurry. He should dismiss her. He should. But that brief taste of her voice was like a drug. He wanted to hear it again, to experience its effect on his body. He shrugged his shoulders. “It’s done. We’ll live with it.”

      “But Your Highness, we haven’t had time to do the usual security clearance, the police checks, all that is necessary for someone to work at the palace.”

      Tariq hesitated, but only for a moment. He was man enough to enjoy something from a distance, strong enough not to taste something he’d forbidden himself. He could smell the honey in the nectar, he could imagine it, but that would be all. Nothing would taint his life from now on, nothing would divert him from what he needed—to right the past wrongs these people had inflicted on his country—robbing it, and his family, of their wealth.

      His father had been weak, had wanted to be a part of the modern world. But he was not his father. With Sahmir in Paris and him here, between them they could put an end to the drain of resources out of his country. His country may look wealthy, but the gloss and glitter rested on the finances of other countries. They’d become mere puppets to overseas capital. At their mercy. But for no longer.

      The outcome of the meeting was inevitable so why not indulge himself for once? Allow himself the pleasure of listening to the beautiful voice that came from this unlikely woman for a few short days. Nothing longer of course. There was no room in his life for anything long term. But that voice—intriguing, hypnotic almost. It would add a certain piquancy to the next few days. And what harm could it do? He almost laughed at the thought as he looked at her slight frame, the straight hair, the unsure, downcast eyes. What harm could she do?

      She stood, holding her laptop bag uncertainly, shifting her handbag further onto her shoulder as she looked around watching everyone else follow his assistant out to where a convoy of vehicles awaited.

      He motioned to his assistant. “Tell Miss…”—he waved his hand at her—“that she will travel with me.” He’d enjoy the sound of her voice during the journey to Qusayr Zarqa. Why not?

      “Certainly, Your Highness.”

      He watched her jump as his assistant coughed politely beside her. He smiled to himself. What harm indeed?
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      The limo eased away from the curb, down the pale pink street lined with mirrored buildings and date palms. People—some wearing western clothes, others in the traditional white robes of Ma’in—turned and stared as the limo passed, some bowing, recognizing the King’s car, even though they couldn’t see him through the black-tinted windows. The King didn’t appear to notice, merely sat back and talked on the phone, as he had since she’d slipped into the back seat beside him.

      Cara had never felt so ill at ease in her life. Why on earth had he requested her presence? He’d not said one word to her since she’d entered the limo and yet he’d specifically requested she travel with him. Had he got the wrong idea about her? She looked down at her conservative beige suit and smoothed out a crease before returning her gaze to the outside world. How could he get the wrong idea? If he had, he’d be the first.

      And then there was the limo. This would have been reason enough for her to feel uncomfortable. It was huge. There was space enough to seat two people between her and the King. Thank the Lord! So different to the Mini she used to drive in England when she stayed with her grandmother. Just the thought of her grandmother’s little yellow Mini zipping through Norfolk’s narrow lanes made her feel sentimental.

      She sighed and focused on the passing scenery. She just had to get through this and then she’d have enough to pay off her debts and start afresh. For all her feelings for England, she’d not be living there again—it held too many sad memories. No, she’d start afresh in Italy. But she’d miss this small, exotic country, with its modern city built along the sweeping bay of the gulf coast and its desert plains in which the old Ma’inese culture could still be found. She’d miss it, but she had no choice but to leave.

      Yes, she had enough reasons to feel ill at ease but the biggest one was sitting beside her. She stole a quick glance out of the corner of her eye at the King. Her initial impression of strength and arrogance hadn’t changed. He was even more impressive close up. She could only see his profile—as strong and as uncompromising as everything else about him—as he checked out the computer screen. His white robes fell in folds from broad shoulders down to long legs that stretched out in front of him. He had a stillness of movement that was unnerving. There was no change in expression, no drumming of fingers, no hesitation when he spoke. His words were brief, to the point, and his movements economical, as if uncertainty was an unknown word to him. And why wouldn’t he be confident? He was the supreme ruler in this privileged and wealthy world.

