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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 and intrigue…

      

        

      
        This boxed set of three contemporary, page-turning romances, contains the stories of three sheikhs and their loves: Malek and Sophie, Zahir and Anna, and Razeen and Lucy.

      

        

      
        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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        Wanted: A Wife for the Sheikh (Desert Kings # 1)

      

      

      
        
        Crown Prince Malek of Sumaira needs the respectability of a wife—fast. Or at least his country does. And his new PA is happy to help him find one. After looking after her sick mother for years, the last thing Sophie wants is to be tied down. But will the idea of being tied down by this Michael Fassbender clone become an obsession she needs to get out of her system before it’s too late?

      

      

      
        
        The Sheikh’s Bargain Bride (Desert Kings #2)

      

      

      
        
        The ultimate controlling sheikh, Zahir Al-Zaman is so obsessed with freedom-loving Anna Whitman that he traps her into marriage. But he won’t force her into his bed; he has his strategies for seduction. Despite an intense attraction, Anna refuses to be seduced because she won’t have a relationship based on lies. But how can she reveal secrets that will destroy the beliefs he holds most dear?

      

      

      
        
        The Sheikh’s Lost Lover (Desert Kings #3)

      

      

      
        
        When commitment-phobe Lucy finds herself falling for the King of Sitra, she wants to run. But she can’t. He’s her only clue to her missing sister. Razeen is determined to do his duty as King, even if it means an arranged marriage. But he has two weeks before he has to choose a wife. Two weeks in which to have an affair with Lucy. What could go wrong?
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      Paris in spring—it was so romantic, so beautiful. Sophie Brown sighed and gazed through the floor to ceiling windows at the fashionable people walking leisurely along the Champs-Élysées, bathed in spring sunshine. The sidewalks were lined with freshly leaved plane trees and, if she pressed her nose to the glass, she could see the Arc de Triomphe, a pale gray against the bright blue sky.

      “Sophie!”

      Sophie jumped away from the window and found herself face to face with her boss—Monsieur Claude, the hotel manager. He came closer and looked around with a supercilious smile, making sure no guest were close by. “I don’t employ you to gaze out the window.”

      “No, sorry, I⁠—“

      “I don’t want to hear any excuses. What is it with you lot today? My senior technician has gone AWOL and my kitchen staff spends more time looking out the window than working.” Exasperated, he sighed. “Finish clearing away these cups and then stay in the kitchens for the rest of the day.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      She gave the table a quick wipe and was about to follow Monsieur Claude into the kitchens when he stopped suddenly. The hotel doors swept open and all eyes turned to a tall, dark man wearing an expensively cut black designer suit, who walked with purpose across the hotel foyer, looking neither right nor left. A phalanx of officials followed him, their white robes gleaming under the brilliant light cast by the gold and crystal chandeliers.

      “Who is that?” Sophie muttered.

      Claude glanced at her. “No one, to you. Get that tray into the kitchen, right away.”

      “Yes, sir.” But she continued to gaze after the stranger. Whoever he was, with his athletic physique, perfect, spare bone structure, and piercing blue eyes, he exuded power.

      “Sophie!” She turned to see Monsieur Claude, red-faced with anger. “If you spent as much time doing your job as you do gaping at our guests or out the windows, I’d be pleased with your progress. But, guess what? I’m not. If I catch you again, you’re out. Now get back to work!”

      Sophie pushed open the door to the kitchen, and began unloading her tray. Damn! She wanted this job. She needed a change from her former career in IT and this casual work suited her down to the ground—no ties, no responsibilities—just a few months work here, a few there, and move on again. After six years of being virtually housebound, caring for her sick mother, now gone, she was determined to see the world. The best way to deal with grief was to keep busy. Keep moving. And she would. She’d do whatever it took, she thought grimly, as she loaded the dishwasher with the dirty crockery.

      

      Crown Prince Malek ibn al-Abdullah of Sumaira checked his watch—half an hour until showtime. Half an hour until the meeting began and he had to give the performance of his life. The future of his country depended on him gaining the support of the other Desert Kings—the leaders of four kingdoms bound by geography and culture. But that was where the similarities ended. His own country, Sumaira, was by far the largest and the most vulnerable.

      The meeting was an attempt to forge closer links between their countries. There would be strength in that unity—strength to withstand the relentless political, economic, and military threat from the great countries that bordered them.

      They had a long agenda to get through but there was one item which wasn’t on the agenda, one item that, he knew, was on everyone’s minds—would he, after he was crowned King of Sumaira, be able to retain control of his once-great country, keep it strong against the ever-present external threat from the east?

      He checked his watch again and walked up behind his executive assistant, Maryam, who looked up anxiously at his approach. The woman had been his father’s EA for which only basic computer skills had been required, and those skills were being tested at this very moment.

      Efficiency had not mattered to his father who was a suitable emblem for his country—large, charismatic, argumentative, and totally dysfunctional. Computer systems, diplomacy, strategy—none of it meant anything to his father. He’d ruled by sheer force of personality, leaving an unholy mess when he died. A mess which his EA certainly wasn’t capable of sorting out.

      She’d been able to hide her inexperience while at home, with help from colleagues, and a smooth, confident approach. But now, as she was forced to handle problems herself, her lack of skills was apparent. And, it appeared, his other advisers had limited computer skills. He was the most knowledgeable of the group—and that wasn’t saying much.

      She looked up at him now with terrified eyes. But they didn’t soften him, only angered him. She was a symptom of everything that was wrong with his life. Flustered, she jiggled the mouse around, peered at the blank screen, and returned to tapping the keyboard.

      With hands on hips, Malek stood looking expectantly at the empty screen. But it continued to be blank. “Maryam! Bring the presentation up. I wish to check it once more before we begin.”

      “Your Highness…” She furrowed her lovely brow. “I’m trying. But…”

      “But?” he roared. “There must be no buts. What’s the problem?”

      “I can’t seem to find it.”

      “What?” He looked over her shoulder. “We updated it last night.”

      “I know… It’s just…”

      “Just what?”

      “It’s not there.”

      “Ridiculous! Let me look!” But after he made a basic search he could see that there was no version of his presentation dated the previous day. He stood and paced across the room, trying to contain the livid anger that suddenly filled him at his EA’s incompetence. “You!” He pointed to one of his staff who was unsuccessfully trying to make himself invisible. “Get the hotel IT technician. Get someone. Anyone who can sort this out.” The man appeared frozen to the spot. “Now!” Then he turned to his EA who had returned to her seat at the computer and was tentatively pressing random keys.

      “What the hell has happened to it?”

      “I think, I think… I must have deleted it.”

      “You what?”

      Maryam was close to tears. “You kept saying I should keep things tidier on my computer, be more efficient so…”

      “So you decided to delete the presentation I’m going to give in, let’s see”—he glanced at his watch—“twenty minutes?”

      “It was an accident.”

