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The gallery was silent, the kind of deep, reverent quiet that made me feel like an intruder. I was only here because my friend Chloe knew the curator and had slipped me a key, a little thrill for a Friday night. The polished concrete floors were cold under my thin-soled heels, and the air smelled of old wood and the faint, clean scent of the climate control system. I wandered past abstract splashes of color and stark modern sculptures until I reached the back room, where a single piece stood on a pedestal. It was a fertility goddess, all exaggerated hips and heavy breasts, carved from some dark, lustrous wood. She was powerful, primal. I was so focused on the smooth swell of her belly that I didn’t hear him approach.

“She is magnificent, is she not?” The voice was a low rumble, smooth and expensive. I jumped, turning to see a man leaning against the doorframe, watching me. He was tall, dressed in a tailored suit that probably cost more than my rent, his dark hair styled with a precision that seemed almost military. His eyes, a shade of amber I’d only ever seen in brandy, weren’t on the statue. They were on me.

“She’s something,” I managed, my heart thumping against my ribs. “Very... earthy.”

He smiled, a slight curve of his lips that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Earth is where life comes from. It is the most important element.” He pushed off the doorframe and walked toward me, his movements fluid and confident. He stopped beside me, his gaze dropping from my face to my hips, then back up. It wasn’t lecherous. It was... assessing. Like a connoisseur. “I am Khalid.”

“Ellie,” I said, my voice a little shaky. I stuck out a hand, feeling clumsy. He took it, his grip firm and warm, his thumb brushing over my pulse point.

“A beautiful name for a beautiful woman,” he said. He didn’t let go of my hand. “Are you a collector, Ellie?”

I laughed, a short, nervous sound. “Definitely not. I’m a friend of a friend. I just like looking at pretty things.”

“Then you must be in heaven here,” he said, finally releasing my hand. He gestured to a small bar I hadn’t noticed, tucked into an alcove. “May I offer you a drink? To celebrate our appreciation for beauty?”

I should have said no. I was alone in a closed gallery with a strange, intense man who looked at me like I was on the menu. But I nodded. “Sure. A gin and tonic, if you have it.”

“Of course,” he said, as if anything else would be an absurdity. While he mixed the drink, I bent down to get a closer look at the base of the statue, tracing the carved grain with my fingertip. When I straightened up, I found him standing right behind me, holding out a crystal glass. He was close enough that I could feel the heat radiating from his body, could smell the faint, clean scent of his cologne, something like sandalwood and spice. His eyes were fixed on my ass.

“Thank you,” I said, taking the glass and stepping back. The cold liquid was a welcome shock against my palm.

“You have the perfect shape for it,” he said, his voice dropping even lower.

“For what?” I asked, though I had a sinking, thrilling feeling I knew exactly what he meant.

“For life,” he said simply. He took a sip of his own drink, a dark amber liquid in a matching glass. “For carrying a child. Your hips are wide. Your body is soft. It is the body of a woman made for breeding.”

I almost choked on my gin. “You’re very direct.”

“I am a prince,” he said, as if that explained everything. “I do not have time for games.”

I stared at him, then burst out laughing. “A prince. Right. And I’m the Queen of England.”

His expression didn’t change. “You do not believe me. That is wise. Skepticism is a shield. But it is also a cage.” He reached into his inner jacket pocket and pulled out a slim wallet. From it, he extracted a card. It was heavy, solid gold, with nothing but a single phone number engraved on it. He pressed it into my hand. The metal was warm from his body. “Call when you are ready to believe me. When you are ready for more than just looking.”

I stood there, holding the ridiculously heavy card, as he walked out of the room, his footsteps echoing in the silence. I looked from the card to the fertility goddess, my body humming with a strange, electric mix of fear and desire.

—-
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The car was black and silent, a sleek Rolls-Royce that smelled of old money and fresh leather. The driver hadn’t said a word, just opened the door and nodded when I gave him Khalid’s address. I’d spent the morning Googling him. Prince Khalid Al-Jamil of Zahara. Oil, investments, a sprawling palace in the desert, a reputation for being ruthlessly brilliant in business and fiercely private in his personal life. The pictures didn’t do him justice. He wasn’t lying. My skepticism had evaporated, replaced by a dizzying wave of something that felt a lot like vertigo. The suite wasn’t a suite; it was an entire floor of the most expensive hotel in the city, with panoramic windows overlooking Central Park. Staff moved like shadows, calling him “Your Highness” and me “Ma’am” with deferent bows.

He was waiting for me by the fireplace, a glass of champagne in his hand. He’d changed into a dark silk robe that was tied loosely at his waist, revealing a dusting of dark hair on his chest. “You came,” he said, his voice a low purr.

“You gave me a gold card with a number on it,” I shot back, trying to sound braver than I felt. “Curiosity won.”

“Good,” he said, walking toward me. He took my hand and led me to a plush velvet sofa. “I am glad. I have been thinking about you.” He poured me a glass of champagne from an ice bucket beside the sofa, the bubbles fizzing up in a delicate whisper. “I want you to be comfortable here. Anything you want, it is yours. Clothes, jewelry, food. Anything.”

“This is... a lot,” I said, my eyes wide as I took in the sheer opulence of the room. Fresh flowers, priceless art, a view that could make a billionaire weep.

“It is nothing,” he dismissed. “Things are easy to acquire. The right person is not.” He set his glass down and turned to face me, his amber eyes intense. “You are everything I have been searching for, Ellie.”

“You don’t even know me,” I whispered.

“I know your body,” he said, his gaze tracing my curves again. “I know its purpose. I know its potential.” He slid off the sofa and onto his knees on the thick Persian rug before me. My breath hitched in my throat. He reached out and placed his hands on my waist, his thumbs stroking the soft fabric of my dress. Then, he leaned forward and pressed his lips to my belly, right through the silk. It was a reverent, worshipful kiss that sent a jolt of electricity straight to my clit. “This,” he murmured
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