      She shifted her crossed arms and returned her gaze to that wealthy world. She’d seen no slums, no poverty in Ma’in. Rich as Croesus, and the richest of them all was sitting here beside her. He, and his country, were a world away from her and that’s how she needed it to be. She just needed her own bag of gold and then she’d be on her way. She sighed. God, how long until they reached Qusayr Zarqa?

      Suddenly the bright sunlight gave way to the white lights of a tunnel. A light was turned on inside the limo and she was confronted with her face staring back at her, pale and anxious. She looked down abruptly—she didn’t need a reminder that she didn’t fit into this glamorous world—her fingers immediately shifting to the place her wedding ring used to be, fingering it as if it was still there, needing the reassurance it had always given her. But it wasn’t there any more. She took a deep breath and looked back into the window that reflected the limo’s interior, straight into the King’s gaze. She turned away but it was too late. She’d reminded him she was there. He put down the phone with a curt response and turned to her. She felt physically compelled to meet that intense gaze.

      “So, Miss…” He narrowed his eyes. “I don’t believe we’ve been formally introduced. I apologize for the omission.”

      Cara was struck by his courtesy, so at odds with his awesome impression. She was also struck by his perfect English. This wasn’t someone who needed a translator. Not for English anyway. “Oh,” she said, feeling flustered. “Carin—” she stopped herself just in time. Giving the full name she was given at birth wasn’t a clever idea. “Cara Devlin.”

      He inclined his head regally and extended his hand to hers. “A pleasure to meet you, Miss Devlin.” She held out her hand and he gripped it in a warm clinch. She’d expected something crushing, like his persona, but it wasn’t. It was firm, warm, engulfing, but somehow she knew he’d restrained his strength in that grip, aware of her much smaller boned hand in his. She looked up and couldn’t help smiling at this unexpected sensitivity. But there was no smile given in return. He might be polite but he obviously didn’t do smiling. She felt her own smile waver. Her husband had always said she was an open book, that whatever she thought or felt was instantly registered on her face.

      His eyes swept over her in one long, lingering glance before settling on her eyes. He nodded, once, as if coming to some decision. He sat back, facing her. “Talk to me.”

      She frowned, confused. Of all the things she expected, an invitation to talk about anything was bottom of the list. Had she missed something? “I’m sorry, um”—she shook her head—“what would you like me to talk about?”

      “Anything. Tell me about yourself, if you wish.”

      “What would you like to know?”

      “Anything you wish to share with me. It was my brother who hired you, I know little about you and you appear to have successfully evaded our security checks.”

      Cara blanched. It was just as well, or else she might not have got the job. “Well, of course I can complete the paperwork if you need me to.” She kept her crossed fingers out of sight. He wouldn’t want her if he knew who she was married to.

      He dismissed her suggestion with a careless wave of the arm. “I don’t think that’s required. I doubt you’re a threat to national security.”

      Sometimes, Cara thought, it was useful to appear insignificant.

      “You work as an interpreter, I understand?” he continued.

      “Yes. Interpreter, translator.” Did he really not know why Prince Sahmir had hired her? “And… I do some voice-over work for an advertising agency.”

      “Ah, yes. Chocolate, wasn’t it?”

      She bit her lip, embarrassed at the memory of her suggestive lines. “And cars,” she continued hastily, “and a hotel chain.”

      “Anything that requires an alluring voice.” His eyes narrowed, but through what emotion, she couldn’t say. His face was otherwise as inscrutable as ever. “A persuasive voice.”

      “Well, um, I guess.”

      “And your language skills. Tell me of these. I’m told you’re fluent in Portuguese and Japanese, and understand my own language well.”

      “Yes.”

      Suddenly the pressure in the car changed and they emerged from the tunnel. Cara turned and blinked out at the bright sunshine before turning back to him. He’d sat back in his seat, observing her as if for the first time, rubbing his finger against his lips thoughtfully.

      “Unusual,” he murmured.

      She frowned. “My languages?”

      He blinked as if trying to regain a train of thought. “Of course. For an English woman, such skill with languages is not common.”

      “Maybe. But my mother was from Brazil and I majored in Japanese at university.” She shrugged. “The Arabic, I’ve just picked up.”