      Blood roared in his veins. He thrust his fingers through his closely cropped hair and twisted away. It wouldn’t do any good to vent his anger on this woman. She was out of her depth: he knew it, she knew it, and his father would have known it if he hadn’t been sleeping with her. “Out the way. Let me look.”

      While some of his staff ran around the hotel trying to find a technician, and yet others hovered close by, silently nervous, Malek sat at the computer and tried to fathom where the document had gone. But it was nowhere to be found. He grunted with frustration. It seemed his EA was good at something—and that was making the most important document of his life disappear without trace.

      He rose and paced to the window. The last thing he wanted was his country, already the weakest link in the Desert Kings alliance since the death of his father, to be seen as an unprofessional, inefficient laughing stock.

      He turned once more to his EA who had resumed tapping the keys as if it would conjure up something. “If you can’t fix this problem, get someone who can. Immediately!” He glanced around. “And get someone to clear up these cups. Do I have to oversee everything around here?”

      He flung open the windows. The roar of Paris traffic filled the air but did nothing to stem his rising impatience. Was he surrounded by idiots?

      Another look made him he realize he was. The number of people had doubled as they scratched their heads, and talked volubly and irritably on their phones.

      “Where’s the computer technician for the hotel?”

      They shrugged. He turned to the young woman who was tidying up the coffee cups. “You! Where’s the computer technician?”

      The woman glanced behind her before clearing her throat. “He’s not here, sir. I mean… Your Royal Highness… sir.” She blushed with confusion.

      He narrowed his gaze and she looked away and continued to tidy the cups. Odd. Someone as beautiful as this young woman, who could have been a model, was a servant.

      “Your Royal Highness!” one of his men called.

      Forgetting the woman, he turned to his man and walked over. “Have you fixed it?”

      “Yes, I think so.”

      All eyes were on the screen when a document appeared. There was a general sigh of relief from everyone… except Malek.

      “That’s not it. That’s an earlier version. There’s no time to re-write it. If it’s deleted, it’ll still be on the hard drive. Find it!”

      There was a pause followed by an uncomfortable clearing of a throat as the bravest of his assistants prepared to break the news. “I don’t think we can, Your Royal Highness. It’s impossible.”

      “It’s not impossible,” said a voice from behind. “I can find it for you.”

      The voice, with its strong English accent, was so soft he wouldn’t have noticed it if it weren’t for the look of derision from his staff as they looked over to the servant clearing the table. He followed their combined, disbelieving gaze.

      “If you like, I can have a look,” she said tentatively.

      One of his men waved a dismissive hand at her. But there was something in her quiet composure which made Malek pause.

      He nodded to her. “See what you can do.”

      Her cheeks were suffused with color, making her brown eyes appear redder, almost tawny, he noted as she walked over to the computer.

      She sat on the vacated chair and peered at the screen for a few moments.

      “What’s the document called?”

      She swiftly entered a series of commands as she received the answer from one of his assistants. She flicked between screens quickly. “And... was it updated last night?” She addressed her question to him, rather than one of his assistants, as if she understood what dolts they were.

      “That’s right. Last night,” he confirmed.

      She double-clicked on an icon, and stood, as his missing document appeared on the screen. There was a collective gasp and grumbling as his staff came to terms with the fact that a servant had done something they couldn’t do.

      He barked orders at his men who scattered, returning to their positions, as the doors opened and the other kings and their entourages entered.

      Malek looked at the woman who was working quickly to finish wiping the table and clear the used cups, her long, dark ponytail swinging as she moved.

      His eyes lingered before he made sure the rest of the afternoon’s presentations were in order. By the time he looked up again, she’d gone.

      He turned to Maryam, who was now reseated in the AV booth. “I want her on my staff immediately.”

      Her beautiful brow furrowed. “But we don’t need another cleaner.”

      “As my new executive assistant. Consider yourself dismissed.”

      

      Sophie hadn’t even had time to put the dirty cups into the dishwasher when Monsieur Claude appeared, looking more harassed than before, if that were possible.

      “Sophie!”

      “I’m sorry. But they wanted the room cleared, and there wasn’t anyone else here so⁠—”

      “Sophie. Be quiet. Leave that. And get back into the boardroom. You’re wanted in there.”

      “But… But… Why?”

      “You tell me,” he said grimly, eyeing her up and down. “Apparently you impressed the crown prince, and he now wants you… in some capacity or other.”

      Sophie sat as if a hand had pushed her down.

      “But… I don’t understand.”

      “And nor do I. We’re not paid to understand. We just do as we’re told. I don’t know why you’re wanted, I didn’t ask. Whatever the Crown Prince of Sumaira wants, he gets.”

      There was something in the snide, suggestive way Monsieur Claude said this that made her look up, suddenly indignant. “I helped him with a computer problem he had. That’s all.”

      “Well, whatever it was, he was impressed and his staff told me that he wants you in the boardroom immediately.” He held out a state-of-the-art cell phone. “Apparently it’s all in here.”

      “What’s all in here?”

      “How the hell should I know?” He thrust the cell phone into her hands. “Take that apron off and go. Now! One of his officials is waiting for you in the royal suite.”

      Sophie untied the apron, and Monsieur Claude snatched it from her and pushed her out the door. She walked quickly toward the royal suite but once outside the double doors emblazoned with the gold crown motif, she hesitated. She took a deep breath, smoothed her dress and knocked.

      “Enter!”

      An official wearing traditional robes and a deep frown opened the door. “Sit there”—he indicated a seat in front of a computer—“and complete these checks and tests.”

      “Checks?”

      “Security.”

      She began reading through the screen. “Just for one afternoon’s work?”

      The official ignored her question. “Once you’ve completed the formalities, check the cell phone. Your duties are spelled out there. I’ll be back shortly and I’ll take you to the meeting room. His Royal Highness wishes you to prepare a presentation from some of his notes.” He glanced at his watch. “I’ll return in ten minutes.”

      Before she could ask any other questions, he’d disappeared. She shrugged and began completing the forms. What was it to her? She had nothing to hide and this was better than washing dirty crockery and scrubbing grimy surfaces.

      

      For the rest of the afternoon she worked alone in a small room off the main meeting room. Every now and then someone would enter and hand her a memory stick, and she’d hear the drone of voices as the meeting continued. Then the door would click closed and she was alone once more to work on what had been given her, and to check the phone for further instructions on what to do with it.

      It was late in the evening by the time she stood and rolled her shoulders, automatically doing the exercises that she’d learned were vital when she’d worked from home on computers. She walked over to the window and pushed it open, needing to feel the fresh night air on her face.

      The door clicked open again. “Just leave it on the desk,” she said with a sigh. She propped her elbows on the windowsill and stretched her back, rested her chin on her hands and breathed deeply, waiting for the nameless man to depart, as usual without speaking to her.

      But the click didn’t come. “Leave what? Do you think I’ve brought refreshments?”

      She jumped up, stumbling away from the window, nearly tripping as she realized it was the voice of the crown prince himself.

      “I’m sorry, sir⁠—“

      “Your Royal Highness.”

      “But…” she said, suddenly confused.

