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      The sexy American, Hannah, gave Sheikh Kyril a week of passion and then disappeared from his life. In the three months since, he hasn’t been able to stop thinking about her. Now, with an ancient law and his family’s expectations breathing down his neck, he has to find her. And convince her to marry him.

      Hannah spent ten years raising her younger sister and dreaming about traveling the world. Now that her sister’s grown she’s not waiting any longer. Her first trip, to the Middle East, made her wildest fantasies pale in comparison. Mostly because of Sheikh Kyril, who made her nights burn hotter than any desert day. But when she discovers she’s pregnant—with the sheikh’s baby—she can feel the walls of responsibility closing in around her again. Determined to hang on to her newfound freedom for as long as possible, she decides to embark on one final vacation before she returns to Kyril and breaks the news about the baby.

      But when Kyril finds her before she’s ready, she refuses to fall into line. So he falls in with her and begins a courtship through dream destinations and lavish pampering. But Hannah knows she won’t fit into Kyril’s royal family or lifestyle, and when they return to Al-Dashalid, discovering she’s right just might break both their hearts.
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      Sheikh Kyril couldn’t lose her again.

      He tore through the train station, his feet hitting hard against the cement platform, the collar of his shirt damp against his neck. Damn the people lingering everywhere in his path, faces buried in phones and squinting at the arrival and departure boards. Hannah’s hair was lit up in the afternoon sun streaming through the station’s high atrium windows. The train whistle blew shrill in his ears—and in theirs, too, but the French didn’t seem to care, only the tourists.

      Hannah stood at the opposite end of the platform, ignoring the call to board the train. Of course she was. Kyril glanced up at the departures board as he rushed by—the only train leaving from that track was one bound for Venice. Now. Hannah dug into her bag, shoulders rising and falling. Even from this distance, Kyril’s chest hummed with pleased recognition. He would know her anywhere, among any crowd. The bag was the only thing saving him. He ran faster.

      Hannah shifted the bag from one arm to the other, and her face turned to him in profile, a little frown on her full lips. The light shifted on her sandy hair, illuminating the varied shades of blonde and brown. The urgency of her digging increased, and Kyril’s lips turned up at the corners in spite of himself. What did she think, that the bag was endless?

      God, she looked good—curvy, petite, delicious. As good as he remembered. Twice as good, even. He’d like to sweep her into his arms and run her somewhere private. But that bag—he had to stifle a laugh. It was a ridiculous bag, something huge and practical. He never knew what she was going to pull out of it—or lose in it—next. That image of her—head bowed over the opening of her bag—was burned into his memory. He knew this image would be, too. Hannah. Train station. Backlit by the sun.

      They’d spent a week together, three months ago. He’d never forget a single detail of that week. Not for as long as he lived. He knew that for certain.

      A more pressing certainty pounded in his chest. He had to catch Hannah before she stepped onto the train and it pulled away from the station. Its departure was imminent. He wouldn’t run like this if the train weren’t already humming with energy, ready to spirit her away from him. Weeks of searching had brought him to this point, racing through the Gare de Lyon train station like a businessman late to a meeting with his boss instead of the ruler of Al-Dashalid.

      He ignored the shouts of his security team. Too slow, those men. Deadly, when they needed to be, but he outpaced them too easily. Sometimes his sister Adira would tease him about his hours spent in the gym, but this was precisely what those moments were for—when he had to take matters into his own hands. He’d watched his father do the same time and again when he was a child, though he’d never seen him run after a woman. Not even his mother. Kyril didn’t care.

      His headlong sprint across the train station, warm from all the people crowding the platform, was beginning to cause a murmur in the air. The voices rose as he zigzagged through the people waiting there, his security team twenty paces back and utterly useless in the event that he was ambushed. But he wouldn’t be ambushed. He would make it to Hannah, come hell or high water.

      Snippets of conversation—questions, really—came at him in broken fragments.

      “Hey, watch where you’re⁠—”

      “Who’s that⁠—”

      A man sprinting through the train station was noteworthy enough to draw people’s attention. If that didn’t do it, the six men on Kyril’s security team would. Kyril breathed in through his nose and forced his jaw to relax. It wasn’t in his nature to chase like this, a run verging on an all-out sprint, but his need to find Hannah—to see her, to touch her—was so strong that it overwhelmed his reservations.

      Hannah lifted her head from the bag, her eyebrows rising. She must have heard the crowd’s hum getting louder, and nothing in front of her was that much of a spectacle.

      She turned.

      In one smooth motion, she faced him, holding the bag close to her stomach as if he were a pickpocket coming for her purse. She went still, eyes wide with shock. They were green, those eyes of hers, green shot through with a startling ring of gold around her pupils. He thought of that gold ring at night when he woke from dreams about her. Three months, and he’d thought of her every day.

      And every night.

      He closed the gap between them, and she stood as still as a stone pillar in the desert, not moving a muscle. It was only when he stopped abruptly in front of her that she jerked the pointed oval of her chin to the side, as if she were looking for a way out. Hannah’s grip tightened around the strap of her bag, and Kyril consciously relaxed his fists. It wouldn’t do any good to drag her out of the train station, because Hannah wasn’t the type to come quietly. No, she’d go kicking and screaming, and then it would be an event. An unforgettable, embarrassing event. Not behavior befitting Sheikh Kyril, the ruler of Al-Dashalid.

      “Kyril.” Her lips, dressed up in red lipstick that made him want to lean in and devour her with kisses, parted again, but she had no words. “I—” She swallowed hard. “You’re here. What are you doing in Paris?”

