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      What is she doing here?

      Ricardo Santiago leaned forward from his lounging position on a plush settee, and peered at the woman who’d just interrupted a casual meeting with his source. Sheik Hassan possessed information about a possible attack on the US Embassy in the United Arab Emirates, set to take place within the week. Now the sheik’s, as was every other man’s, attention was diverted to the beautifully dark woman with raven hair and coal-colored eyes. She struggled against the firm grip of a man named Abdul, the sheik’s number-one lackey. Abdul’s hand tightened on her upper arm and she flinched.

      She wasn’t here by choice.

      Ric studied the woman: disheveled and dirt-smudged white top over curve-hugging jeans, mussed hair, flawless skin. And in those beautiful eyes, a look of both fear and fury. She had the aura of an American, but Ric couldn’t figure out how in the world she ended up here in the middle of the Arabian Desert. Scanning her surroundings, their eyes locked. He stilled at the chill that passed through him. She yanked against Abdul’s hold as he dragged her in front of Hassan.

      She was in trouble.

      Ric’s jaw tightened. The mission comes first. Always. It was how he trained and how he fought. Whatever compromised the mission had to be sacrificed — including his own life. The United States of America and her citizens depended on the success of the mission.

      Ric’s eyes never left the woman’s form as she was forced to kneel in front of the sheik as if he were the king of the desert and not just a Saudi prince. Who was she? Why was she being brought before Hassan? This isn’t right. Something is really wrong here. He had to help her. The Marine in him wouldn’t let him turn away from someone in need, especially a woman as beautiful as the one caught in the middle of something more dangerous than she could possibly imagine.

      Think, Ricardo, think!

      If he made the first move, Hassan would think she was someone important — at least important to the US government. That would give him leverage to ask for anything, and today it was he who needed a favor.

      “Does she not look like Fatima?” Abdul said to Hassan. Hassan, lounging in his favorite gold-plated chair surrounded by trusted advisors and service men who held various plates of fruits, meats, and cheeses, nodded his response as his curious eyes scanned the woman with intense scrutiny.

      Fatima.

      Hassan’s late wife. Ric, who rarely saw the sheik’s wife, could only recall her dark brown eyes, the rest always hidden beneath the traditional burka. How did Abdul know what she looked like? That intimacy was reserved for the woman’s husband. Ric knew Abdul was close to the sheik but that close? Close enough to know Fatima’s beauty? Ric eyed Hassan’s trusted man with newfound respect. He wasn’t a man easily dismissed.

      “What are you suggesting, Abdul?” Hassan asked.

      “I brought her here to be your new wife.”

      New wife!

      The air whooshed from Ric’s lungs. Human trafficking.

      Ric considered Hassan. He knew the man to have more than an ounce of compassion for the female sex, unlike many of the uncompromisingly traditional Arab men he’d met. As an American, she wouldn’t know the first thing about being a Saudi sheik’s wife. The absurdity of Abdul’s suggestion meant only one thing: she’d be a concubine.

      In the years Ric had known the sheik, he was never more than a one-woman man. His lack of wives surprised Ric, but he wasn’t the first in his country to forsake the opportunity to have multiple wives. But would he take a mistress? Ric wasn’t sure, and if he wanted to save this young woman, he couldn’t wait to find out.

      Ric stood. “Hassan, if I may interrupt.” His heart pounded as the words came out of his mouth. What could he offer the sheik for this woman? He had money: funds authorized to pay for information about the upcoming attack on a US Embassy slated for a few days from now. Would money be enough for a human life? Hassan was a wealthy businessman. Money wasn’t in short supply.

      “Of course, my friend. Do you not see this woman Abdul has brought for me?”

      Ric’s eyes briefly scanned the woman once again. Her hard gaze darted between him and the sheik. How long had she been Abdul’s prisoner? It took him days to arrive here at Hassan’s private oasis from his base of operations. Abdul could’ve abducted her from the UAE, Yemen, Oman... “Her beauty is noteworthy.”