      “That is what you may address me as.” He strode into the room and up to the window. “And what is it that is so absorbing out the window?”

      “Nothing sir… Your Royal Highness. Just fresh air.”

      He stood at the open window, and she could have sworn that some of the tension in his face relaxed a little. Then he looked at her. “My prime vizier tells me that, as well as working on the tasks I’ve given you, you’ve offered suggestions for the redesign of the workflow systems.”

      “They were a bit clunky before.”

      “Clunky.”

      “In any case, I tweaked them a little. They’ll work better now.”

      “You… tweaked them? And how were you able to get past our security systems?”

      “It wasn’t hard. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean any harm.” She shrugged. “It’s just that I can’t bear seeing inelegant programming.”

      “Do you know how much my father paid for this ‘clunky’ design?”

      “No, but I can guess.”

      He didn’t say anything for a moment, just looked at her in that inscrutable way of his. “I don’t need you to guess. What I need is your help. If you have plans for the next few months, Miss…”

      “Brown.” She suddenly realized that he didn’t even know her name.

      “Miss Brown, cancel them. The coming months are critical for my country. I can have nothing go wrong. Nothing. I need the best. And when it comes to IT, apparently you’re it. You are to work for me.”

      Crown prince or not, his peremptory command irked her. “I am?”

      “Yes. My staff will work out the details of your contract.”

      “I have a job here. I’ll have to give notice.”

      “No, you won’t.”

      “Won’t I?”

      “No. My family owns the hotel.”

      She suddenly realized how out of her depth she was. This man was more powerful than she’d imagined. The thought sent a shiver along her spine. “My duties… what will they be?”

      “Whatever I require.”

      She took a deep, shuddering breath, trying to ignore her quickening heartbeat, the fizzing of attraction low in her gut, and, most disconcertingly, an instinctive lowering of her gaze to his lips. They weren’t full lips, but sensuous, even so. Then they quirked slightly. She raised her eyes to his, suddenly aware of what she was doing.

      “I take it you don’t have a problem with that?” he continued.

      He knew. He’d seen her instinctive reaction to him. No doubt he could run roughshod over everyone, using his looks and power. “Actually, I do. The job description is a little too broad for me.”

      “Is it indeed? And why is that?” Gone was any sign of amusement. His voice was as hard, cold, and unyielding as steel. As were his eyes.

      She shook her head, desperately trying to think clearly and speak diplomatically. “Because we’re living in the twenty-first century where people have job descriptions… and the like.”

      “And the like,” he repeated, his chill tone sending shivers through her. “Do you fear that I will make you do something unpleasant?” He stepped closer and Sophie immediately wished he hadn’t. She was of average height but he was tall… She looked up as he approached… Very tall. And the way he looked her up and down… it did something very strange to her stomach, and lower.

      She shrugged as nonchalantly as a rapidly beating heart and surging adrenaline would allow. “Probably not. But I think it’s only right that I know, only right that I’m told all my duties in advance.”

      He was so close now that she could see a muscle twitch in his jaw as if there was some inner tension, as if he weren’t as cold as he appeared. His gaze briefly ranged over her face. “And what, I wonder, is it that makes you so different from others on my staff?”

      She swallowed under his scrutiny. “I doubt I am. Surely they want to know what they’re agreeing to.”

      He shook his head, once. “No. Not if money is involved. It seems, Miss…”

      “Brown,” she said once more.

      “That you are different. And I certainly don’t object to that.” His vivid blue eyes glittered in the light from a multitude of table lamps. “For the next six months, you will work on my personal IT systems and other projects as required. You will not discuss your work with anyone. You will report directly to me. What I want, Miss Brown, is for you to ensure my life runs smoothly. To do whatever is required to make this happen.”

      “Whatever is required?” she repeated.

      “I think you misunderstand me. I want you for your computer skills, your organizational efficiency, and your research skills.”

      “To?”

      “Be one step ahead so I’m never in a situation like I was today. Are these terms suitable for you?”

      She didn’t miss the sarcasm in his tone but nodded, her heart still racing at his proximity, and at the intensity in his gaze.

      “Excellent. And you will also be available at a moment’s notice. You will reside in the palace. And you won’t take any leave of absence during this time. Except if you’re sick of course.”

      “No holidays?”

      “You can take as much leave as you like after your work has concluded. I’ll have the papers prepared for your signature.”

      “No.”

      “No?” He frowned, as if unused to that response.

      She cleared her throat. “No. I’m traveling. I’m not staying in place more than a few months.”

      He sighed. “Six months working for me and you’ll have earned enough money to go to wherever you wish, to do whatever you like.”

      She chewed her lip as her mind raced. She’d had to source her work through an agency so she could work from home, and the agency had cheated her. She needed money. And she didn’t exactly have many options. He was right. “Okay. I agree.”

      “Good. I want you to complete what you’re working on and come to the bar at ten o’clock this evening to meet my prime vizier. He has a few things to go over with you.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      He opened the door, paused, and turned to her. “And… thank you.”

      She looked up and couldn’t prevent a smile. He didn’t look the type of man to recognize service, more the type to expect it.

      “You look surprised, Miss Brown.”

      “Well, a bit.”

      “I’m pleased with your work. I’m pleased with the way you saved my face. I’m pleased with the fact I’ll not have to concern myself with ‘clunky’ systems anymore.”

      “Oh… I’m, I’m pleased… that you’re pleased…” she stammered.

      His eyes narrowed. “You’re blushing, Miss Brown. Do you receive compliments so rarely?”

      She shrugged awkwardly. “From royalty, anyway.”

      For a brief moment she thought she saw his lips twist slightly before he went out the room. She was left looking at the closed door, wondering if what she’d seen was a smile… wondering if she’d done the right thing… wondering if she’d just traded her freedom for imprisonment.
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      Sophie checked her watch again. Ten on the dot. She stepped out the elevator with a confidence she didn’t feel. Give her a computer and she was in her element, but mixing with strangers—and royal strangers at that—had her stomach tied in knots and her mouth dry with fear.

      You can do it, she muttered under her breath. But with each click of her high heels on the marble floor, Sophie felt her confidence wane. By the time she’d reached the entrance to the bar, she was on the verge of turning back. What in this world had induced her to wear such a fitting red dress? Yes, with its over-the-knee length and high neck it was discreet enough, but what she hadn’t taken into account was the fact she’d filled out a little over the past month, and it now left very little to the imagination.

      Nervously, she tried to pluck the fine material away from her curves as she peered inside the bar. It was full. She inhaled deeply and stood tall. She knew what had induced her to wear the dress. The same instinct which had seen her applying bright red lipstick. She needed to show everyone, not least herself, that she hadn’t compromised her freedom in accepting this job.

      The bar was discreetly lit, for which Sophie was thankful as she slipped into the room behind a large contingent of the Crown Prince of Sumaira’s guests. She grabbed a couple of canapés and a glass of wine from the table and slipped unnoticed into a dark corner. From there she could see everyone and wait for this minister guy to appear.