      An urgency that he thought he’d trained himself not to feel pounded in his ears, a smile spreading across his face. “What am I doing here? Trying to find you before you step on a train and disappear into the ether.”

      “Even if I wanted to disappear into the ether—and I don’t, because that sounds awful—I couldn’t.” She seemed to struggle between a smile and a frown. “Not via this train, anyway.”

      “No?” He cocked his head to the side, considering her. A gauzy pink sundress hugged the curves of her body as if it was made for her. His palms ached to be pressed against those curves. “Have you come here for a little getaway? An escape from life?”

      The corner of her mouth turned up in a woeful grin. “Ha. In order to escape you have to have a train ticket, and mine disappeared.”

      It wasn’t the first time she’d misplaced an item like that. During their week together—that heady, passionate week—she’d lost her ticket to a special exhibit at one of the museums not far from his residence. It was sold out for the day, and he’d had to pull rank in order to get them in.

      Now that she was within arm’s reach, he felt a strangely determined calm. The thrill of the chase was over. He’d caught her. He also caught the worried glance she tossed toward the huge clock in the center of the station.

      “Come with me.” He put a hand on her arm, a firm but gentle suggestion. “I have a plane. I’ll take you anywhere you want to go.”

      “No.” Hannah was adamant. “I want to take the train. It’s part of the experience.”

      “A private plane, Hannah.”

      “I don’t fly.”

      Kyril sighed. Her voice was firm. “I’ll get you another ticket, then.” His accompanying her on the train, security team in tow, would never fly.

      “You don’t have to do that.” She reached down into the opening of her bag again. “I’m sure it’s around here somewhere. Or else it’s between the ticket counter and the information desk. That’s the only place⁠—”

      “I’ll replace your ticket.” Hannah met his eyes, cheeks reddening, and he had a flash of her face as she tilted her head back against a pure white pillow case, those same lips parted in ecstasy. “But hurry. We don’t have much time.”

      “I saw you running.” She pitched her voice low as the security team caught up to them, hanging back several paces in a loose semicircle. They had some privacy—almost. “You chased me through the train station, and now you’re going to let me carry on with my trip?”

      “I’m not sure that it was technically a chase, since you weren’t running.” He steered her toward the ticket counter. “This time, at least. You’re a surprisingly difficult woman to find.”

      “I’ve been traveling.”

      They stopped in front of the ticket window, and Kyril turned her to face him. “I’ve been looking for you for weeks. Your landlord said you were on a world tour. I didn’t believe him at first. But here you are, in Paris.” He felt it, then, the relief of finding her after the hectic search.

      “Here I am. And so are you.”

      “The food is incredible in Paris. And sometimes, if you’re looking for a woman, she might appear here, too.”

      Hannah laughed warily. “I’m trying to get out. Hence the train ticket.”

      “Tell me.” He was overwhelmed with the urge to know. “Did you plan to come back to Al-Dashalid? Or are you taking a world tour to escape from the memory of our time together?” He leaned in close, so that his lips were nearly brushing her ear, and breathed in the fresh, floral scent of her. “Or did you miss it?”

      He loved the smile that graced her lips. “I did miss it. But that’s—that’s not why I planned the trip.” She shifted from side to side, the bag still held firmly in front of her, and bit her lip. “I didn’t expect to see—” She pinched the thought off mid-sentence. “Venice is next on my agenda. I didn’t think you’d be here to…to make it happen for me.”

      “We could pick up where we left off, now that I’ve managed to find you.”

      She pressed her lips into a thin line. “I wanted to tell you….” The space between her words lingered in the air. “Thank you. For the incredible time. I left without saying that before, and it’s weighed on me.” Something else was left unsaid, he was sure of it. But he didn’t press.

      “You’re welcome.” He resisted the urge to press a kiss to the curve of her neck and stepped up to the ticket counter. Kyril ordered the replacement ticket in fluent French, and the woman behind the glass batted her eyes at him.

      “Better hurry,” she replied in her native French. “The train is leaving.”

      As if on cue, the whistle blew again, shrill and urgent.

      “It’s leaving!” Hannah squeaked, her voice rising in panic. “Kyril⁠—”

      He took Hannah’s hand. She didn’t pull hers away. “Let’s go, let’s go. You can still catch it, hurry⁠—”

      He rushed her toward the train, the seconds ticking away around them. Kyril wanted badly, with every fiber of his being, to wrap her in his arms and take her away with him. He’d settle for keeping her hand in his. But he couldn’t afford to get caught up in emotions like this. The whistle screeched again, a final warning, and he squeezed her hand and guided her onto the silver train.

      Hannah stepped into the wide-open doors. She turned back to look at him, hiking her bag up to her shoulder.

      That was when he saw it.

      The gentle curve of her belly under the sundress.

      It was a shock that ran from his head to his toes, ice followed by a surprise that was pure heat.

      “I was going to tell you.” She was eye level with him, standing one step up, and her face was stricken, undecided. “I didn’t plan on meeting you here.”

      “Is it mine?”

      There was no hint of deviousness in those big green eyes of hers, only an electric truth. “It is.”

      “Mine.” His mind seized on the details. The little rise in the hem of her sundress where the bump lifted the fabric. The way the curves of her body were smooth and glowing. Her skin shone, and in the center of it all, her eyes searched for her face. Was she looking for excitement? Disapproval? Could she see the storm that raged in the center of his chest?

      His hands rose, and he pressed his palms against that curve. Oh, it was like a sigh of relief, touching her like this, and underneath his palms he felt it—an incandescent spark of life.

      One they’d created together.