      “You are clever. That’s good. It could prove useful if you listen to everything that’s being said, both in and outside the meetings and report back to me.”

      She frowned. “Spy on your guests, you mean?”

      He raised an eyebrow in query. “Guests? Yes I suppose they are. But not for pleasure. For business only. And as for spying. Did I use the word?”

      “Well, no, but⁠—”

      “Then I doubt that is what I meant. You are in my employ and I wish you to interpret what you hear and report it back to me. I trust you are happy with that?” His tone was ice-cold. A shiver snaked down her back. He was the King and he was telling her to remember that.

      “Yes, of course, Your Royal Highness.”

      He nodded and was silent for a moment, his eyes still fixed on her, assessing her. “And has my assistant advised you about the subject of the meeting?”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “Then I shall. You will need to know the context in order to be effective. Thirty years ago, Miss Devlin, my father invited investors into our country. They arrived to see a land that appeared empty to them.” He turned back and glanced out of the window at the empty desert which now spread out on both sides of them. “And, indeed it appeared empty to my father, whose vision was filled with the cities he’d seen at university, in America and Europe. He wanted to be King of a land full of the glories of the civilization for which he so yearned.”

      He fell silent and Cara followed his gaze out to the apparent monotony of the desert. “Not a land of desert.”

      He turned to her and searched her eyes for a few moments. “No, not a land of desert. A city. A city of towers, of wealth, of motor cars, machinery, finance. A mirage of light and magic. And he succeeded. Those visitors gave my father everything he could have wished for.”

      He fell silent again and Cara felt some sort of comment was required. “Well, that was a good outcome then.”

      “No, Miss Devlin, it wasn’t. However that thirty-year contract has now expired and we are here to renew the terms.”

      Cara blinked nervously. She hadn’t realized the meeting was so important.

      “And that is why, Miss Devlin, I would be grateful for your cooperation in this matter. I want you everywhere these men are. I want you to listen to what they have to say and I want you to report back everything you hear to me.”

      She nodded, but frowned. “And you trust me to do this? I mean, I am trustworthy, but you don’t know that. As you say, I’ve had no checks done.”

      “I trust no one. Not you, not the people I do business with, nor my staff. No one. But I trust my own instincts and I can tell a lie from a truth. Tell me the truth and we will get along just fine.” He sat back in his seat, scrutinizing her intently. He nodded briefly. “You are quick to blush, Miss Devlin.” She blushed instantly. He smiled. “I somehow doubt you are a security risk. I doubt very much you’d ever get away with a lie. Now, we have a little time before we arrive, talk to me.”

      That same instruction again. What the hell was she going to talk about? He must have noted her confusion.

      “Anything,” he continued. “Tell me how long you have been in my country.”

      Cara swallowed. She hadn’t expected an interrogation. She shrugged, hoping to appear casual. “A couple of years.”

      “And you came here, why?”

      She hesitated only for a moment as the image of her husband, Piers, flitted through her mind, urging her to leave her corporate job in London and travel with him to Ma’in where his contacts told him his import-export business would flourish. It hadn’t been such a big decision. After all, she’d been there before, with her father.

      She looked up, caught King Tariq’s eyes and flashed a quick smile, hoping it would dissolve the hated memory. “I came here with a friend, and just stayed.” Lies, she knew, would not go undetected, but she might get away with being economical with the truth.

      “And you like my country?”

      She smiled. “It’s fabulous.”

      He frowned. “The city, you mean?”

      She shrugged. “Well, yes, but I’ve also traveled into the desert and visited the Old Cities. They’re amazing.”

      “So you appreciate my country’s past.” He nodded approvingly. “Then you will be interested in our destination. It was the home of my ancestors. It was originally one of the Desert Castles that ran along the spice route from the East, through to the Mediterranean. While our roots lie with the Bedouin, our position here, at a strategic point on the seas, means our history is greatly influenced by Persia. Hence a blend of cultures, a rich cultural heritage, the remnants which can be seen all around.” He followed her gaze. “If you know where to look.” He pursed his lips. “Unfortunately, too rich for some to withstand temptation.” He turned to her once more, as if remembering her presence. “So, do you intend to stay in Ma’in?”