      “Mademoiselle Sophie?”

      She looked up to find the bar manager, Antoine, had appeared carrying a tray of wine, water, and several plates with lids on them.

      “Wow! This smells delicious.” She sniffed appreciatively, suddenly aware of how hungry she was. “Thank you! That’s so kind of you.”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “It wasn’t me, Sophie, I was asked to bring you some refreshments.” He set down the contents of the tray and removed the lids from the plates.

      “Um,” she sighed appreciatively, suddenly aware of how hungry she was. “Was it the prime vizier who sent it?” She glanced across the bar. The crown prince was talking to a group of people, completely unaware of her. “Which one is he? I’m meant to meet him.”

      “Not the prime vizier, Sophie. Only the crown prince himself.” He grinned and winked.

      She took a mouthful and chewed thoughtfully as she looked across to the crown prince. Could he have? No, Antoine must have it wrong. She shrugged. “Whoever it was, this is really good.”

      She watched Antoine return to the bar and let her gaze stray back to the crown prince. Had he really ordered this food for her? It was hardly likely. She’d understood from the work she’d been doing all afternoon and late into the evening that this meeting was incredibly important to him and his country. That since his brother’s disappearance and his father’s sudden death, only weeks earlier, he’d had to step into a role which, as younger brother, he hadn’t been groomed for. He would hardly have had time to think of anything else. No, Antoine must have it wrong.

      She continued to eat and watch, taking the opportunity to assess the people she’d be working with, the world she was about to enter. A world as foreign to her as anything could be.

      It seemed she wasn’t the only person who had been working late. A hush fell on the room as a group of six men entered the bar, all wearing Western dress—sharply cut suits—all impressive in different ways. She recognized them from the brief glimpses she’d had in the meeting room and some research she’d done on the internet.

      First was King Zahir, grim looking and serious. Sophie knew that having been king and a fighter for much of his life, he was well-respected for his political and defense expertise. Even if he weren’t, thought Sophie, just looking at him would be enough to make you respect him. He was walking beside his younger brother who hadn’t been at the meeting. Slighter than the king and less impressive, he looked a little lost, Sophie thought. But then beside King Zahir anyone would look lost.

      Directly behind them were the royalty from Sitra—the king and both sons. The youngest son, Razeen, thought Sophie, looked most at home in the Parisian hotel. He looked around the bar with a smile full of charm that only the man he was chatting to could compete with. That man was Sahmir, the youngest brother in the kingdom of Ma’in. His two brothers, King Tariq and crown prince Daidan completed the powerhouse group informally known as the “Desert Kings.”

      Malek rose to greet them. Between Sophie and the group were the bodyguards and officials. None of them women, she noted. So much testosterone in a room could make a girl giddy.

      She focused on finishing her dinner, which, she had to admit, was the best she’d eaten in a long time when suddenly she was aware of someone standing over her.

      “Bonsoir, mademoiselle!” She looked up into a face that was even more handsome close to. Prince Sahmir of Ma’in stood before her.

      “Bonsoir,” she replied automatically, mentally trying to think what honorific she should have added.

      “You are English?” he said reverting to English.

      “Is my accent so bad?” She couldn’t help but smile. Sahmir was by far the most approachable of any of these royals.

      “No, not bad. Charmingly English,” he said. “May I join you?”

      The idea of saying “no” didn’t cross Sophie’s mind. “Sure.”

      He sat and poured her a glass of champagne from the bottle he was holding and one for himself. Then he lifted his glass to hers. “Let’s drink.”

      She raised her glass. There was something so light-hearted and charming and irresistible about him that she couldn’t help but respond. “What are we drinking to?”

      “Why, to the most beautiful woman in the room.”

      Sophie glanced around and laughed. “Perhaps we could also drink to ‘the only woman in the room?’”

      “Why not? Both are correct. But I’m sure that even if the room were full of women, the first toast would remain accurate.”

      The heated blush rose through her body as the glasses clinked and she took a sip of her champagne. Sahmir was handsome and very engaging, no doubt about that, but being unused to such attention she wished she’d had the courage to refuse his offer of company. She looked around, hoping for rescue from this inveterate charmer with whom she was hopelessly out of her depths. She caught the intense gaze of Crown Prince Malek briefly before Sahmir attracted her attention once more.

      “And what is an English rose doing in Paris? On holiday?”

      “Working.”

      “Really? Are you a model?”

      The blush deepened if anything and Sophie shook her head. “No, not. Definitely not a model.”

      “Then what is it you do?”

      “She works for me,” a deep, firm voice answered.

      They both looked up to see Malek standing over them.

      Sahmir didn’t miss a beat. He rose. “Ah, I should have guessed.” Malek didn’t look at Sophie, but cast a challenging eye at Sahmir.

      “Really?”

      Sophie looked from one to the other of them. She sensed some underlying tension between them. Malek’s devastatingly handsome face showed no good humor, unlike Sahmir’s.

      “Of course.” Sahmir’s lips curled into a smile that Sophie felt hid something more. “And tell me, how is Judge Vignon?”

      Malek’s gaze was cool and inscrutable. “I couldn’t tell you.”

      Sophie noticed a slight narrowing of Sahmir’s eyes, as if he were baiting Malek. “Really? A delightful lady, known to her friends as Veronique. And you are her friend, I believe?”

      “As a public figure, Judge Vignon has many friends,” Malek replied evasively.

      Sahmir raised one eyebrow and huffed, as if suddenly understanding something. He rose, picked up his glass and looked quizzically at Malek. “I didn’t realize…” Sahmir looked at Sophie and his grin broadened. “It was lovely meeting you, Sophie, no matter how briefly.”

      “And you,” she muttered, regretting she’d been swayed by her need to appear super-confident and worn her red dress. She felt more vulnerable than confident now.

      Malek watched Sahmir leave and turned to Sophie, looking directly into her eyes, unlike Sahmir whose eyes had lingered over her figure. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, thank you. The dinner was lovely.” She winced inwardly. It sounded a feeble thing to say to an Adonis who was enquiring after her welfare.

      “Good.” He stepped away. “I thought you might be hungry after working so late.”

      She must have shown her surprise, because there was that subtle quirk of his lips, which she now realized was as close to a smile as he got. “I’ll leave you to your dessert.” He nodded at the elaborate dessert she’d been tempted by. “My staff has informed you of your travel plans tomorrow?”

      “Yes. Thank you.”

      “Good.” He walked away before turning. “And Miss Brown?”

      “Yes?”

      “Thank you for stepping in at such short notice. It’s appreciated.” He stepped away, his gaze still holding hers. “My vizier will be free to see you shortly.”

      She looked at her drink to hide her blushes. She felt as if he’d caressed her, not thanked her for her work. Get a grip, she told herself sternly.

      It wasn’t until some time after she’d finished her dessert that the prime vizier beckoned her over. He rose—exotic and out of place in the Paris hotel—to greet her in an old-fashioned show of respect. Despite the forbidding sweep of robes and heavy beard, his eyes were kindly in a face worn by the elements.

