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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Love, laughter and happy endings guaranteed in a collection that is “…unusual but delightful to read…”

      Second Chance for the Sheik  - Ellie fell in love with the son of a sheik and he broke her heart. Now he's back, but it’s not just her heart at risk this time.... (Formerly “Son of a Sheik,” Romance Collection, L&L Dreamspell)

      

      Give Love a Chance - A Trapini and a Maloney have as much chance of getting together as a Hatfield or McCoy. But the heart wants what the heart wants… (Formerly “Getting a Clue,” Romance Collection, L&L Dreamspell)

      

      Chance Encounter - What if you meet the right man at the wrong time? Lily was engaged and Theo was a stranger. Only he didn’t feel like a stranger… (Formerly “Sunbeam,” Romance Collection, L&L Dreamspell)

      

      Last Chance for Love -  For Ric Hamilton, business came first, until he saw his beautiful PA dance the samba. And suddenly his first order of business was capturing her heart…. (Formerly “Dance with Me,” Romance Collection, L&L Dreamspell)

      

      * * * * *

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      I have loved romance novels since my grandmother used to share hers with me. I love happy endings, first looks, first hugs, and first kisses. But when I started my first novel, The Spy Who Kissed Me, a funny thing happened on the way to the happy ending—and before the first kiss. O.O Shots were fired, a car chase ensued, and the bodies started piling up. Clearly, classic romance novels were not going to be my thing.

      So I was rather surprised when, during a particularly stressful family crisis, I was able to spin a few romance short stories inside my head. They helped ease the chill of hospital waiting rooms and distracted me when I needed it. And, because they were short, I could write them down in small snatches of time.

      Two of the stories in this collection came about because I was asked by my former publisher to contribute some short fiction to anthologies. The other two were offered for free in my ezine and later on my website. I took them down when L&L Dreamspell brought them all together in one collection called the Romance Collection. But when their doors closed, I decided a single, long collection wasn’t very user friendly.

      While writing the stories I had fun playing with the some of the classic romance tropes. There’s my version of a sheik story, a Romeo and Juliet with a happier ending (I did say I love them), and a love at first sight story. I came up with the idea for Last Chance for Love watching Dancing with the Stars. Since I have two left feet, I created a character to do the dancing for me.

      Let’s Fall in Love, which contains the rest of my romantic short stories, including a totally new one written just for that collection, should release later in 2014. For updated information, visit my website at paulinebjones.com.

      I very much enjoyed writing these stories and I hope you enjoy reading my stroll into regular (non-explosive) romance.

      

      Perilously (usually),

      Pauline

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            PART I

          

          
            SECOND CHANCE FOR THE SHEIK

          

        

      

    

    
      “Have you ever been in love, Ellie?”

      Ellie gulped and blinked a couple of times before she managed to produce a weak smile. The sinking sensation in her stomach was familiar. Em never asked easy questions. She was too wise for her ten years. Part of it came from experiences a ten-year-old should never have had, most a result of her giant IQ. Ellie should have known better than to choose a romantic comedy for them to watch tonight. She hadn’t expected the ten-year-old to like it, or to stay awake until the happy ending. When would she learn to expect the unexpected?

      If it weren’t for the brain inside, Em would have been a perfect Ellie “mini her,” though she was technically Eve’s mini her. Even if she and Eve had combined their IQ’s, it wouldn’t have matched Em’s. Had to have gotten her brains from her father, but Eve had taken that name with her to the grave. Her sister had only lived long enough to give her Em and say she was sorry.

      Five-year-old Em had blinked once and said, “No, she’s not.”

      Ellie had crouched in front of Em, lightly gripped the tiny shoulders and asked, “Why don’t you believe your mom is sorry?”

      “She lies. She always lies.”

      In those too wise, too sad eyes, Ellie saw, and so will you.

      “I promise I’ll never lie to you, Emma. I will never, ever lie to you.”

      Ellie had kept that promise, even though it had come back to bite her on the butt more than once.

      “You have been in love,” Em said now, jerking Ellie back from the uncomfortable past to the uncomfortable present.