      Hannah leaned into his hands, an imperceptible shift of her weight, and he slid his hands around to the sides of her waist. A new life, there between his hands. A new life that was his. He could hold her like this forever.

      The train shuddered, the brakes releasing, and he dropped his hands away from her and stepped back.

      “Goodbye, Kyril,” she said, and the doors of the train slid closed between them.

      “Sir? Is everything all right?” The head of his security team drew close. Hannah turned away, disappearing into the car.

      The train pulled away without him, leaving him standing alone on the platform.
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      Kyril had let her go.

      Hannah sat heavily in one of the blue padded seats of the train’s dining compartment, empty at the moment except for one uniformed waiter at the opposite end.

      She couldn’t believe it.

      He’d gone so far as to guide her by the hand off the platform, onto the train, and away from him. She’d turned away from the door the moment it closed, but that didn’t stop her from imagining his dashing, suited figure getting smaller and smaller by the moment.

      It wasn’t like him to let her out of his sight like this. They’d spent one week together, three months ago, and he’d never taken his eyes off her. Heat raced down the back of her neck at the memory of those dark wells of passion tracing the curves of her body as she stretched out in bed, feeling lazily beautiful and glamorous for the first time in her life.

      “God, Hannah,” he’d said, putting the pads of his fingers where his eyes had lingered. “How will I breathe without you?”

      She’d taken it as a throwaway compliment, but even so, he’d been so protective. Always standing close by, always his hand on her elbow, steering her away from any possible danger. It was the kind of thing that would have driven her crazy if some American frat boy had tried it in college. Hannah could take care of herself, thank you very much, but with Kyril…she’d found his attentions so sexy that they heated up the air around her and scorched her lungs in the most pleasant way.

      His attentions—not to mention his body. He had the finest body Hannah had ever seen on a man. Every muscle defined on his long, lean frame. His jawline was sharp, like cut glass, and his dark eyes were hypnotizing.

      Hannah shook her head and forced herself to focus on the ticket in her hands. She didn’t speak much French, but she gathered from the words printed on the paper that he’d secured her a private sleeper berth. She blushed, thinking of sharing it with him, and then again, thinking of how she’d only splurged on a four-person compartment when she purchased the original ticket. Not Kyril. He’d want her to be as safe as possible. He’d want her to have a door to lock behind her, to keep everyone else out.

      But why hadn’t he come with her, to ensure her safety? It was so him to buy her a train ticket to Venice to replace the one she’d lost. It wasn’t even the first time he’d plucked her out of a situation like this; the last time it was outside the Museum of Art in the heart of Al-Dashalid’s capital city. The sun had played in his dark hair as he bent toward the ticket window, flashing that signature smile at the woman behind the counter. She hadn’t been able to forget it, that smile. His teeth gleamed white, and his full lips were perfectly framed by his elegantly trimmed beard and mustache. It had been just the same on the train station platform. A shiver of pleasure shimmied down her shoulders and back. The things his mouth could do…

      “Something to eat, madam? Dinner service is beginning.”

      She looked up into the uniformed waiter’s face. “Oh, yeah. Food—that sounds good.” Her stomach growled. It was hit or miss, these days. Sometimes she was so ravenous it was all she could do not to rip open packages on the way home from the store. Other times, the small life growing in her belly made her want to spit out everything she tasted.

      Hannah put her bag on the chair next to her, tucking her ticket into its wide top pocket. It was a little crazy, she knew. The bag was huge and probably a welcome target for pickpockets, but she could carry everything she needed in it, up to and including two changes of clothes. She’d sent a small suitcase ahead to Venice so she wouldn’t have to carry it on the train, one of the perks of planning ahead.

      The compartment began to fill around her. A group of four men, bachelors by the looks of them, took a seat at the far end of the car and ordered a round of drinks. Hannah longed for a sip of a sparkling moscato but settled for pasta in a wonderful, light sauce instead. Her dinner arrived, steaming and warm. One by one, the tables filled, and Hannah ordered more rolls. They were delicious and light, and she could not get enough of them.

      “Do you mind if I sit with you?”

      The petite woman, about Hannah’s height, appeared at the side of her table while she had a mouthful of roll. Hannah covered her mouth with her hand. “Of course,” she said around the roll, gesturing to the empty seats as she swallowed. “I need a friend,” she said jokingly, and the woman laughed.

      “Cecily,” she said, sinking gratefully into the seat across from Hannah. “Traveling alone can be exhausting.”

      “At least we get to see Venice.”

      Cecily’s eyes lit up. “Is it your first time?”

      Hannah took in a deep breath. “To Venice? I’ve never been before. This is only my second time in Europe.”

      Cecily picked up the menu and scanned her dinner options. “What kind of trip is it? Are you celebrating something?” Her eyes twinkled. “I can think of lots of reasons a girl might want a solo trip.”

      Hannah laughed. “In a way. I’m pregnant.” The words tasted strange on her lips. “And I want to see the world before the baby comes. It’s funny, because my younger sister, Helen, just went off to college—” She shook her head, laughing. “You don’t want to hear about all this.”

      “Yes, I do.” Cecily put the menu down onto the table with a thwap. “I’ve been traveling alone for a month. I’m dying for an intimate conversation. Did you look after your sister?”

      “Yes,” Hannah admitted. “We lost our parents when I was eighteen. I couldn’t bear to have anyone else take care of her, so I raised her.” She flicked her eyes up to the ceiling. “The moment she’s grown up, I get pregnant. It’s a hot mess.”

      “A hot mess in Venice,” joked Cecily.