      “Please, be seated.” She sat in the chair opposite as he’d indicated. He observed her silently and she looked around, uncomfortable. The crown prince was talking with the other kings, and no one was paying them any attention. “You’ve done well this afternoon for the crown prince, and for the other Desert Kings. We are all appreciative of your work.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “And you are ready to leave with us tomorrow?”

      “Yes. I travel light.”

      “Good. Report to the lobby first with your luggage and then His Royal Highness, the crown prince, will require your assistance.”

      “Of course.” She paused, waiting to hear why he wanted to see her. But he didn’t say anything, simply continued to look at her in an assessing way. “Was there anything else, sir?”

      “No. I simply wished to see you in these surroundings.”

      She frowned. “Oh?”

      But he ignored her implied question and waved her away with a kindly smile. “You may go.”

      She rose, confused. She had no idea why he’d wanted to see her, or what had just happened, if anything. “Thank you.”

      But instead of leaving by the main door, on impulse she went to the bar and slipped out the rear to join Antoine and the other waiters and kitchen hands she’d come to know. Someone opened a bottle of wine and glasses were poured.

      “To Sophie. Swept off her feet by a king.”

      She grinned and accepted the glass. “Not a king. Not yet anyway.”

      One glass turned into another and it was past midnight before she looked at her watch again. “I have to go and pack. We’re leaving tomorrow. Night, everyone.”

      Without thinking, she went out the way she came, into the bar which now seemed deserted. She stopped suddenly, aware of two men talking still, at the bar. It was Malek, sitting thoughtfully, listening to his prime vizier. Malek looked up when Sophie entered the room. He exchanged brief words with the other man and then rose and came over to her.

      “Would you care for a night-cap?”

      She was about to say no, but something in his eyes, something more real than she’d seen in them all day, made her nod. “Yes, that would be nice.”

      He ordered the drink and gave her a quick, sweeping glance. He exchanged looks with his vizier who was watching them thoughtfully, before turning to her. “I think we will work well together, Miss Brown.”

      “Sophie, please.”

      “Sophie.”

      A shiver tracked through her as she watched his sensual lips say her name, like a whisper of desire.

      “Sophie.” He said it again. This time, it did something more. She took a deep breath, trying to control her treacherous body. “The wise one,” he added. “And I’ve a feeling you are.” For the first time the hard, cold barrier dropped from his eyes. Although his lips didn’t move from their set position, a warmth filled his blue eyes that was all the more powerful for its brevity and suddenness, for the contrast to their usual cool. And she realized how much he hid from the world.

      He ignored a brief cough from his vizier as the night bartender emerged with her drink. He tapped his glass against hers with a clink. “Your health.” But before he could take a sip, a phone rang and his vizier called him over. He glanced around and when he looked back at her that breach in his guard had gone. He was royalty once more.

      “I must go. Until tomorrow.”

      She retreated to a shadowy corner with the drink she suddenly realized she didn’t want. At that moment King Zahir strode into the room. His tall, broad frame seemed to dominate the empty bar. Sophie sensed a sadness in his step that she’d not noticed before.

      Still on the phone, Malek acknowledged Zahir who moved over to the bar, ordered a drink, and stood, lost in thought.

      Then a tall, classy, beautiful blonde stepped hesitantly into the bar, wearing a fitting black dress over her long, slender body, subtle low-heeled pumps, and jewelry. The bar was private and so the woman must have been a member of the Desert Kings contingent but Sophie hadn’t seen her before. She must have arrived later than the others.

      The woman looked around as if searching for someone; her face fell. King Zahir saw her and she looked as if she’d been electrified. Zahir had the same expression on his face. He straightened and she walked toward him, as if impelled by some external force.

      Sophie couldn’t take her eyes off them. They stood apart not speaking. Sophie frowned. What was going on? Then he offered her a drink and a seat at the bar which she accepted. They hardly spoke, but their eyes and their gestures gave them away. Little by little they moved toward each other. Sophie thought that if had been possible to make love without making love, she’d never seen anything closer to it. The two of them were practically devouring each other with their eyes. Then he took her hand and drove his fingers into hers. They gripped their joined fists and without saying anything further they left their drinks on the bar and walked out together, oblivious to anyone around them. Sophie’s eyes followed them to the elevator. They stepped in and before the doors slid closed, they’d come together in a kiss that sizzled with passion.

      Arousal filled Sophie in that split second in which she’d seen them come together. Her skin tingled, her breathing came shorter, and she felt a throbbing between her legs. She swallowed and shifted a little before looking away, straight into the eyes of Malek. Blue eyes. Intense eyes. Aroused eyes, same as hers must be.

      Her face burned with sexual desire and embarrassment. She grabbed her bag and stood. Without looking at him she walked, acutely aware of the sexual sway of her hips in the high shoes, to the lobby, and the staff elevator which would take her to her room, feeling his eyes boring into her all the time.

      What was he thinking? Of how badly she compared to the beautiful blonde with whom King Zahir was obviously about to spend a passionate night? No doubt. But still… that look in his eyes. She couldn’t, she mustn’t, think about that.

      She stepped into the empty elevator and swiped the card which would take her to the staff quarters. No. All she could think about was that she’d gotten exactly what she’d planned and hoped for—travel with no emotional attachments. No one and nothing to tie her down, beyond a few months. And at the end of those months she’d be free to move on and would have the money to do so. But what she couldn’t have anticipated was the heat that throbbed in her, the flutter of sensation that skittered down her spine and straight to parts she’d spent years not thinking about, whenever Malek looked at her. That, most definitely, was not part of her plan.
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      A vision of chaos greeted Sophie as she stepped out of the elevator the next day, clutching the smart laptop bag which contrasted so vividly with her ancient, battered suitcase. There were people everywhere, calling out orders, with fewer people available to carry them out.

      She glanced anxiously at her watch. She’d been instructed to report to the foyer. She walked up to one of the men she recognized from the day before.

      “Excusez-moi. Where should I go? Where should I put my bag?”

      She was rewarded with a look of annoyance. “Not here! This is for the coach passengers.” He waved his hand dismissively.

      “Then where?”

      “You’ll be traveling with the crown prince. You are his new assistant, are you not?”

      She nodded.

      “Then, of course, you’ll be traveling with him. Go. His office will take care of your things.”

      “The crown prince?” She paused as she tried to control the strange flutterings in her stomach that had stirred at his name. “I’m traveling with the crown prince?”

      The man scowled. “You would question his command?”

      She frowned and shook her head in response. “No, of course not. Thank you.” She walked toward the suite of rooms where she knew she’d find the man whose very name made her heart pound with anticipation.

      She knocked at the door of the suite and waited. There was no reply. She knocked again, and a harried looking man swung open the door. He muttered something unintelligible when he saw her and ushered her impatiently in, pushing the door closed behind her.

      “Hurry! His Royal Highness has been asking for you.”