      She shook her head, biting her lip as she immediately regretted the negation.

      King Tariq raised his eyebrow in query. “Why not, if you like it so much? My vision of Ma’in may not be in accord with my father’s, but I welcome people who can contribute to my country’s economy.”

      She looked down at her clasped hands, wondering how she could get out of this interrogation, wondering why on earth a King would ask her such questions. “I want to start a new life in Italy.

      “Italy is your home?”

      A very good question. She shrugged. “No. I don’t really have one. The nearest thing I have to it is England—a small village in Norfolk. The place I used to visit my grandmother. But I won’t go back there. There’s nothing for me there, nothing but rain and clouds.” She couldn’t help shivering.

      “Tell me about it.”

      She frowned. When was the interrogation going to stop? Surely he couldn’t really be interested in her? “It’s pretty, a very old village. In summer it has many visitors, retracing the route of medieval pilgrims.” She paused and looked up at him, hoping he was bored. But his expression was still inscrutable, unchanged.

      “Go on,” he said.

      “My grandmother died last year. Her house has been sold but she left me a shop in the centre of the old village, above which is a small apartment. It looks out to the medieval well in the market place. Beyond that are the gates to the Abbey.” She took a deep breath. “It’s surrounded by fields of wheat, the brilliant yellow of rape seed, ancient medieval churches. It’s very beautiful, quiet. But I’ve only visited there.” She glanced down at her hands clasped anxiously in her lap, her fingers seeking out the empty place on her ring finger. She tore her hands apart and looked out at the arid landscape they were now in.

      She’d said too much. She wasn’t used to anyone wanting to know anything about her. She was always the listener, not the talker. But once she started to describe the only place that had ever felt like home, the words had tumbled out.

      “Surely your family and friends would be pleased to see you return to Norfolk?”

      He may not be smiling but his eyes had grown warmer, as if he was interested. Something melted inside her then. He was truly interested. It was an odd feeling. She smiled. “I have no family any more. I’m an only child and my parents are both dead. And well, I don’t know many people there either. No, I don’t intend to return to England for good. I can make my home anywhere.”

      She waited. There were no murmurs of sympathy, no awkward looks. Just a matter of fact acceptance of her words.

      “So your home is just a place…interesting. I consider many places in the world beautiful, but this”—he gestured ahead of them, to a building that was slowly emerging out of the rocky terrain—“is my home.”

      She followed his gaze to the sprawling, ancient adobe building that she’d thought at first to be a part of the hills that fringed the stony plain. But as they grew closer its square uncompromising facade was revealed. At each corner rounded turrets protruded. Its front entrance was framed with a three story high arch and along the top, the facade was pierced with square windows. “Home? It looks… well, it looks very different to your city palace.”

      For the first time she caught a glimmer of a smile. “It is.” He inclined a little toward her and she smelled his aftershave, as masculine as he was, and felt his warm breath on her cheek. “And that, Miss Devlin, is why I call it home.”

      She looked up at him, startled by the confidence. He was close, so close she could see the subtle colors in his eyes, which from a distance looked black, but close up, contained shades of chestnut brown, and a dark gold. It must have been for a moment only that he lingered, so close to her, not touching, not being disrespectful, but it was enough to send a flare of heat through her body. She could feel it lighting up her face but she couldn’t move away. She was mesmerized by those eyes that remained fixed on hers. She swallowed. “It suits you.” It was only when she saw her words register on his face and the first smile rest briefly on his lips that she realized how personal her comment was. She sat back hurriedly. “I’m sorry, I just mean…” She trailed off, flustered.

      But he didn’t move, simply allowed his gaze to range briefly over her face. “I know what you mean, and you are quite correct. The city palace was a product of my father’s aspirations. The desert palace we are going to, was the place I was raised by my grandfather, the place where my family lived for many generations before the city was even thought of. It is where I belong.” He tilted his head to one side. “We all have to belong somewhere, do we not, Miss Devlin?”