      “Venice and Paris and everywhere else I can fit in. I want to see it all. This might be my last chance for a long time.” Hannah danced in her seat. “I’ve got to live it up.” She didn’t mention that at the end of her trip, Kyril would be waiting for her—waiting for the conversation she didn’t want to have. Yes, he was so hot he made the soles of her shoes melt, but it wasn’t a forever kind of relationship. Hannah knew she wouldn’t make a good wife, not for a sheikh anyway. But a good co-parent? That, she could do. “Tell me about you, Cecily. Take my mind off my swollen feet.”
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      Kyril paced his opulent suite in the Gritti Palace hotel, twisted the signet ring he always wore, and watched the street lamps glitter on the Grand Canal.

      He’d beaten Hannah to Venice.

      It had been simple—a quick trip on his private jet—but now that he was here, ensconced in one of the most beautiful rooms in the city, he could not quiet his thoughts.

      Pregnant. She was pregnant.

      It had been a complete shock, that recognition.

      He’d chased her across Europe for different reasons entirely. For one, he had not been able to stop thinking about the taste of her kisses, or the way her body moved against his in bed, or the way she looked so thoughtfully at everything they saw in Al-Dashalid, from the ornate public fountains to the art exhibit he’d talked his way into, and more. The way she laughed, her smile wide and free. The jewelry she wore, splashes of color against her neck and earlobes, as bright as she was.

      He’d never felt that way about anyone else before. No matter what he did, she was never far from his thoughts. He could not shake her off. So it seemed only natural that he would find her again. He was twenty-nine, and it was an ancient law in Al-Dashalid that the ruler, and his heirs after him, must be married by thirty. He couldn’t stomach it, rushing in with someone sight unseen, but with Hannah…

      Well, he wanted her by his side.

      He wanted to stop the train, scoop her up in his arms, and whisk her away to a place with thick walls, swarming with security. The need to keep her—and their baby—safe burned in his chest, squeezing at his heart. If he'd known…if the train hadn't pulled away before he could act, he never would have let her make the trip alone. Kyril’s hands clenched into fists. The energy was too much to contain. He needed to get a handle on it before she arrived in Venice.

      Kyril snatched his phone from where it lay on a marble-topped side table next to the bed and dialed the number of the only person he wanted to speak to, other than Hannah.

      “Son, it’s late for a call.” His father answered the phone with no preamble, no gruff tone to his voice. He’d been awake. He was often awake in the stillness of the night. He enjoyed it, he’d told Kyril, now that he didn’t have the worries of the country on his shoulders. No, that was for his son.

      “I’m sorry. I’ll call back.” Kyril said the words, but he knew what his father would say next.

      “Don’t. Tell me what’s happened.” Kyril never called this late for no reason and Zafir, his father and former ruler of Al-Dashalid, knew it.

      “I spent a week with a woman about three months ago.”

      “What woman?”

      “An American on holiday.” A pressing nervousness rose to Kyril’s chest. His mother had been at the forefront of the pressure to be married, but he knew his father wanted the same thing. And now…he might as well say it bluntly, get it over with. “She’s pregnant. And the baby is mine.”

      There was a silence.

      And then, “Congratulations, my son. Fatherhood! Who ever thought it would come so soon?” There was a warmth to Zafir’s voice that shocked Kyril and pleased him in equal measure.

      “Certainly not me.”

      Zafir laughed, his happiness ringing over the line. “I’m ready to be a grandfather, even if you’ve been caught unprepared.”

      “I don’t know what to do.” Kyril moved to the window and put a hand to his hair. “She seems to want nothing to do with me.” He hadn’t mentioned his frantic search across Europe for Hannah to his parents, thinking he’d turn up with her as his fiancée and all of that would fade into the past, right in line with the country’s ancient law breathing down his neck. He was running out of time to marry, a requirement for keeping the throne. “I…met with her in Paris and she got on a train to Venice without looking back.”

      “Keep your mind where it belongs, Kyril.” Zafir’s voice took a serious tone. “She’s not your wife—not yet. And a woman cannot be wooed by a man chasing after her. She has to come to you on her own.”

      “But—”

      “I know it can be difficult, son. Waiting is never easy. But you can’t force her into a happy marriage. Let her know you are open to talking, but don’t push her. And whatever you do, don’t chase her to Venice.”

      “All right.” Kyril didn’t bother confirming or denying his location. “Thank you for your advice. I’ll move slowly.”

      “Best for all the lives involved,” his father said. “A child! For my oldest child. What a wonder. Call me whenever you need, Sheikh Kyril.” His father’s sense of humor shone whenever he called him by his formal title. He did not do it often, only when he was feeling particularly amused by his oldest son.

      “I will.”

      Kyril hung up the phone and tossed it onto the bed, where it bounced once and fell to the floor with a sharp clatter. His father was going soft in his retirement. That was the only explanation for this advice, which he certainly wasn’t going to follow.

      Let Hannah roam Europe, alone and vulnerable, while she carried his child? Not a chance.
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      Hannah’s heart still fluttered against her breastbone as she lifted the strap of her bag to her shoulder and waited for the train to stop in Venezia Saint Lucia, the only stop in Venice proper. She’d watched the sun rise as the train rumbled through Verona—fair Verona—from the comfort of the private sleeper car, the sheet slung over her shoulders. Kyril’s face as the train doors closed in the Gare de Lyon had kept her up most of the night.

      She stepped carefully from the train onto the gray brickwork and squared her shoulders. A clear, bright morning in Venice. What could be better? Hannah took a deep breath and raised her eyes to the blue and yellow sign pointing the way out through a hallway lined with shops encased in gleaming glass, travelers tugging rolling suitcases, and Kyril.