      “But I wasn’t told…”

      “Do you have to be told everything? You are in the employ of the Crown Prince of Sumaira now. Your time is not your own.”

      She frowned. What the hell was she getting herself into? But before she could respond, a side door opened and a beautiful woman in her late thirties emerged. She didn’t see Sophie. The woman closed the door behind her, stopped, and took a deep breath. She looked at the floor and Sophie saw a tear roll down her averted cheek. It was quickly swiped away as she stood tall, and pulled out a cell phone and began giving instructions in French to someone who was obviously her junior. Still talking, she walked away, down the private staircase, the epitome of poise and sophistication.

      Who was she? Whoever it was, she’d been able to contain her emotions as easily as flicking a switch.

      Just at that moment the harried looking assistant came round the corner. “There you are! Not that entrance, that’s His Royal Highness’s private entrance. This way!” He waved his hand and Sophie followed him through an anteroom and suddenly found herself standing before the crown prince who looked up at her from beneath a lowered brow.

      “You’re late.”

      “Mal—” she stopped herself just in time from saying the name she’d been thinking of him by. “I mean sir⁠—”

      “It’s Your Royal Highness,” he said smoothly, with a resigned air.

      “I’m sorry, sir—Your Royal⁠—”

      He waved his hand. “It doesn’t matter. I’ve been held up.”

      Sophie couldn’t help thinking that “being held up” hadn’t brought a tear to his eye. “What would you like me to do?”

      “Sit and begin work.” He glanced at his watch. “We have half an hour before we leave and a lot to do.”

      She opened the laptop she’d been given the day before, and began noting the instructions Malek issued. She could hear tension in his voice, but not in his choice of words. Maybe she’d been wrong? Maybe he had been affected by the woman and was simply as controlled as she’d been.

      “Any more emails?”

      Sophie scanned the last one and hesitated.

      “Yes?”

      “One has come in from the prime vizier. He reminds you that you have to…” She couldn’t quite bring herself to relay the vizier’s suggestion.

      “To what?”

      She looked up into his serious, grim face. “To smile when we land in Sumaira.”

      He grunted, held her gaze for a moment.

      “My prime vizier thinks I lack charm.”

      “Oh,” she exhaled, thinking only another man could think a man this gorgeous needed charm.

      “Apparently I don’t smile enough. And it seems I need to smile to win over my people.” He paused, searching her face. “Would you agree with his assessment?”

      She shook her head before she had time to form a considered response.

      “No? Interesting. You do not think my features too hard to evoke warm feelings from my countrymen… and women?”

      Again, she shook her head.

      “You may speak frankly, Sophie. I would value your opinion, particularly if it is opposite to my vizier’s. I am not keen to transform myself into a grinning fool. So… do you believe my expression needs amending?”

      She could sense in his tone that he truly wanted to know.

      “No.” She glanced at the lines of his jaw and cheekbones. They were without softness—strong and uncompromising, but not hard. She cleared her throat. “Surely…” She hesitated as she thought how best to express herself. “Surely a king needs to be strong, and you have a strong face. Not hard.” How could his minister not see the passion and energy that he restrained? It was there in his eyes, his lips…

      They gazed at each other for long seconds and then he rose and walked around the desk. She busied herself with the laptop. But she could feel his presence as he approached her.

      “So maybe I can safely ignore my vizier’s advice, for once.”

      She nodded, gazing fixedly in front of her at the laptop.

      She felt his hand on her arm, and she closed her eyes and sucked in a sharp breath.

      “Thank you for your honesty. I…”

      Whatever else he was about to say was stopped by the door being flung open suddenly as a woman of around sixty swept into the room followed by a flurry of security guards who were trying to stop her. The woman’s imperious gaze halted their efforts more effectively than a physical blow.

      “I’m sorry, Your Royal Highness…” spluttered the assistant.

      Sophie looked from the impeccably groomed woman back to Malek whose face had suddenly changed into an expression which Sophie could now call nothing but hard.

      “Leave us,” barked Malek at the guards. The guards quickly left and Sophie also rose to go. “Stay,” Malek growled without glancing her way. “The lady won’t be here long.”

      Sophie looked at the woman, whose face was ablaze with anger.

      “What the hell’s going on?” the woman said in a low, insistent voice. Her designer suit fitted her slender figure like a glove. She moved with the conscious grace of a woman used to being admired. She stopped in front of the desk and folded her arms, her manicured nails drumming on the midnight blue silk of her arm. “You tricked me.” Her voice was all the more menacing for its quietness.

      Malek rose and walked around the desk and stood over her, apparently not in the least intimidated by this magnificent woman.

      “I did nothing of the sort.”

      “The summit was scheduled for next week.”

      Malek shrugged. “It was changed.”

      “You didn’t tell me. You didn’t advise me of the changes.”

      “There was no need.”

      “You knew I wanted to attend.”

      “It wasn’t necessary.”

      “It was to me. You did this on purpose, didn’t you?”

      “I do everything on purpose. The summit was too important for anyone to think our country’s leadership is divided.”

      “Better to be divided than weak!” She snorted. “You’re like your father. Look what a mess his reign got us into.”

      Sophie took advantage of the sharp cut and thrust of the dialogue to quietly rise from the desk and skirt the arguing couple. But the woman turned to her, and Sophie recoiled under her sharp gaze.

      “And who’s this? You are like him, aren’t you? Picking up mistresses while your bed is still warm from your old one. I’d have thought you’d taken Prime Vizier Mohammed’s suggestions about marrying to heart. He is a wise man, your father’s best friend, and he’ll be yours, too. I suggest you do as he tells you, and marry.”

      “And I suggest you leave.”

      “I’m leaving. I’m returning to Sumaira. And I’ll see you there. This isn’t the end. I may have missed out on the summit but I don’t intend to watch someone as inexperienced as you take control of my country.”

      “Our country,” Malek corrected. “And I’m not going to let you within an inch of any real power. Those days are gone.”

      “The country needs its king to be strong and all this diplomacy, all this running around talking, isn’t going to get us anywhere, isn’t going to make the threat from the east go away.”

      “I want you to leave. Now. I can’t risk the Desert Kings Accord being undermined by your influence.”

      The woman shook her head, her expression as steely as Malek’s. “I wish your brother were here. He’d do the right thing. He’d agree with me.” She glanced at Sophie. “And he wouldn’t be hanging around with the likes of her. He’d be getting on with the business of marriage. That is what you don’t understand. You’ll sacrifice nothing for your country.”

      Sophie’s heart beat rapidly as Malek approached the woman. The woman didn’t flinch. She must have had nerves of steel because Malek looked positively dangerous. “I’ll sacrifice everything. I have sacrificed everything. I suggest you leave—now—before I have my guards escort you off the premises.”

      “I’ll leave. But I’ll be back. Not here in Paris, but in Sumaira. This isn’t the end of the matter.”

      The enmity between the two electrified the air. When the woman left the room and the door shut, Malek turned to Sophie, and she saw the depth of his anger and frustration in his gaze.