      She shrugged, unable to agree. Besides, what was the point of belonging when all the people you loved had left you? His smile slipped away as the limo pulled up in front of the entrance, the other cars following behind. Their doors were suddenly opened but the King didn’t leave immediately.

      “I hope you enjoy your stay, Miss Devlin.” He paused as he held her gaze.

      She nodded, speechless, as she wondered how she’d managed to slip into such a personal, deep conversation with His Royal Highness, Tariq ibn Saleh al-Fulan, King of Ma’in and supreme sheikh of his people? It was as if he really wanted to know all about her, the real her. And how disarming, how unusual was that? He really seemed to want to hear what she had to say. She smiled. “I think I will.”

      He got out of the limo and then turned and ducked his head to speak once more to her. “You have a very beautiful voice. I look forward to hearing more of it.”

      Biting disappointment burned away her pleasure as she watched him walk up to the palace entrance, people falling into step behind him. The intimate spell, broken by the compliment. It was her voice. That’s all. Just her voice he wanted to hear, nothing that she’d said. All he’d wanted was to hear her talk. He hadn’t wanted to learn more about her, or her world. Of course he hadn’t. Why would he have done? Yet again, she’d been sucked into believing someone was interested in her, for herself alone. And yet again she’d been wrong.

      Still, at least she understood now, before it went too far. She smoothed her hair down with shaking hands before stepping out of the car, which an assistant had returned to open for her. A wall of heat hit her after the air conditioning in the car. It pressed against her skin, her lungs, searing her throat as she tried to breathe. Quickly she followed the others inside the fortress-like building, filled as much with blistering disappointment as with the heat of the desert air.

      

      The group of men from Aurus walked around the reception hall, craning their necks to look up at the ancient Islamic architecture and the wall paintings depicting hunting scenes, animals and birds.

      “Amazing! What a pile!”

      Tariq pretended not to understand. “The castle was built around the eighth century,” he said in Arabic, “as a fortress and a pleasure palace for my forefathers. That wall painting”—he pointed to an image which, although ancient, was still fresh in color and detail—“shows the Caliph, the haloed figure, surrounded by kings he has vanquished including the Byzantine emperor and the Visigothic king of Spain.” Tariq pointed to the far side of the hall. “And over there is the hammam—the bath complex.” He gestured for them to follow him as Cara translated.

      He strode into the centre of the hammam and waited for the gasps of admiration to die down, as the men craned their necks to look up at the zodiac fresco, high up on the domed ceiling of the caldarium. “This is the hot room, and as you can see, my people appreciated fine art.”

      “That’s not all,” shouted one of the group, laughing after Cara’s translation. “Looks like they knew how to enjoy themselves too, if those images are anything to go by.”

      Tariq ignored their comments—they were crass and to be expected. It irritated him to suffer their presence in his home. But what was more fitting venue than this castle—a symbol of his country and his culture—in which to claim back his inheritance? He glanced around at the uplifted faces of the businessmen. “Welcome to Qusayr Zarqa, gentleman. Please settle in and make yourself comfortable. I’ll leave you with Aarif and will join you again for dinner, in a few hours’ time. I wish you a pleasant stay.”

      Cara duly translated while the men ignored her, as they gazed, fascinated, at the soaring vaulted ceilings and frescoes. Tariq watched her as she did the same, and wondered. Wondered how on earth he’d not noticed her eyes before. As they’d sat together in the limousine, when her eyes had only been illuminated by the fluorescent glow of the electric lights that lined the tunnel, the whites of her eyes had caught his gaze as he’d seen her watching him. Clear and steady, they’d called to him like a beacon of salvation. And he’d answered, concluding his phone call.

      And then, as they’d emerged once more into the full light of day, color had sparked into her irises. Green. She had green eyes. At first he’d have called them hazel. Not that the thought had occurred to him to call them anything. Only now. Now that he’d seen that they were an amalgam of many colors, but predominantly green, the green of sweet relief. How had he missed that?
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      Night had fallen outside the open windows of the dining hall and made its presence felt, despite the brilliance of the chandeliers overhead. The electric lights formed mere pools of light in the cavernous room, between which the opaque darkness claimed its territory.