      Hassan released a weary sigh. “Yes, I suppose it is.” The man picked up an ornate goblet filled with what Ric guessed to be the man’s favorite wine and took a long sip. Drink was never far from his lips since his wife’s death. Hassan returned the cup to the tray held by one of the highly dedicated and always mute servers.

      Ric’s eyes narrowed on the sheik. Hassan’s wife had only been dead a few months. Did he still miss her? Would he consider taking another wife so soon?

      The sheik’s gaze remained on the woman. “Tell me, Ric, when are you going to take a wife? You are forever working. I hear the Brazilian women are some of the finest in the world. Surely you are not afraid of women.” The men in the tent laughed heartily. The woman glanced around with a curious look on her face. “If I could marry again, you must be able to do so at least once.”

      Ric grew deathly cold for the first time in a long time. Years in the field, dodging one bullet after the next, nearly getting his head chopped off by an insurgent sub-group in Afghanistan — none of those incidents had turned his blood to ice. But now… He heard the imaginary ball and chain clamp around his heart and felt its weight. Marriage?

      He glanced at the woman. Eyes beneath hooded lids, her gaze shifted between Ric and Hassan. Ric assumed she was trying to understand the language. Even a woman as beautiful as this one couldn’t tempt him to settle down in a house in the suburbs with a white picket fence, two kids — a girl and a boy — and perhaps a dog. No; that wasn’t the life he’d envisioned for himself, not since he was forced to leave home after he graduated from high school.

      Hassan bellowed. “Abdul, you are to be congratulated. The woman you have brought me is a rare beauty indeed.” He rose slowly from his perched chair and descended the step. Hassan’s dark eyes scanned the woman in a studious fashion.

      “You don’t intend to marry her, do you?” Ric asked, still unsure how or what he could do to assist the woman. Abdul’s hard eyes came to rest on Ric. What was he trying to do, bringing this woman before the sheik? It wasn’t his primary mission, but Ric would look into it. And he’d have to look into Abdul as well.

      “I haven’t decided, my friend. A man was not created to live life alone.”

      That was debatable. For more than ten years, Ric had lived a great life alone. He had traveled the world and did things people only fantasized about after watching another movie about their favorite British spy. Only his life was real. He actually drove cars worth more than his yearly salary. He wouldn’t be caught dead drinking a martini because he was a beer man, but he had killed people.

      Hassan’s marriage to this woman would severely jeopardize the mission. It’d be days before he could leave Hassan’s camp and deliver her to the US Embassy. I need to convince Hassan not to marry her. But looking at her — rich skin, expressive eyes, firm body — Ric knew he’d have a tough time persuading the sheik to do anything after he had bedded the woman.

      “What? Nothing to say, my friend?” The sheik turned inquiring eyes on Ric, expecting an argument over a topic they’d discussed many times before. For all Hassan’s ruthlessness in the boardrooms, he was a sentimental guy.

      Ric stared back, close-mouthed. If the sheik did choose to accept Abdul’s gift, the woman would be well cared for. She’d be out of harm’s way and Ric could do his job without worrying about her safety. When it was time to leave, he’d steal her away and explain to the sheik later. He’ll protect her, and I can concentrate on the mission.

      “My love for Fatima was deep, Abdul. There are some days I still feel her near me.” His eyes misted. “It is too soon, my friend, too soon. I thank you for this prize, but I cannot accept it. Pass her around the men.”

      What? Pass her around? “Me first.” The words were out of Ric’s mouth before he even realized he’d spoken. All eyes were on him. Hassan’s were wide in surprise while Abdul’s kept just the dark pit of his pupils visible.

      “You first?” Hassan awkwardly chuckled. “Has it been that long? I’m embarrassed for you, my friend.”

      More laughter.

      Ric ignored the hot sensation rushing up his neck and into his face and kept what he hoped was a neutral expression. It might have been awhile, but not “that long.” His missions kept him constantly on the move. There wasn’t time to establish the conventional “connection” with a woman. And he wasn’t much of a one-night-stand guy. Leaving a woman in the morning felt too much like abandonment — and he’d seen the effects of a woman being discarded. “Must be the wine.”

      “I hadn’t noticed you partaking.”