      Her heart beat faster at the sight of him, standing casually in his dark suit, eyes scanning the platform. His gaze fell on her, and he straightened, power evident in the strong lines of his shoulders, and it was then that she realized she wasn’t alone.

      Kyril was thirty feet away, but a man in a pleasantly dull outfit—dress pants and a blue dress shirt—fell into place beside her.

      “Good morning, Miss George.” His accent reminded her more of the marketplace in Al-Dashalid than Kyril’s did.

      “You must have traveled fast, to beat me here.” Her face felt hot, flushed, even though she couldn’t say she was surprised. It made sense that Kyril was here, waiting. That was why he’d allowed her to board the train. He was already planning to follow. Or lead, she supposed.

      She walked faster, slightly ahead of the bodyguard. Kyril had a few of his own casually ringed around him, and she felt drawn to him as if by gravity itself. Run, said a small part of her heart. But the majority was too entranced.

      Kyril greeted her with a smile that sent warmth down to the tips of her toes. “Hannah. Did you sleep well?”

      She found herself smiling back. “As well as could be expected.”

      “Good,” he said, giving a commanding nod to the knot of bodyguards. “Then you’ll be ready for all I’ve planned.”
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      Hannah lifted her face toward the sun as the boat rocked gently beneath her, carrying all of them toward the main island of Venice. Even the daylight seemed rich, sitting next to Kyril, his security arranged around them. She ached to inch closer, but no—better to keep a little distance until they could really talk. The motor of the boat, blending with the rush of the wind, made speaking impossible. Even if it hadn’t, the sights would have taken her breath away.

      St. Mark’s Square, growing larger in the distance. The sun glittering on the sweeping water of the canals. And Kyril’s muscled forearms, dark beneath his flawlessly rolled sleeves. His shirt was a pure white. So it begins. Hannah thought she’d had a month of freedom left, but the time fled in those snatches of sleep on the train, while she wasn’t paying attention.

      Landfall.

      The wide dock, ringed with freshly painted rails, welcomed them to the ancient city on the canals, and Hannah’s breath caught. The earth-toned buildings in reds and yellows hummed with adventure. She could lose herself in the narrow streets, exploring for hours.

      But there was Kyril, with a determined smile. He glanced down at the curve of her belly underneath a dark blue sundress. “We should talk.” It wasn’t a question.

      Hannah shifted her weight from side to side, and the heat spreading across her chest felt uncomfortably like a sunburn. “We could go to my hotel.” She raised a hand to shade her eyes from the sun. “It’s close by, I think.”

      “No need to worry about a hotel.” Kyril’s smile grew even more brilliant. “If it’s a hotel you want, I have just the place.”
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      She’d never seen such an opulent room.

      When Hannah had met Kyril in Al-Dashalid, they’d stayed in royal properties away from the palace. This hotel room, overlooking the Grand Canal, was at least as stunning.

      “This is where you’re staying?”

      It was a stupid question, but she couldn’t help it. The dark furniture, polished to a high shine, was somehow delicate and imposing all at once. The bed linens were meticulously folded, and the crystal glasses on the water stand winked in the sun.

      “We’re staying here,” Kyril said easily, and for once, she was too speechless to argue. How could she, with the canal below, the buildings beckoning her from the other side, and the most beautiful man on the planet settling into a small sofa behind her? Kyril had even arranged for her small suitcase to be delivered from her former hotel. It was perched next to one of the bedroom doors.

      “You’re right.” She turned away from the wide windows and faced Kyril. He nodded to a matching sofa facing the one he sat on, looking every bit a king, and Hannah flushed with nerves. “We should talk.” She eased herself onto the other sofa and willed herself to meet his eyes.

      What was she going to open with? I need time to travel, and I’ve put a lot of thought into each destination. Right. That was it.

      But Kyril spoke first.

      “We need to get married.”
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      “What—” Hannah lost the thread of her sentence. Words whirled through her mind, none of them settling on the tip of her tongue. “You—we—” What was this? Baby brain? Complete shock? There was no way he’d just proposed. And so bluntly, as if it was a given.

      Kyril leaned forward, dark gaze burning into hers. “You haven’t said. How is the baby? Is everything proceeding smoothly?”

      “Y—yes.” This topic felt firm under her feet, like the dock after the back and forth sway of the boat. “I’m about three months along. Obviously.” Color rushed to her cheeks. “Our timing was⁠—”

      “Impeccable.” He was so confident, so unfazed. “I’m relieved to have found you. You shouldn’t be running around Europe alone—not in your condition. And unmarried at that.”

      Married? What did marriage have to do with any of it? Of course he was the father, but⁠—

      The realization that he planned to marry her—and soon—crashed into her like an ocean storm.

      He pressed his palms together in front of him. “It’s a perfect fit, Hannah. That’s my view.”

      “What’s a perfect fit?” This baby—this unexpected life growing in her belly—seemed more of an earthquake than a puzzle piece sliding into place.

      “You.” His eyes followed the lines of her face. “The child. Our marriage will untie many knots.”

      He had that way of speaking, in pretty curlicues, and she let the words fall softly across her skin. “What knots, Kyril?” It seemed to Hannah that marriage would only create more of them, but he’d come all this way to find her. She’d let him have his chance to speak.

      “You’re the only woman I’ve ever wanted to marry. I don’t think you understand—” He shook his head, his eyes shining. “I couldn’t forget you. Not for a single moment. You’re the only woman I’ve ever wanted to make my wife.” He laughed, the low rumble of his voice sending a wave of pleasure through her belly. “Even I couldn’t have planned it so well. The ancient laws of Al-Dashalid—do you know of them?”