      “I thought I was once,” she admitted, “but I was wrong. It wasn’t love.”

      It felt like love. If it had lasted longer, she might have resorted to writing sad poetry about the wonder of it. No sad poetry was one of the good things about getting dumped. The other was being home to take Em’s SOS call. Within three days her twin had died and she’d become the guardian of a genius five-year-old.

      Em wriggled against her, sensing a story. Well, why shouldn’t she? Ellie was a storyteller by trade.

      “What was his name?”

      Ellie didn’t want to say his name. She’d avoided thinking his name for five years, because it made her remember him and remembering him reminded her why she thought she’d been in love. When you’re twenty years old and the perfect male specimen looks at you like you are the only woman in the world, how do you not fall in love?

      “His name was Rafiq and he was the son of a sheik.” Not to mention the son of a female dog.

      Hair like dark silk, bottomless, equally dark eyes, perfectly constructed from top to bottom. His lightly accented voice was both deep and husky. He’d even smelled yummy. If chocolate didn’t smell like chocolate, it would have smelled like Rafiq. And if one noticed such things—which she hadn’t—his hands and feet were big. Remembering him sent a shiver down her back and then up again, even after five years without sight, sound or scent of him.

      “What happened?” Em’s voice sounded dreamy.

      Two dates, one perfect kiss and a ruthless dumping.

      “We went out a couple of times and then he stood me up.”

      Em straightened and looked at her with round, shocked eyes. “He what?”

      “He made a date with me and then didn’t show up.” He did more than that, but that wasn’t for ten-year-old ears, no matter how large the brain connected to them. Ellie could still hear the woman giggling in the background when she made the mistake of calling him. He didn’t just dump her, he stomped her with both of his big feet. And she never knew why.

      “Punk.”

      “Indeed.” At the time it happened it felt wrong and even now, five years later, she couldn’t believe he’d done it. She’d been young and inexperienced in the ways of sheik’s sons, but how had he fooled her so completely? Her instincts had let her down so badly, she hadn’t trusted her judgment about men since. If she hadn’t found out he was a jerk, he’d have been in a position to hurt Em, too. She couldn’t, she wouldn’t ever let that happen.

      “Where is he now?”

      “I don’t know.” That answer wouldn’t satisfy Em. Only a bad end would come close but guys like Rafiq always landed on their feet. “Last time I read anything about him, he was getting married.”

      She’d made sure she didn’t accidentally, or on purpose,  see the gossip rags after that.

      “What did you say his name was?” Em’s face scrunched up with determination.

      Ellie sighed. “Rafiq. Rafiq bin Ahmed bin Saleh Al-Farid.”

      It sounded so romantic. Maybe she’d fallen for the name, the idea of being in love with the son of a sheik? At least he hadn’t gotten anything from her but a kiss—which might explain the dumping. He was probably used to women delivering more than kisses.

      “Do they live in the desert?”

      “No. They’re exiled or something.” But had somehow managed to leave home with their millions. Or it might have been billions. And buckets of arrogance.

      “Don’t you ever wonder about him?” Em’s voice was thoughtful, a little too thoughtful.

      What went down her back now was the chill of fear. When Em started thinking, anything could happen.

      “No.” Then she grinned. “Besides, if I found he was deliriously happy, it would destroy my faith in karma.”

      Em chuckled, the rich, child-like sound a reminder that she was still a child. It was easy to forget with her giant IQ complicating the mix.

      “But there’s been no one since,” Em pointed out, bringing the IQ into play with a child-like ruthlessness.

      “Not true,” Ellie shot back, already prepared for this one. “I have you.”

      For just a minute she tried to imagine Em and Rafiq in the same room and almost shuddered.

      Something flickered in Em’s eyes, a hint of uncertainty that quickly vanished.

      “Anything wrong, Em?”

      Bland green eyes met hers. “Like what?”

      “Like maybe you’re worrying that I don’t have a guy?” Ellie smoothed rich, auburn strands back from the small triangular face.

      “A guy wouldn’t be much use,” Em said. “It would need to be the right guy. Maybe we should try match.com?”