      He hadn’t. Now wasn’t the time to argue his sobriety. A show of determination and no one would question his thirsty urges. He cleared his throat and surged toward the woman. Ric gripped her arm and yanked her from the ground. She braced herself with a hand on his chest. The heat from her contact burned through his shirt and into his chest. Their gazes met once more. Her obsidian eyes held his and dared him to do whatever the men had discussed in a language she couldn’t understand. She’s not afraid. Unable to stop himself, he grinned. Whatever strength and will to survive she possessed, she would need it in the days ahead.

      So, I’m doing this. I’m saving her life.

      He saw no way around the issue. And he didn’t care much for avoiding problems; he was always one to run right through them.

      Her gaze dropped to his smile and shot back up. Her lips thinned and her eyes narrowed.

      Oh, boy. She probably thinks I’m going to… Ric immediately stopped smiling. He continued to hold her gaze, hoping to somehow relay the message that he wasn’t a threat.

      Abdul voiced his displeasure and ordered his men to retrieve the woman. Ric immediately drew her behind him, but kept a firm grasp on her arm. She didn’t struggle.

      “Abdul, you’ve given me a great gift and I’ll do with it as I please. I’m not inclined to take a wife at present, but perhaps Ric,” Hassan winked at him, “can enjoy her for now. You may have her for a few days, Ric, and then send her to Abdul.”

      “I will.” Not. In a few days, he and the woman would be safely out of the desert and inside the US Embassy.
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      God in heaven, help me.

      Melody Lewis didn’t resist the hold of the man who had taken her arm and dragged her outside the large tent, away from the raucous horde. She had a crash course in Arabic while on the plane to Dubai, but the men spoke too fast for her to catch a string of words that would help her make sense of what was happening. All she knew was the man who abducted her, Abdul, presented her to a man dressed as if he were important — royalty maybe — when this incredibly gorgeous — wait, no. Mel, get your head on straight. This deeply tanned man with perfectly wavy, midnight hair suddenly interceded. Whatever he’d said, her captor had looked pissed. Wavy-haired had spoken at length with the important man, who then laughed and smiled, and waved her kidnapper away, before a strong hand firmly, but with surprising gentleness, gripped her own. Her unsympathetic kidnapper’s harsh tone and words she couldn’t understand didn’t stop this new man from whisking her away from the cheering men and out of the tent. But to where? To safety? She couldn’t be sure, but somehow she knew her circumstances had taken a turn for the better.

      She hoped.

      They stopped in front of another large tent but as she looked back, it dwarfed in comparison to the one she was just in. The man pushed aside the flap, and with a hand on her back, urged her inside. She heard him bark something in Arabic and an older man, whose posture was slightly slumped, responded in the language before skirting away.

      They were alone.

      Mel couldn’t help but stare into the murky pools that seemed to glare at her. She jumped at the unmistakable sound of a switchblade. She moaned against the gag in her mouth before she took a step back. With her hands tied, her only weapons were her legs. The imposing figure blocked her exit, so she couldn’t run. If she were on her back when he attacked, she could… no, the position would make her too vulnerable.

      “You’re safe with me,” he whispered, his eyes imploring her to relax. “I’m going to cut you loose.”

      Those soft revelations stopped the squeal in her throat. He spoke English. With an American accent. Mel nearly slumped to the floor in relief. She eagerly held out her wrists and the man made quick work on the rough hemp with the knife. After her hands were freed, he walked around her to release the knot that held her cloth gag in place.

      Rubbing her raw wrists, she faced the man. She’d been bound and gagged for… She’d lost track of time. Days, at least. “Where am I? I’m an Amer––” Mel swallowed the rest of the word. Would it be wise to reveal her nationality? What if this man was a terrorist? Americans had been known to betray their country. She was snatched off the streets in what was supposed to be a fairly safe neighborhood bazaar. Who could she trust?

      The man secured the switchblade before slipping it into a back pocket of his hunter green cargo pants. He placed his hands on his hips and sighed. “You know where nowhere is? Well, we’re right in the middle of it. The Rub’ al Khali desert to be exact.”