      He walked to his desk, gathered his papers, and closed his laptop. He paused for a moment before turning to her, his expression controlled once more. “I apologize for the intrusion.”

      Sophie was surprised that he’d apologize for anything. “That’s okay. I didn’t understand…” She trailed off.

      “Understand what it was all about? I’m not surprised. It’s complicated.”

      She opened her mouth to speak but thought better of it.

      “You have a question, Sophie?”

      She nodded.

      He sighed and leaned against the desk. “You may ask me one, and then we must leave.”

      “Why did you let her talk to you like that? And why didn’t she call you ‘Your Royal Highness?’”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Of all the questions I thought you’d ask, that was not the one. However, in answer to your most pressing question, no, she’s within her rights not to call me ‘Your Royal Highness’?”

      “Why? Surely all your subjects should?”

      “You don’t.”

      “No, but…” Again she tried to stop herself from speaking her mind. But he inclined his head, as if encouraging her to continue. “But I’m not your subject. Well, only for the next six months.”

      “And you think that gives you dispensation to not call me by my title?”

      “I’m sorry, Your Royal⁠—”

      “I think we’re a little beyond that now. Sir is fine as it’s all you can seem to remember. Now, if you still care to work for me, I suggest we leave. We’ve a plane to catch.”

      She winced at her faux pas. She hated any questioning of her memory after living with her mother’s dementia. She knew her mother’s form of the disease wasn’t hereditary, but still the fear lingered.

      But he didn’t move. “Do you?”

      “Sorry?”

      “Still wish to work for me?”

      Part of her wanted to say no. To say that the scene she’d just witnessed had scared the heck out of her was the understatement of the year. In her small world, there had been few arguments and any disagreements between friends or family soon blew over. Least said, soonest mended, had been her mother’s motto. And Sophie’s too. But there was a look in Malek’s eye that called to her. His eyes still held a flare of anger, betraying how hard it was for him to contain the passion that lurked beneath that impassive exterior.

      “Yes.”

      His frown lessened slightly. “Then we must leave now.”

      She grabbed her bag as the door was opened by his assistant.

      Malek looked up at him. “Is everything prepared?”

      “Yes, Your Royal Highness.”

      “Then go.” The door closed behind his assistant and they were alone. “I’m pleased you’ve accepted the job. As you can see, there is much work to be done. And I need reliable staff. People I can trust.” She walked over to the open door. “And I can trust you, can’t I?”

      “Yes.” She paused, still desperately wanting to know more about the strange scene, but reluctant to ask. But she had to ask. She needed to know as much as she could about what she was letting herself in for. “But how come that woman was allowed to come into your office? Surely your guards could have stopped her?”

      He glanced around the tidy room and indicated that she should precede him which surprised her. But this was a man who had never been groomed to be king and, she guessed, old habits died hard.

      “In the future, the guards will stop her. But I hadn’t given orders for her to be stopped.”

      “Why not? She’s obviously against you.”

      He closed the door firmly behind them, and they walked out into the lobby where lights flashed as stray paparazzi jostled to catch the best photo of the man who was about to be crowned King of Sumaira, together with a woman.

      “Indeed, she is. But, Sophie…” They walked through the swing doors toward the waiting limo. A door opened and she stepped inside. “She isn’t just any powerful, ambitious woman.” The door was slammed after her as he got into the seat on the other side. “She’s my mother.”

      As the Paris streets slid by Sophie gripped her laptop bag firmly. She looked out the window, trying to control the mixture of anger and confusion—and more than that—a deep, deep sadness. How did that work? The mother she adored was dead. And here was Malek with a mother very alive and kicking and they both patently hated each other.

      
      As soon as they arrived at the airport, they were ushered straight onto the Learjet which immediately began to move. Malek went to the spacious front cabin. Sophie began to follow him but the door was closed in her face by one of the stewards. “Right,” she thought to herself, as she was ushered toward the rear of the plane where the others were seated.

      She hesitated as she felt all eyes upon her—distrustful, curious eyes—then followed the beckoning steward to the seat indicated. She could feel her cheeks burn as she fastened her belt, just as the taxiing plane circled at the top of the runway. Its engines roared into life and it accelerated down the runway.

      The airport buildings, the boulevards, the ancient and modern mix of Paris grew smaller as they climbed steadily upward. Sophie’s eyes stung as she continued to stare at the city slowly disappearing below her. Then the plane banked sharply and Paris disappeared. There was nothing but a blue emptiness below her.

      She closed her eyes. She should feel scared, diving into the unknown, but somehow she didn’t. The thrum of nerves inside her stomach was of excitement, not fear. She felt free for the first time in years. Free to explore, free to live a life alone, away from the sadness that had surrounded her for so long.

      And she felt guilty that she should feel that way. But she knew her mother would have wanted her to do just as she was doing. Before she’d become ill, her mother had always encouraged her to take risks, to see life as an adventure. They’d talk about the things Sophie would do when she’d left university—things, like university, which had never eventuated. No, her mother wouldn’t want her to feel guilt. She’d want her to live. Just live, fully and happily.

      Sophie opened her eyes and looked around. But how to live in a place that was so different to her world, a small village in the Cotswolds? The modest cottage in which most things had been passed down from her grandparents, and their parents before them? She knew nothing of the world of luxury which surrounded her now. From the cream leather seats on which she rested her hands, to the subdued lighting which made the gold accents in the light fittings, and trim of the seats and windows, glow. Even the men, who were talking in groups around the desks, looked and sounded exotic and alien with their mahogany skin tones against the bright white of their robes, and the Arabic which they spoke. A different world. And, for the next months at least, it was going to be her world.

      As soon as the seatbelt light was extinguished, an assistant emerged from the front of the plane and came toward her.

      “His Royal Highness wishes to see you, Miss Brown.”

      “Oh, sure.” She fumbled with her belt and rose, reaching under the seat in front for the laptop bag.

      The man beckoned impatiently. “Come! His Royal Highness doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

      The man knocked on the door and she heard a muffled response. He pushed the door open, his head lowered as he held it open for her. She stepped into the thickly carpeted office and in one glance took in the spacious luxury of the office, and the prime vizier looking at her with intense interest. He rose from his seat in front of the desk to reveal a scowling Malek behind it.

      “Ah, Sophie,” said the vizier, his penetrating eyes focused too intently on her. “Please, take a seat. I am leaving.” He nodded at Malek, who still hadn’t acknowledged Sophie. With a glance at Sophie and a smile, the vizier left the room.

      Sophie went and sat in front of Malek—who kept his eyes firmly fixed on some papers in front of him—and opened the laptop she’d been using.

      He glanced up, his brows knitted with irritation. “What are you doing?”

      “About to start work?”

      His eyes flickered to hers and shifted away. She suddenly felt uncomfortable. All the previous times they’d been together his gaze had been steady. Something had happened. Something he felt uncomfortable about.

      He sighed. “It is work. But it doesn’t require a laptop.”

      She frowned. “What do you mean?” If he was going to try anything on—even if she did fancy him like crazy—there was no way in this world she was going to put up with it.