      A thought from a guidebook she’d read long ago teased at the edge of her mind. “I’ve heard something, but please, enlighten me.”

      “By law, in order to retain my place at the head of the government, I must marry by the time I turn thirty.”

      All the separate threads—the baby, the marriage he insisted on so confidently—twisted together at the center of Hannah’s chest. She struggled for a breath. No. This wasn’t the way. She wasn’t in love with Kyril. She’d enjoyed the week they spent together. She would never forget the lines of his body against hers. But marriage? No. They could co-parent without marrying. People did it all the time.

      “Kyril—”

      He raised a hand, cutting her off. “You don’t have to agree with me now. But it’s a sign, Hannah. We have to get married.” He leaned back against the sofa.

      “We—” Her heart beat wildly as she cast about for something to say. Anything to say. ”You’re not thirty yet, are you? If you’re not—” Hannah tried again. “We don’t have to rush into this.”

      “What’s the point in waiting? By the time the baby is born, we could be well settled in Al-Dashalid and⁠—”

      It was too much. She grabbed her bag and stood. Where was the exit? The room was full of doors, but where was the one that led her out, where she could breathe? “I have to go.”

      Kyril was on his feet in an instant. “Go where? Hannah⁠—”

      “My hotel.” She fought for composure. “I haven’t checked in yet, and if I’m not there soon, I’ll lose my deposit. We’ll talk soon, Kyril.” She moved toward a hallway, hoping it was the one that led to the elevator.

      “Hannah, stop.” Kyril stepped to her side, his hand hovering in the air next to her arm. “I’ve—” She breathed him in, the spicy, clean scent of him, and bit her lip. “Perhaps I’ve come on too strong. We can set this aside for the moment, yes?” His accent was entrancing. As much as she wanted to leave, she wanted to hear his voice even more.

      “Yes. Let’s set this aside. We can come back to this in the morning, if⁠—”

      “We can come back to it in a month, if that’s what you want. But in return, you must do one thing for me.” Kyril’s expression turned serious, his eyes betraying a care that struck her deeply.

      “What’s that?”

      “Stay with me.” He gestured back toward the open expanse of the suite. “There are two bedrooms. You can have your own.” She opened her mouth to decline, but then his glance fell back to her belly. “It’s far safer here, with my security team across the hall. For everyone.”
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      The bed in the second bedroom of Kyril’s suite was like a cloud, and Hannah fell asleep in spite of herself. She was in Venice. She lay awake, staring at the elaborate pattern on the ceiling, and before she could stop herself, she’d slipped into a dream, soothing and comfortable. She reclined on a beach chair next to a sparkling pool. It was warm, not hot, and the sun kissed her skin. A sweating drink stood next to her chair and she was content, utterly content, not a single worry crossing her mind. “Hannah,” said Kyril, from somewhere in her dream, but when she turned her head, her cheek touched the cool pillow, and she stirred, stretching briefly in the empty bed before falling back to sleep.

      She woke in the morning with a deep, excited breath and leapt from the bed. The private bathroom was a revelation, all dark tiles and gleaming fixtures. The soap was a fine blend of citrus and lavender that made her feel like a princess.

      When she stepped out of her room, hair swept back into an elegant bun, a teal sundress flowing around her knees, Kyril was waiting at the breakfast table, buttering a pastry. His face brightened at the sight of her.

      “Good morning, Hannah.”

      “Great morning.” She sat at the table without a moment’s hesitation and dug in to the delicate bowls of bright strawberries and warm rolls. “I can’t wait to see the city. It’s been years since—” Hannah thought of all the nights she’d spent as a teenager, reading about the great cities of the world on the Internet and wishing she could visit herself. “I’ve wanted to be here for a long time.”

      This tour had been a daydream of hers through many long days at work and many long nights of sitting with Helen, cajoling her into doing her homework until Hannah’s own eyes had burned with exhaustion. It had been a long road, getting her sister off to college, and though she didn’t begrudge her any of it, there was a certain weight lifted from her shoulders now that Helen was off on her own.

      Kyril glanced down to a newspaper taking up one end of the table. “There’s a special exhibit at the Guggenheim. Perhaps we should start there.” He scanned the column, his eyebrows raised in interest. “Matisse—could be very interesting. I could send a guard right now for tickets.”

      “No.” Hannah shook her head. That was a little forceful. “I mean—I already have a full itinerary planned.” She rose from her seat, the soles of her feet sinking into the plush carpeting, and padded back to her room. The printed itinerary was in her purse. Back at the table, she presented it to Kyril, her pulse quickening. She’d filled every moment of the day with sights across the city. Not one hour would be wasted.

      He looked at it, the corners of his mouth turning down into a frown. “This one—” The pad of his finger lingered over the description of a lace-making tour. “It’s a tourist trap. We’ll skip that.” Hannah was irritated. “But we could still make the glass blowing exhibition later.” He tilted his head, considering. “Though it could be dangerous, being so close to that heat. It might be best to steer clear. There are famous chocolatiers in the city,” he decided. “I’ll send one of my men to scout us a tour.”

      “Send him all you want.” She took a bite of roll, the bread melting on her tongue. “I’m not going.”

      He stopped, his eyebrows halfway to the ceiling. She could see it clearly on his face—people didn’t flatly deny him anything. Not Sheikh Kyril. Her skin hummed with the risk of it all, of provoking anger in those black eyes. But here, at the sunny breakfast table, she felt bold.