      The resignation in his voice told her getting to the embassy, or even a phone, was a bit more than just a difficult task. Instead, she tried to focus on the information he provided. It would be useful when she made a report to embassy officials…if she’d ever make it back. “The Rub’ a-what?”

      “Rub’ al Khali.”

      “Where is that?”

      “Southern Saudi Arabia. I almost didn’t find this place without Hassan’s bodyguards showing up to guide me the rest of the way.”

      Saudi Arabia! That’s miles from Dubai. Miles from an embassy. “Why is he out here?”

      “To grieve.”

      Mel noted the solemn look on the man’s face. “To grieve?”

      “His wife passed a few months ago. He’s just now taken time away from his business ventures to mourn her death.” He looked at her intently. “Apparently you look a lot like her, which is why you were kidnapped.”

      Was that what was being discussed while she was in the other tent? She was brought here against her will to be — what? — for the man sitting on a tacky gold-plated throne? If true, then what was she doing here with this man? I’m done with this. Doppelganger or not, it’s time to go home. “You’re an American?”

      “Yes,” he said quietly.

      “Why are you here?”

      He didn’t answer at first; he just stared. The more time his eyes, the color of dark amber, coolly assessed her, the chillier the tent became. “I can’t tell you that.”

      Mel blinked. “You can’t tell me?”

      “My business is my own. You wanna tell me what you’re doing here? Where were you when Abdul took you?”

      “You mean kidnapped, don’t you? Who is he? Why am I here with you? What⁠—”

      “Where were you?” he asked in an even tone.

      Okay, so this man didn’t seem all that interested in answering her questions, which meant she was on her own. I need a photograph or some other identifying information. As soon as she could be returned to the US Embassy, she’d give all her information to the authorities and have this “Abdul” arrested.

      Their staring match continued. Well, if he’s not going to be forthcoming, then neither will I. How am I supposed to trust him? “I don’t know you.”

      A corner of his mouth hitched upward. “I’m not the one you should be worried about.”

      “You’ll have to forgive me if I don’t believe you.”

      Her handsome rescuer sported a full grin in the midst of his thick, black beard; his eyes softened with humor. He pulled an ornate wooden chair from underneath an equally embellished cherry oak table and positioned it facing her. He took a seat, extended his legs out, crossed them at the ankles and locked his hands behind his head. His grin turned into a lazy one. “Do you have any idea what I just saved you from?”

      Mel swallowed, and coughed at the dryness of her throat. Handsome was on his feet to pour her a glass of clear liquid. When he offered her the drink, she hesitated to accept it.

      “It’s not spiked, I promise.”

      She took her chances and thanked him for the drink. Within seconds, her glass was empty.

      “Wow,” he said when she handed him the glass. “When was the last time you had anything to eat or drink?”

      Mel shrugged. “I don’t know… I don’t…” Her head spun and she put a hand to her forehead. The second she closed her eyes, her equilibrium tipped and she felt herself falling. She cried out. Warm hands encircled her arms and caught her. An arm wrapped itself around her waist and drew her close to his body. Her breath caught in her throat. His face was no more than a couple of inches away.

      Up close, his eyes held specks gold, and were less intense than she’d witnessed in Hassan’s tent. His lips, full and round and nearly hidden by his beard, had a jovial curve to them and he almost appeared to be smiling. He smelled of sand and sweat, but it was a pleasant scent compared to the odor she knew emanated from her unwashed-for-days body.

      “Are you all right?” he asked softly. His eyes full of concern as his gaze scanned her face. The pads of his fingertips traced her perspiration-stained face, and left a trail of heat around the curve of her right cheek and lingered at the base of her chin.

      She nodded, the ability of speech lost in the hypnotic sensation of his touch. Her waist, where his thick, muscled arm still clenched, had long since gone numb and everything below it dissolved into jelly.

      “Here, sit down.” He carefully moved her to his chair. The back of his hand pressed against her forehead. “You don’t feel hot. Are you still dizzy?”

      From malnutrition or his touch? “Just a little,” she breathed.