      Tariq looked around the room, silent and watchful. He always preferred to observe; he’d found you could learn so much more that way. He’d learned the hard way that people’s smiles, their superficial talk, were like the deceptive sweep of wind-smoothed sand—dangerous if you didn’t know where to place your feet. It was second nature to him, now, to understand what went on beneath the surface.

      He knew what these men were thinking, what they wanted. The company they represented had had their own way for the past generation. For thirty years he’d suffered their invasive presence. They thought it was going to continue, but it wasn’t. They just hadn’t realized it yet.

      One of the Aurus executives, Mahito, turned to him and spoke in English, his fascination with the castle apparently made him more interested in being understood. “It’s impressive, this place.”

      “Thank you,” replied Tariq guardedly, also in English.

      “But, you know, a week here? We can get this contract signed here, now, tonight.”

      “That is not the Ma’inese way.”

      “Come on, what’s the hold up? Why the delay? You’ve a contractual right to buy us out. You haven’t done so. What’s the point in waiting? Sign for another thirty years and we’ll be on our way.”

      “But, if we don’t buy you out, you also have a right to transfer your holdings to a different site. Surely you’d like to investigate your options before signing?”

      Mahito shrugged. “It’s all the same to us. I haven’t heard there’s any better seam of gold than the one we’re already working.” Then Mahito’s eyes suddenly narrowed with interest. “Is there?”

      It was Tariq’s turn to shrug. Tariq had to stall. Sahmir hadn’t come up with the funds yet. With the seed of doubt sown, Tariq turned to watch Cara, who stood hesitantly on the threshold. Mahito followed Tariq’s glance and then turned away, drawn into conversation by another in his party. Tariq exhaled a tightly held breath, suddenly realizing that he’d been subconsciously waiting for her.

      The hum of conversation receded as he focused all his attention on her, as she walked silently over the antique rugs, their colors dimmed away from the light of the chandeliers. The different shades of the dark abaya she wore shifted—one minute midnight blue, the next, obsidian black—changing as she moved past the darting lights of the over-sized candles Tariq preferred. It was warm in the dining room, but it wasn’t the desert heat rolling in through the open doors which fired his veins. He nodded to his assistant, Aarif, who rose and greeted her, and brought her over to Tariq, as instructed.

      Tariq, too, stood and greeted her while she took her place beside him. She sat down and Aarif helped push her chair in behind her. Tariq sat back in the grandly carved ormolu chair and steepled his fingers, pressing them against his lips for a moment as he watched her settle. Her movements were delicate, subtle, barely noticeable. It was as if she spent her time trying not to be noticed. And no doubt she usually succeeded. Most of the time, except not with him. He’d suffered years of living with a very noticeable wife. Now, the opposite attracted him. If his wife, Laiha, had been like a ruby, flashing and showy, Cara was like a pearl—hidden and rare.

      “So, Miss Devlin,” he said in Arabic, “what do you think of Qusayr Zarqa, now you’ve had the leisure to inspect it?”

      “It’s… very grand. Very… intimidating.”

      “Um…” He paused as he enjoyed the sensations her voice, speaking his native tongue, created. “Yes, sometimes it’s useful to appear intimidating. Especially to one’s enemies.”

      “And do you often invite your enemies to your home?”

      He smiled as he brought the glass of water to his lips. He swallowed and carefully returned the cut glass crystal goblet to the table. “Sometimes it’s necessary.”

      “And your friends?” she asked innocently. “When you invite your friends here, aren’t they intimidated?”

      He was silent and for the first time since she’d sat down beside him he felt his smile slip from his lips. Within minutes she’d cut to the heart of him. He had employees, he had subjects, he had family, but he had few real friends. He’d spent his life avoiding intimacy, only focusing on what he needed to do in order to regain control of his country’s wealth. He cleared his throat.

      “The palace is essentially a hunting lodge—a retreat. When my wife was alive we entertained here, to show visitors a little of our desert culture.”

      She raised an eyebrow and he followed her quick gaze around the opulent French revival decorations.

      “You are wondering what connection the decoration and this furniture have to my culture?”