      His lips twitched a little. “I mean I wish to talk. There is business to discuss. Business to transact. But nothing that requires a laptop.” His lips twitched once more at her frowning response. “Don’t worry. It isn’t as you think. You’re safe with me.” Then again, the uncomfortable glance. He rose this time and strode across the room, to the cabinet upon which photo frames were ranged. He picked one up and looked at it before putting it down. He signaled it with his hand. “My father. My family.”

      She nodded slowly, trying to understand what he was attempting to tell her. “You wish to talk of your family?”

      “In a way, yes. You need to… know things… Things which will help you to understand about me, about my country, about the role you need to play.” This time he looked at her, and his gaze was steady. “Come over here.”

      What the hell was going on? She rose and walked over to him but stopped an arm’s length away. She could smell his aftershave—masculine and enticing. She waited for him to speak. He shifted a photo from one place to another, still not looking at her. Then he sighed and looked up at her.

      “We’re alike, Sophie, you and I.”

      She was so surprised by his statement that she couldn’t help a half-laugh/half-cough. “Really? In what way?”

      He thrust his hands into his pockets and leaned against his desk, his gaze holding a different expression to any she’d seen before. There was no authority, no anger or irritation, only an air of resignation and, for the first time, curiosity. About her.

      “You’re a beautiful, smart young woman who was born into a world where your talents couldn’t be appreciated.”

      She shook her head, frowning. “No, you’re wrong.” She hesitated, unsure of how to respond to this sudden interest in her.

      He raised his eyebrow. “Am I?”

      “Yes, I was born into a loving family. They appreciated me.”

      His smile relaxed a little. “And is that enough?”

      “For me, it was. And still would be. But…”

      “But what? Why are you here now? I realize I know little about you, apart from what I’ve learned from your résumé.”

      She was suddenly embarrassed. How had things suddenly shifted from work to personal questions? “Why should you know anything?”

      He shrugged. “If we are to work… closely with each other, it would be a good idea. Tell me about your work first of all. The agency said you worked from home for personal reasons. May I ask what these were?”

      “Yes,” she replied hesitantly, wondering where the conversation was headed. “So I could be with my mother. She was ill, you see. Dementia.”

      Malek looked genuinely surprised. “You cared for you mother? Alone?”

      “Mm, yes, to begin with. Until I earned enough to pay for nursing help during the day. I could work then. I couldn’t leave her, couldn’t put her in an institution. You see, I’d promised her.”

      Surprise changed into an intense, confused frown. “You were willing to sacrifice yourself for your mother?”

      “There was no sacrifice,” she said indignantly. “Now, was there a reason you wanted to know this?”

      Malek picked up a piece of paper and glanced at it, then at another, before tossing them onto the desk. “I’m sorry to be intrusive, but I needed to know a little more about you.” He continued to hold her gaze, and Sophie forgot her irritation at his questions. Her eyes burned under the contact. She wouldn’t look away. She couldn’t look away, even if she wanted to. All the power of his authority and personality was in that gaze and something more… a heat of attraction which she’d glimpsed before but which he was now making no attempt to disguise. “Sophie…I have a proposition for you.”

      Her heart thudded uncomfortably and she willed the heat that his gaze had stirred not to rise to her cheeks. She couldn’t ignore her response to him which was primitive and strong. But she also couldn’t ignore the warning signals of her brain. Had he waited until she was trapped in his plane before the real reason he wanted to employ her emerged?

      “A proposition?” Her voice was strangely hoarse. She cleared her throat. “What… kind of proposition?”

      As if aware of her sudden doubts and fears Malek pushed himself off the desk and walked around to the other side, and sat. “A business proposition.” He indicated she should also sit.

      Cautiously, she did. She crossed her arms nervously in front of her. She was alone with the all-powerful Crown Prince of Sumaira on an airplane, with every minute taking her further and further away from her home. “And if I don’t agree?”

      “You may take the first flight to Paris, London, wherever you wish to go. Your flight will be paid for and you’ll receive more than adequate recompense for the work you’ve done. And… the inconvenience.”

      She nodded nervously. “And this proposition, I take it it’s something in addition to the duties you’ve already outlined?”

      His gaze was steady and invasive, and she had no idea what he was thinking but whatever it was, he was considering it very carefully. “Yes.” He shifted in his seat and leaned his forearms onto the desk, threading his fingers and bringing his hands together on the desk. His mouth was grim. “You’ve gathered that my country is in the middle of a crisis. We are threatened from the east and my mother is concerned at the vacuum left by my father’s sudden death and she wishes to retain as much power as she can. But that is not possible. It’s dividing the country. Mohammed, my prime vizier, has suggested a plan whereby I distract attention by being seen with a woman my people will not consider to be wife material. A foreigner. No threat. A rumor that I have a love interest will enable me to do two things. Firstly, it will make people imagine I am more like my father. My father, as my mother suggested, had numerous affairs. My people had a grudging admiration for his prowess.”

      “Right…” Sophie said slowly, trying to think what he was getting at.

      “And secondly, it will allow me to carry on with the important business of running the country and… sorting out some other details necessary for my future as king.”

      “Okay…” Sophie said slowly again, wondering when he was going to come to the point.

      “But it will be a smokescreen, of course.”

      “Of course.”

      “So… you are all right with this?”

      She sat on her chair, her brows knitted, trying to figure out what the hell he was going on about. Who the crown prince went out with was hardly her concern. Okay, she might have the tiniest crush on him—possibly more than tiny—but that wasn’t any concern of his. “Sure.”

      “Good.” Malek sat back. His relief was palpable.

      “So, if you’ve nothing more, I’ll get to work.” She indicated the laptop, her brow still furrowed as she went over what he’d said, trying to make sense of it.

      It was Malek’s turn to look surprised. “I think we should go through some of the details of the new arrangement. Of course, there’s your wardrobe to be considered.”

      Sophie looked at her drab suit. She’d hoped she’d get away with not spending money on more suitable clothes. It seemed she couldn’t. “I’ll buy some clothes when I arrive. If you could, well, give me a little advance on my pay, that is.”

      “That won’t be necessary.”

      “Well, I think it might be. If you could see my bank account you’d realize⁠—“

      “Sophie! I’ll have an account set up for you at whichever shops you prefer. Money won’t be an issue.”

      “But I can’t let you pay for them. It wouldn’t be right. It would look…”

      “As if you’re a kept woman. I think that’s the point.”

      She jumped up so suddenly that the chair fell over. “What point?”

      “If you’re going to appear to be my mistress to the whole of my country, to the world, it’s only right that I cover your expenses.”

      “Your…mistress?”

      “Appear is the operative word here, Sophie. You are to appear to be my mistress, as I’ve explained.”

      “You’ve explained nothing of the sort. I thought…” She closed her eyes as the true meaning of his words fell into place. She opened them slowly. “I thought you were talking about someone else. Not me.”

      He walked around to her. “As my vizier has suggested to me
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