      “Hakeem is bringing back water for a bath and some clothes for you to change in to. He shouldn’t be much longer. I’ll order some food for you as well. There’s supposed to be a feast tonight, but that’s not until later.”

      “Order food?”

      The man chuckled. “It’s different, I know. I won’t question how the sheik wants to grieve…unless it’s insidious, of course.”

      He knelt before her and gazed into her eyes. Ignoring the strange sense of trustworthiness she felt from him, she looked away. “Look, thanks for getting me out of there. When do we get back to Dubai?”

      “When?”

      “Yes, when?” She was losing her patience. His nearness made her uneasy and her inability to stand on her own two feet was an added irritant. “Again, I appreciate all you’ve done for me. I don’t know why you’re out here but I would be forever grateful for one more favor. If you can just get me back to the city, I can find my way to the embassy.”

      “Really?”

      His look of doubt cut right through her. “I can take care of myself.”

      “You were just the victim of human trafficking, so to speak.”

      “I know what human trafficking is,” Mel mumbled. “I’m in law enforcement. I know how this works.” How in the world did she let this happen? Ric didn’t respond. Instead, the look of uncertainty he sent her way made her jump to defend herself. “I’m a US Marshal,” she stressed.

      “Yet, here you are.”

      “Look, I was picked off the street in the middle of a bazaar! It was very Hollywood-movie.”

      He rose and assessed her from head to toe. “You must really look like the sheik’s dead wife for Abdul to be so bold, but the question is why?” Mel heard him mutter to himself. His eyes took on an inquisitive look as he continued to stare at her.

      She wrapped her arms around her middle. Whatever he mumbled to himself, she didn’t care unless it involved getting her back to the embassy. “This is the worst vacay ever,” she muttered under her breath.

      “You’re on vacation?” He looked at her with disbelief.

      “Yes.” She shuddered and rubbed her arms as if cold but the tent’s canvas blocked one hundred plus degree heat. What was she going to do? Out in the middle of nowhere? Her boss would be furious when she returned and her coworkers would never let her live this down.

      “In Dubai?”

      “Yes!” Mel tore her eyes from his penetrating gaze. She glanced around the tent. “Dubai is a city filled with history, culture, and adventure. Plus, there’s a great tennis tournament that’s happening right about now.” Why was she explaining this to him? Millions of tourists visited each year, some from America.

      “Adventure, tennis… Yeah, right,” he muttered and turned to refill her glass once again. “Well, you’re certainly on an adventure, that’s for sure. Listen, you only have one option, Miss…”

      Mel hesitated to give her name. Sure, she’d already mentioned where she was from and what she did for a living, but this man wasn’t exactly her friend — if not her enemy — and she didn’t know his name.

      He cast a glance over his shoulder. “I can wait as long as you can.”

      “Melody Lewis,” she blurted. He had mentioned a choice and she wanted to know what it was sooner rather than later.

      “Miss Lewis, you can either stay with me and be my concubine––”

      “Wait, concubine?” The idea had the synapses in her brain firing and the sudden impulses threatened to spin out of control. “Is that what the discussion back at that other tent was about? I… I don’t even know you,” Mel stammered. Dizziness suddenly hit her, along with a touch of nausea.

      His penetrating eyes stole the breath from her lungs and turned her insides cold. “It’s either me and my bed, or by morning you’ll be with the sheik — after making a pass or two at a few of the other tents, including Abdul’s.”

      Mel gasped.

      “Don’t think that lackey who picked you up isn’t looking for some payback. He wasn’t too keen on me stealing you right from under his nose and in front of his boss. Right now, I bet he’s trying to convince his master that he made a mistake in letting me be the first to claim you, which means Abdul will try to steal you back. But he won’t succeed.” With a confident grin, the man took a few steps in her direction. The possessive look in his eyes thawed her chilled body and warmed every inch of her being. “Especially if you satisfy me.”

      He’s kidding, right? Mel’s eyes roamed his muscular frame before they settled back on his handsome, bearded face. His eyes sparked with amusement at her undisguised assessment. Mel blushed hot. He was teasing her and now she appeared to him to have briefly considered his offer. Staying here with him had to be better than Abdul. Mel sighed inwardly at her errant thoughts. The weight of the situation hit once more; her head ached. “I need to get to the embassy.”