      “What?” He sounded as disbelieving as he looked.

      “I’m not going,” she repeated. “I’m in Venice, and I want to see everything on that list.” She raised her chin and faced him, letting his eyes heat her all the way down her spine. If she wasn’t careful, those eyes could trap her here all day. All year, even. They could draw her right down the aisle, and she’d be married before she could say boo. “I don’t want a tourist trap, so maybe we can replace that with your museum, but I’m going to see glass getting blown. My decision’s final.”

      Kyril watched her for a long moment. She thought of apologizing. What would she apologize for? She was well within her rights⁠—

      But then he grinned at her, eyes sparkling, full lips moving into a smile that shone with amusement. Hannah felt her shoulders relax, her grip on the piece of bread loosen. “All right, Ms. George. Your wish is my command.”
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      The day passed in a playful tug of war that left Hannah feeling invigorated and exasperated. He’d been honest—he made her wishes his top priority. Kyril made sure she saw a glass-blowing demonstration, sandwiched between a heavenly gelato shop and a cool, solemn tour of the oldest church in Venice. She had to admit that he knew of some hidden spaces that she hadn’t been able to find with her Internet searches. Gardens tucked into gated areas in narrow alleyways that turned out to be bursting with flowers. Alcoves in churches that had touches straight out of history. Kyril, with his hand on her elbow, had guided her through each one with a smile and a quiet confidence that she found unbearably sexy.

      The overprotective attitude, not so much.

      At the glass studio, he made her sit in the farthest row—to protect her from the fire—and when they went on the boat to Burano he put her life jacket over her head himself. She’d been the only one on the boat in a bright red vest. He wouldn’t let her go anywhere with scaffolding.

      “The buildings have stood for this long,” she’d grumbled under her breath, but for every place they walked past, he found one that was equally as charming.

      Little by little, her purse grew heavier. She bought an ornament from the glass blowing demonstration, a postcard from the gift shop at the Guggenheim, a little figurine of a Venetian gondola.

      It was the jewelry shop that caught her in its web, at the very end of the day.

      They’d taken a final tour—an exhibit of Venetian jewelry from the 15th century—and the museum had let out into a small room of cases, the jewelry glittering inside. Helen would love it.

      She lingered over one of the cases. Pretty necklaces shone inside, imitations of the ones from the exhibit, and after a moment Kyril stood by her side, looking down into the case with her.

      “Which one of these do you think is nicer?” She could picture both of them on Helen’s neck, picture her face lighting up with surprise.

      “Neither,” he said simply.

      “What?”

      He leaned in, his breath caressing the curve of her ear. “These aren’t quality pieces. It’s the same as what you’ll find in a stall on the street for anyone to buy.” His fingers brushed down her back, a feather-light touch. “You deserve something special.”

      She snorted. She couldn’t help it. “My budget isn’t special. Besides, I’m just looking for something to remember Venice by. Something to bring to my sister back home.”

      Kyril turned back, eyebrows raised. “I’ll give you something to remember Venice by.”

      The words lit a fire at the base of her belly, but she laughed, moving close and leaning into him. Helen wouldn’t care if the jewelry wasn’t priceless. She’d want it to have a story. She’d want to hear about the exhibit, wandering through the cool hush of the museum, accompanied by the most handsome and powerful man Hannah had ever met. Oh, and his bodyguards, ever discreet, ever present. Hannah’s sister would drink in every word.

      “I’m sure you will,” Hannah said smoothly. She looked back down into the case. The chain on the left, delicate and silver, ended in a tiny pendant of glass, molded into the shape of a heart. Her own heart squeezed at the sight of it—for the baby in her belly, for her sister across the ocean, and for Kyril, so solid and powerful at her side. Not an ounce of him betrayed any impatience. He seemed ready to wait for her all evening, if that was what she wanted. She pointed to the heart pendant just as the store attendant appeared behind the case with a solicitous smile.

      “I’ll take that one.”
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      Kyril tied the knot in his tie, then surveyed it in the mirror.

      Crooked.

      His hands weren’t steady, and he paced away from the bathroom, listening for any sign that Hannah had woken. She’d entered the suite with an incredible yawn when they returned, the sun tilting into late afternoon, and hadn’t argued when he suggested a little rest.

      He hadn’t expected to be nervous.

      It had been his idea, this evening's outing. He’d told her to be ready to go at eight o’clock sharp and dressed to impress. He shouldn’t be the one struggling with his tie.

      Kyril stalked back to the bathroom and tugged the tie from his neck, starting over. This time, he twisted it with precise motions, no room for error, and it was neatly around his neck when he was finished.

      Everything was in place.

      He’d made the calls as soon as he was sure Hannah was asleep. The meal. The surprise visit. It was all perfection and would be a memory she could treasure for the rest of her life. It wouldn’t be one of those awful affairs he’d seen in American movies, with the father of the bride glowering from the front row. He made a small noise of disgust. No. Not for Hannah. It would need to be something special—a gorgeous surprise she would never forget.

      “Kyril?”

      Her voice was clear and soft from the main room, and he flicked off the bathroom light and went to her.

      Hannah stood in the center of the suite, the last of the night’s sunset glowing in her hair. She looked so radiant his breath hitched and stopped. She smiled at him, one eyebrow arched. “Will I do?”

      He moved closer. Her dress was a flowing navy, draping gracefully over the little rise of her belly, and he had to resist the urge to rest his palm there. She’d twisted her hair away from her face in a sleek chignon, and elegant studs winked from her earlobes. She was perfection. He wanted to put his hands on the curve of her waist and back her right into his bedroom, but he ignored the ache of his cock, standing at attention but contained by the fabric of his pants.