      She looked uncomfortable but to her credit, held his gaze as she shrugged. “I mean no insult, Your Royal Highness. It’s just that⁠—”

      “The Bedouin aren’t known for their Louis XV sideboards?” He smiled and was rewarded with an embarrassed smile as she nodded. “Miss Devlin, shopping for French antiques was something of a hobby of my wife’s and, besides, if we entertained the traditional way, we’d now be seated on a camel-hair blanket in a drafty tent, drinking camel’s milk. It is not necessarily what our visitors would enjoy.”

      Her face was suddenly lit from within and a short, infectious laugh bubbled out from nowhere. He sat back in his chair as if a forceful hand had pushed him.

      “No, I should imagine not and I’m sure your guests are most grateful for your consideration.” The smile turned into a wry grin as she scanned the room. She indicated Mahito, who was holding his champagne glass up to the light, inspecting the color of the wine. “I overheard him mention an African safari where they ‘camped’ under the stars. It turned out the camp was a luxury lodge.”

      She turned to him and while the laughter had disappeared, her green eyes sparkled with a light he’d not seen before. It was so different, so sudden, he found it shocking… and enthralling. He should be talking to his other guests, but he didn’t. He wanted to know more about this woman, who kept herself so well hidden from view.

      “And you, Miss Devlin, what is your experience with camping?”

      The light in her eyes suddenly changed, became misty and far-away. She took a sip of her water and looked up, but the relaxed laughter had disappeared. She was guarded, now, as if she were keeping something in check. “A drafty tent for sure. But we had sleeping bags. And milk from the farm where we camped.”

      “Not unlike here. Except I imagine you had less sand and more green fields.”

      She nodded. “That’s about it. Plus a lot more rain.” The grin flashed again before she took a sip of her water. But it wasn’t the same.

      “And you enjoyed it?”

      She looked surprised at his questioning. So was he. For some reason she intrigued him. She held herself in check, hid herself, kept secrets, secrets he wanted to know.

      “Yes. Very much. I’d stay with my grandmother while my parents traveled the world to different universities, and would camp in one of her fields with the neighbor’s daughter. She was, and is, a good friend.”

      “Your parents were academics?”

      “My father was.”

      “What was his field?”

      She pressed her lips together briefly. “Antiquities.”

      Tariq frowned. “Antiquities? There was a Sir Thomas Devlin who visited our university in Ma’in from time to time.”

      She nodded. “My father.”

      Was it his imagination or did she suddenly look uncomfortable? “His knowledge of our ancient texts was second to none.”

      “Yes. He loved his subject and he loved Ma’in in particular.”

      “And do you share his interest?”

      She shrugged and nodded evasively.

      Tariq pointed to some text beneath a fresco. “Can you read that?”

      She frowned at the ancient words for a few moments and then translated them perfectly.

      “I’m impressed.” He was more than impressed. Her skill could prove extremely useful.

      “Don’t be. My father was most critical of my efforts.”

      “Tell me about him.”

      “He was a great scholar but”—she flashed him an uncomfortable smile—“he hated camping. And you, Your Majesty. Have you often camped under a camel-hair blanket with only camel’s milk to drink?” Not a very subtle change of subject. Despite that, he melted a little at the smile that flickered on her lips with a disarming cheekiness.

      He smiled. “Please, call me Tariq. If you are going to ask me such impertinent questions, we should be on first name terms.”

      She hesitated briefly before nodding. “And, please, call me Cara.”

      “So, Cara, in answer to your question, yes, I spent much time as a small boy with my grandparents in the desert. I preferred to be there, rather than in the city which was a building site when my father was creating the city you see today.”

      “Was there much to keep a young boy entertained in the desert?”

      “Oh yes! I spent my time with the animals, riding, hunting.”

      “What did you hunt?”

      “Gazelles, hares and ibex. With salukis. The Bedouin way is to throw the dogs from horseback so they have a head start…”

      “Wow!” She blinked. “I’ve never heard of that before. It sounds… bloodthirsty and thrilling, both at the same time.”