      “There’s something I have to do first before I can make that happen. Can you wait a few days?”

      Mel’s heart sank at the news. They were probably deep in the desert. Without a map, she was lost. Without transportation, getting to the embassy would be impossible on her own. “God, please help me,” she whispered. “I don’t know what I’ve gotten myself into but I know you can get me out.” How did she know? She didn’t really, but whom else could she believe in? She’d made a habit of running from her troubles, but now she had nowhere to go.

      Handsome, bearded man gave her a curious look. “If you’re praying, make sure you say enough for the both of us. I have a feeling this will get worse before it gets any better. We may need divine intervention.” He bent down to pick up a black, tactical backpack near the table off to the side of the open room. “If He actually has any time to spare,” he said ruefully under his breath.

      Mel knew she should ask what he meant by that but she didn’t have the energy. Right now, she was trapped in some sand dune city with a man too gorgeous for words and it was either stay with him or…or… Mel swallowed back bile as her thoughts conjured up the image of the sheik. “Okay. We’ll do it your way,” she choked. Did she give herself enough time to consider those words? “But first, I want to know your name.”

      “Ric.”

      “Ric? Is that short for something?”

      “Ricardo.”

      “Ricardo…” The name sounded vaguely familiar, but it wasn’t as important to her as the stench in her nose. Was that her?

      The man Ric called Hakeem entered the tent, followed by a group of men who carried large steaming pots. Mel gazed at the pots as they passed by her and disappeared into another part of the tent. Did they heat the water over fire? To grieve, this sheik roughs it in the desert instead of going to some five star hotel he probably owns? Mel’s eyes scanned the top of the tent. No wires. I guess electricity is out. The men emerged from a section of the tent with empty pots. How soon could she get out of her clothes and into the tub?

      Hakeem reappeared a few moments later. “The food is being prepared.”

      “Thanks, Hakeem,” Ric responded.

      Hakeem shot Mel a quick grin. He barked something in Arabic and the men who had entered with him earlier quickly exited the tent and Hakeem followed.

      Ric’s steady stare broke through her anxiety to touch her core. “I’ll leave you to your bath.” He sat down near his pack and continued his search.

      “What are you doing?”

      Ric glanced at her. “Your water is getting cold.”

      “You said you’d leave me…”

      His brows rose in confusion. “Oh, I’m not going anywhere. Either Hakeem or I will be with you at all times. It’s for your own protection.”

      “My protection?”

      Ric grinned. His eyes assessed her again, drifted over her long legs, and lingered at her hips. “You’re a beautiful woman. No doubt the men in the camp are impatient for me to be finished with you. I don’t want to risk any of them coming in here and…”

      His eyes clouded the longer he stared at her. Mel nodded her understanding. She rose from her seat and he from the floor. She hesitated at his action and nearly fell back into the chair in an effort to step back and create distance.

      “Do you need any help?”

      She shook her head no. She held onto the side of the table and started in the direction of the back room. She didn’t make it far before he was beside her, holding her firm against his side.

      “Let me help you.”

      “I’m okay.”

      “Stop struggling.” He grinned at her feeble attempts to push him away. “I won’t hurt you,” he whispered into her ear.

      She’d heard that one before. The last time she believed it, more than her heart was damaged and she swore never to make that mistake ever again. Yet, she couldn’t deny that from the moment their eyes met, he wasn’t like other men. He was different somehow. She allowed him to help her into a back room where a tub of steaming water awaited, but her eyes scanned the room for anything sharp she could use as a weapon — just in case.

      “There are clothes for you on that chair in the corner.” Ric pointed to the chair. “Hakeem should return with food soon, but take your time. I’ll see about getting a physician to look at you.”

      “No, no doctors.” She wriggled out of his hold and moved to grip the edge of the porcelain tub. “I’m fine. I just need something more to drink…and I’m hungry.”