      “Will you do?” He chuckled, watching a pretty blush come to her cheeks. “All of Venice will want a glimpse of you. You look gorgeous.”

      “Thank you. I put in my best effort.” She grinned, an endearing wrinkle in her nose. Kyril pushed down the urge to run a thumb over the line of her jaw and offered her his arm instead.

      “Shall we?”

      “I’m starving,” said Hannah, and tugged him toward the door. “So, yes, we shall.”
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      Her hand felt small in his. Delicate. Kyril relished every moment of Hannah’s joy while they lingered over dinner at a tiny but exquisite restaurant on the Grand Canal, watching the gondolas float by on the surface of the water and sipping Perrier, and he wished he didn't ever have to let go of her hand, even for an instant.

      “Why would anyone ever leave this place?” Hannah murmured, the warm evening wind playing at her hair. “Except to see the rest of the world, of course. Still…” She sighed, a satisfied smile curving her lips upward. “I’d come back here again. A hundred times.”

      Her voice made Kyril’s spine shiver with desire, but he only folded his napkin and set it down on the pristine tablecloth. “Wait until you see what I have planned next.”

      “A surprise?” Hannah’s eyes shone. “I suppose you’ve proven yourself more than once today. Lead the way!”
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      The shop was close enough to walk to in the sultry evening heat, and Kyril could feel Hannah’s pulse quickening even through her palm as they made their way through the alleys bathed in the glimmer of the street lights. He pulled her to a gentle halt in front of a narrow storefront, its window spilling light out onto the street.

      “What is this place?” Hannah breathed. “I was expecting gelato.”

      Kyril stepped forward and pulled the door open, ignoring the posted sign—CLOSED in big block letters. “I have something more decadent in mind.”

      Hannah followed him inside, into the hush of Venice’s most exclusive—and expensive—jewelry store. Kyril heard the hitch in her breath as they crossed the threshold and the door closed soundlessly behind them. The jewels winking in the cases put the display they’d seen at the museum to shame, and Hannah drank it all in, her grip tight on his elbow.

      “This is too much,” she said softly.

      “Just look.”

      He led her slowly past the cases with a firm hand. Hannah let her eyes linger on each piece, as if the shop were a museum unto itself. The man and woman behind the counter stayed back with small smiles, letting her enjoy herself.

      Hannah stopped at the very back of the store, in front of a wide case filled with engagement rings.

      “Would you like to try one on?” The saleswoman smiled gently at Hannah.

      Hannah’s face was pink with amusement, and her little grin warmed him to the core. “How could I refuse? All of it’s so beautiful.” She pressed her lips together and peered into the case. The saleswoman stepped forward instantly, her black suit perfectly pressed, and waited at attention. “Oooh. That one.” Hannah pointed into the case at a delicate creation—a sparkling diamond surrounded by sapphires. Fit for a queen. She giggled as the woman drew it from the case. “But only for a quick moment.”

      The saleswoman slipped it onto her finger, and Hannah beamed down at it, then turned to show Kyril. “Oh, it’s gorgeous, but I could never⁠—”

      He sank to one knee in front of her, his heart pounding.

      “It’s yours,” he began, and found that he had to steady himself to keep speaking. It had been a whirlwind day, a concentrated version of the week they’d spent together months ago, and all he wanted in the world was to line up a thousand days after this with Hannah. “I can give you this ring, Hannah. I can give you whatever you need in this life, anything your heart could possibly desire. It can all be yours.” She stared down at him, her mouth round with shock. “We can build our relationship. We can spend years on it, if you’d like. But I don’t want to spend another day without you as my wife. Marry me now, Hannah, and set off on our life together.”

      Hannah’s mouth closed, her cheeks darkening. “I—” For a heady instant he thought she might say yes. “Kyril, I—” She looked down at the ring on her finger, and her mouth twisted. His heart sank into his shoes. “This isn’t the way.” She swallowed hard and yanked the ring from her finger, thrusting it toward the saleswoman. “You’re not asking me to marry you, you’re telling me. And I’m not that person. If you thought all this—” She waved her hand at the store. “If you thought all this was going to convince me, you’re wrong. When I get married—if I get married—I’ll choose my husband, and nothing is going to change that for me.” Her eyes flashed, and Kyril stood, reaching for her. She stepped back. “Nothing. Not fate, not a baby, and not an expensive ring.” Hannah snapped her mouth shut, spun on her heel, and strode toward the door.

      He straightened his back, watching her go. Abir, one of his bodyguards, waited a cautious moment, then followed. Kyril swallowed down a strange ache in his throat and tried to calm the thudding pulse in his ears. He shoved down his embarrassment and let the weight of the salespeople’s eyes fall to the floor.

      Then he turned to the saleswoman, who stood frozen behind the case, the ring balanced in the palm of her hand.

      “Put it in a box. I’ll take it.”

      Her mouth formed a round O. “Are you certain, sir? It would be all right if⁠—”

      “It was my mistake.” He didn’t need her to tell him what would be all right and what wouldn’t. He flashed a confident smile at her, drawing his wallet from his pocket. “She’ll have her say. But in the meantime, I’m buying that ring.”

      “Right away, sir.” The saleswoman hurried to put the ring into a small velvet box, then tipped it gently into a cloth bag for him to carry. She rang up the purchase and handed him the bag and his card. “If I may—” She bit her lip. “Good luck, sir.”

      “Thank you, but I won’t need it.” Determination swelled in his chest. “I’ll show
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