      “It was. But no more so than the English, hunting with dogs. At least with us, the end is quicker. And we do not look as ridiculous hunting as you English with your uniforms, tradition and quaint expressions.”

      He was rewarded with another brief laugh. “Do you still hunt?”

      “When I can. It gives me a chance to be with my tribe, my grandfather’s people.”

      “You weren’t raised by your parents?”

      “My father took over as King when he was young and lived in the city with my mother, sister, and two younger brothers. I did not see eye to eye with my father. Everything I know of value today, I learned from my grandfather.” He stopped speaking, aware he was telling this stranger things only his family knew. Like so many sensitive, empathetic people she had an ability to draw confidences from people. He suddenly realized they’d both shifted in their seats so they were facing each other, their heads dipped close to each other’s, as if to shut out the noise in the hall. He twisted away from her. “And you, too, lived away from your parents periodically?”

      “Only when they traveled either for my father’s work, or my mother’s. My mother was a musician who traveled a lot with work until, well, my father got sick and…”

      She blinked and looked down at her fingers which fidgeted in her lap. He suddenly realized that, for the first time in many years, he was completely absorbed in someone else—her thoughts, her past, her feelings, her sheer physicality. As she rubbed one hand against the other, he could have almost sworn he could feel the firm rub of her fingers against his hand. The way her narrow fingers tapered to a plain, unpolished nail, captivated him, held his full attention, as if it were the answer to a question he’d asked.

      “Your Highness.” Aarif, his assistant, broke the spell. “Mr Hironaka⁠—”

      “Please call me Mahito. We are all friends here.”

      Aarif bowed his head and continued. “Mahito was just saying that he’s heard about the collection of priceless early Islamic art kept here.”

      Of course he had. Tariq had made sure the men had heard. Tariq nodded to Aarif. He could always depend on his assistant to keep him on track. Not that he usually needed it. But the soft rustling of Cara’s abaya, as she shifted in her seat, threatened his usual focus. “Indeed. It would be my pleasure to show you after dinner tonight, if you wish.”

      Satisfied that things were going according to plan, Tariq allowed his attention to stray back to the woman at his side. He leaned a little closer to her, to inhale her fresh, subtle perfume. She smelled as if she’d brushed passed the orange blossom that flowered in the central courtyard and it somehow still clung to her. Irrationally he felt that, if he lifted her pale, silky hair, the fragrance would be intensified behind her ear.

      “That would be great,” said Mahito, stubbornly insisting on speaking in Japanese. Tariq had known that Mahito was the driving force of the Aurus contingent, but hadn’t realized just how powerful he was until he’d seen their interactions. The man was barely into middle age, had been handsome once, but easy living had made his features flaccid, his eyes rheumy. Tariq felt a flare of disgust at the man’s lack of strength. These men had too much of everything, and valued nothing. “Worth a fortune on the open market, I would think,” Mahito continued, speaking loudly as if believing Tariq was somehow hearing impaired. “That’s not of interest to you Ma’inese, of course.”

      Cara hesitated a moment, looking embarrassed at the man’s ignorance, but when she began translating, Tariq forgot everything. She omitted the insulting nuances and gave the translation an elegance and deference entirely missing from the original.

      Tariq replied noncommittally, watching the light of the candles flicker on Cara’s soft cheeks. Somehow the pallor he’d noticed earlier didn’t have the effect of making her look insignificant, now. It looked subtle beside the other man’s florid cheeks; it looked as if it would feel like silk beneath a fingertip.

      Tariq nodded to Aarif who engaged Mahito in conversation. As soon as he’d turned away, Tariq bowed his head close to Cara. “Your translation was inaccurate.”

      Cara looked startled. “I’m sorry, I just thought⁠—”

      “Thought you would add a little courtesy to the man’s conversation.” He nodded, approvingly. “That was very considerate of you.”

      “I didn’t realize you knew Japanese,” Cara said.

      “I know many languages, but I find it more… convenient for this not to be known. It can be very revealing.” He sat back slowly.

      “And what, exactly are you hoping will be revealed?”

      “The truth.”

      She glanced away briefly, a light blush resting on those pale cheeks. “And that’s so easily
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