      “I’ll bring another glass of water in.” Ric disappeared for a few moments and returned with a full glass. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Yes, thank you.” She glanced over her shoulder at his concerned expression. “I think I’ll be all right now.” She watched him leave before she breathed out a heavy sigh. I’ll be all right… I’ll be all right…

      As soon as I get out of here!
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      “You should consider marrying her.”

      “What did you say?” Ric’s head snapped up from his equipment to see Hakeem standing before him, an amused expression on his face. “Did you say…” He glanced toward the area of the tent where Mel took her bath. “Marry her?” he whispered. “Are you insane?”

      “You want to keep her safe?”

      “And how does my marrying her accomplish that? Really, Hakeem, you’ve been out in the sun too long. At your age? Perhaps you should lie down for a while.”

      Hakeem chuckled.

      Ric narrowed his eyes at his old friend, and wondered at the seriousness of Hakeem’s heatstroke. The man must have lost his mind to suggest such a ridiculous idea. Marriage for him was out of the question: especially to a woman he didn’t know and would only be with for a few days at the most — and hopefully the very least. Ric stood and gripped Hakeem’s arms. “Look, dear friend, I need you on this. You’re the only one I can trust. Now, if you need some sleep…”

      Hakeem harrumphed and shrugged Ric’s hands away. “I need no sleep. What about the sheik?”

      The sheik.

      Sheik Hassan was an unanticipated concern. Ric dropped to his knees. “Can you believe he just tossed Mel to the men like that?” He reached for a flashlight and stuffed it into a pocket on the side of his cargo pants.

      Hakeem frowned. “Hmm. Yes, it’s troubling.” He collapsed into a nearby chair, apparently more exhausted than he led Ric to believe.

      Ric sat back on his heels and stared into space as he pondered the scene earlier in Hassan’s tent. “He’s never struck me as the type who would keep concubines.”

      Hakeem slowly stroked his long beard. “Perhaps there are shades of him you’ve not yet discovered.”

      The thought of “shades” was troubling. Sheik Hassan was a high-value source in Ric’s operations. Source handling was a delicate art; trusting a source too much could result in the handler becoming lackadaisical, making him vulnerable to a set up. Then again, not trusting a source meant having to sometimes triple-verify information, which would impede operations. He couldn’t afford not to trust Hassan if he wanted to uncover the identity of the person who shipped weapons and supplies and facilitated the movements of suicide bombers into the UAE to attack the US Embassy.

      But where Mel’s body — and possibly life — was concerned, he couldn’t trust Hassan…

      “He was so in love with his wife,” Ric continued. “I thought he was so in love with Fatima.”

      “He was. Ms. Lewis isn’t Fatima.”

      “No, she isn’t,” Ric mused. Now it began to make sense. One way to get over losing someone is to get underneath another. But the entire camp? “I’ve never witnessed this type of cruelty from him.”

      “He’s a sheik. They’re often very shrewd.”

      “When it comes to business,” Ric argued. “But this is a woman’s life.”

      “How well do you know Hassan? You know his business holdings, but what of his personal beliefs? How he views women?”

      Ric knew enough to successfully pressure Hassan if he needed information. And the man had been married to one woman for nearly twenty-five years.

      “He’s not the romantic you believe him to be. Yes, he is grieving for his wife, but he cares nothing for a kidnapped woman — an American woman — brought into his camp and will allow her to be…” Hakeem looked toward the wash area that was sectioned off by the heavy fabric of the tent.

      Ric, too, glanced in the direction where Melody bathed. He strained his ears to listen for sounds of rustling bathwater or her moving around, but he heard absolutely nothing. She’s probably fallen asleep in the tub.

      “Since you’ve had me working for Hassan, I’ve witnessed him disregard even the life of a child who was found to be disobedient to his father. The boy was severely whipped and not allowed food for three days.”

      Ric shut his eyes to Hakeem’s accusations. He believed his old friend’s story, but where would Hassan have done this? In his many palaces, no doubt.

      “If you hadn’t requested to have her first⁠—”

      “I know, Hakeem,” Ric said, his tone grave. He might have heard her faint screams from someone else’s tent instead of silence from his own. Ric
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