      “I appreciate the thought, but right now, I’m happy with things the way they are. We’re good together, aren’t we?” A sudden thought changed fear of what Em could do on match.com to a knot of unfocused panic. “Are you wishing you knew more about your father?”

      Ellie had tried to find out more about him, but she had nothing to go on. He certainly hadn’t made any attempt to find Eve or Em.

      Em looked surprised. “Why would I want that?”

      “It wouldn’t be wrong to want to know more about him.”

      “Mom said he’s a jerk.” Her tone was matter of fact to a scary degree. “He didn’t want her to have me.”

      Ellie rested her chin on Em’s head. She’d promised herself to never undermine Em’s father, no matter how much the idea of him scared her. “Maybe he got scared. He could be sorry.”

      Em shrugged like she didn’t care. “He hasn’t tried to find me.”

      They both knew it wouldn’t be that hard. Their pictures were on the back of every one of their books. The books were a happy accident. To comfort a grieving Em, Ellie had started telling her stories about when she and Eve were little, back before Eve started lying, before Eve ran away from home.

      Em, in addition to being a genius, was also a gifted artist. She started illustrating the adventures. It would have stayed therapy for them both, but Ellie got a job as assistant to literary agent Alastair Greely. He saw the drawings and, with an instinct that served him well in the past, had Ellie put together a proposal package and The Adventures of the E’s were born.

      And Ellie’s fears about supporting them went away.

      “Maybe he’s still scared.”

      “Maybe.” The wise eyes met Ellie’s again. “Don’t worry about it. I don’t mind. It’s hard to miss what you’ve never had.”

      Ellie sensed she was being deflected, or possibly diverted, but she also knew Em would tell her when she was ready. Em had the brains, but Ellie had her instincts. They might have let her down about men, but they were dead on with Em. It gave her a slight, but needed edge when dealing with her niece.

      “Let’s get you to bed, oh brilliant one.” Ellie jumped up. “Morning comes without mercy.”

      Em made a face. They were both night owls. It had surprised Ellie when Em had asked to do a half-day in a local, private high school. Mostly she’d taught herself, seeking out mentors online when she ran into a learning wall, and they also worked together during the day on their books.

      Sometimes it worried Ellie that Em’s world was so small. Thanks to Eve’s problems, Em didn’t trust easily and it was hard for her to find friends when she was smarter than most adults. It surprised her Em was willing to consider adding a man to their mix. Alastair, who’d hoped to turn the professional relationship personal, found himself thwarted by Em, who disliked him as much as he disliked her.

      Ellie had discovered Em in a very child-like panic after one of his visits.

      “I want to leave,” she’d cried.

      When Ellie managed to figure out what was wrong, she’d hugged the small body to her.

      “Em, I’d never, ever marry anyone you don’t like.”

      The small, bright head had lifted, the tear-drenched gaze breaking her heart all over again.

      “Never?”

      “Never. How could I ever be happy if you weren’t?” And then came promise number two. “If you don’t like someone I’m dating, I’ll stop. In fact, if you don’t like someone, I won’t even go out with him.”

      Alastair hadn’t understood Ellie giving that kind of power to a child, but he hadn’t been there the night she found Em sitting by her unconscious mother in that dingy apartment. Everything Eve had done left Em feeling powerless and helpless. And she’d been bright enough to know it. She’d known she wasn’t first or even second in Eve’s life—and she was last in her father’s life. Em had needed to learn to trust again. It wasn’t a hardship to hand her power over Ellie’s life. How could she be happy in a relationship if Em wasn’t happy?

      It hadn’t been a problem, with or without the promise. She’d known when she took on the task of raising Em that it would take someone very special to find a place in their lives. She had a full and happy life with Em and if she occasionally missed a little romance, all she had to do was remember how much it hurt when romance went sour.

      She got Em tucked in, relieved that Rafiq’s name didn’t come up again—though that didn’t mean it wouldn’t. At some point, the E’s were probably going to run afoul of a sheik’s son. Ellie would have preferred real karma take him down, but
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