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        Dear Reader,

      

        

      
        Don’t you love it when you stumble across your favorite theme in a book—such as secret baby, second chance, women in danger, enemies to lovers, virgin seduced, or harem temptations?

      

        

      
        As an author of over forty books I thought it would be fun to select books from my catalogue and combine them together by theme. So I did, and my Desert Duets was born!

      

        

      
        So pour yourself a cup or glass of your favorite drink, some chocolates (of course), get comfy, and spoil yourself with a double helping of your favorite type of romance!

      

        

      
        Enjoy!

      

        

      
        Diana

        x
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      Sheikh Rayan ibn Mohammed Aziz burst through the double doors of the palace’s meeting room and strode over to his two half-brothers—Sheikh Zeeshan, King of Ahmar, and Sheikh Adam, the youngest of the three.

      “Is it true?” Rayan said between gritted teeth, trying to contain the grief and anger which roiled just under the surface. “Is Madaniya dead?” His voice only trembled slightly as he spoke his half-sister’s name.

      Zeeshan stopped pacing and looked up at Rayan with a grief-stricken expression, which Rayan would never allow to show on his own face. Zeeshan nodded and looked away.

      Adam stepped forward and put his hand on Zeeshan’s shoulder in a gesture of solidarity. He looked at Rayan with his usual direct glare.

      “Yes,” Adam said. “It’s true. Her maid found her.”

      “Was she…” Rayan swallowed. “Is anyone else implicated?”

      Zeeshan shook his head again as he slumped into a chair and put his head in his hands. “No, no one. She died by her own hand.”

      Rayan turned away from the sight of his eldest half-brother almost destroyed by the news that their beautiful sister—so bright and fun-loving—was no longer alive.

      “Why? Why would she do this? Didn’t she say anything to anyone to explain this? Not a word to any of us?”

      “She told me,” Zeeshan said dully, “that she was about to marry the man she’d been seeing.”

      “Who?”

      “An English aristocrat by the name of Charles le Harivel. He was entirely unsuitable for her—much older, a playboy.” He shook his head. “I told her she was being foolish and she should reconsider. But she said that there was nothing to reconsider, and that, besides, she was pregnant and so marriage was inevitable.”

      “Pregnant?” Rayan gasped. “Madaniya was pregnant?” He couldn’t believe that his half-sister had been so foolish as to have unprotected sex.

      “Yes. She claimed she loved him,” Zeeshan said with a deep sigh. He shook his head. “She claimed they were to marry.”

      “And so… what happened?”

      Adam tossed his phone to Rayan, who read the message—the last message from his sister. He scanned it and then re-read it, and in a heartbeat his grief turned to anger. He passed the phone back to Adam.

      “He refused to marry her,” Zeeshan said. “That man refused to marry my sister and went off with someone else instead.”

      “Bastard!” said Adam between gritted teeth.

      Rayan clamped his mouth shut. ‘Bastard’ didn’t go anywhere near to what he thought of this man.

      “Where is he now?”

      “Charles le Harivel is currently sunning himself in the Caribbean with some young American blonde.”

      Rayan gave a tight nod. “Right.”

      The harsh sun shone into the room, illuminating the three brothers’ grief-stricken faces—three different men, one unavoidable conclusion.

      Zeeshan’s face hardened. “Our culture demands vengeance on this man who destroyed our most beloved sister.”

      “An eye for an eye…” said Adam.

      “And a tooth for a tooth,” finished Rayan. “And we will avenge our sister’s death in the time-honored way. What do we know about this man?”

      “He’s an English aristocrat with a large estate,” said Adam. “He’s extremely wealthy and he gets through women like water. Our sister didn’t stand a chance with him.”

      “The question is how to avenge our sister? We need to identify this man’s weakness,” said Zeeshan.

      “Does he have family?” Rayan asked.

      “One daughter,” Adam replied.

      “Is she married?”

      “No,” said Adam. “She appears to be single and living on the le Harivel estate in England. Her name is Lauren Alexandra le Harivel and she’s his only living child. It appears that she runs his estate and companies. Without her, he wouldn’t have any of his wealth or what little reputation he has.” He leaned heavily onto the table. “Apparently she’s the apple of his eye.”

      “How do you know all this?”

      “The moment I heard about Madaniya, I began researching everything we need to know about the man.” Adam flung a bundle of papers onto the table. “She’s his weak link. She’s his Achilles heel. It’s through her we can avenge Madaniya’s death.”

      Rayan twisted the papers around so he could see the photo of the woman. He frowned. “She’s plain—I wouldn’t look twice at her. Why is she the apple of his eye?”

      “She’s the last of the le Harivel line stretching back to the Norman Conquest, when the family were given the lands they still own. Whatever she looks like, not only is this woman running his empire, but she shares his name and his blood. The bloodline means everything to him. That, my brothers, is how we will get to him.”

      “Seduce and discard, just as this woman’s father did to our beloved sister.” For a moment, Zeeshan’s expression teetered on the cusp of indecision. Rayan put his hand on his brother, who he knew housed a softer heart than either him or Adam.

      “It must be done. You know there is no other way.”

      “Rayan’s right,” said Adam.

      All three pairs of eyes were trained on the grainy image of a woman’s pensive face, framed by a hat which appeared too large, and her father who appeared too domineering. The face itself told them nothing. It could have been drawn by a child. Indeterminate features, nervous eyes, a half-smile that appeared to expect nothing—which was good because nothing would be what she’d get.

      “I’ll do it,” Rayan said quietly. “I’ve nothing to lose and more anger than the two of you put together. Besides, Zeeshan, you have the country to run. You cannot be seen to be embroiled in this. Let me do it. I’d consider it an honor.”

      He knew he had them; he knew they couldn’t contradict him. They understood each other well and respected each other for their distinct personalities. Neither of his brothers could deny that he was the most suitable person for the job. He twisted the papers around again so he could read the woman’s name, rolled them up and tapped them on the table. He’d absorbed one piece of information only—her name. It was all he needed to focus his hatred on. He’d read up on the rest later.

      “Leave it to me.”

      He thrust the papers into his pocket and walked away. He didn’t need a second look at the papers. The name he’d focus his hate and anger on would burn in his mind forever.

      Lauren Alexandra le Harivel wouldn’t know what had hit her.
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        Two weeks later…

      

      

      “Fun in the sun,” Lauren Alexandra le Harivel read in the online gossip blog. The photo accompanying the blog showed her father—tanned and handsome with his thick gray hair and piercing blue eyes—and his latest conquest. This one was blonde, but otherwise in the same mode—tall, skinny, with unrealistically large breasts and lips that pouted without the woman having to bother to move a muscle—if she could. Lauren sometimes wondered if her father would have been able to tell his girlfriends apart in a line-up.

      She snapped the laptop closed and tried not to let the familiar feelings of rejection swamp her. He hadn’t been with her on her birthday for years, so why should she think this year would be any different?

      She tapped the shiny metal of the laptop with increased agitation. How could he treat her this way? He claimed she meant more to him than anything, and she’d always believed him, despite the lack of his actions backing up his words. But, with every passing year, her trust in his love had been chipped away. At first she’d been distressed, then sad, and now? She glanced out the window, her eyes momentarily blinded by the bright morning sunshine which had risen above the row of lime trees which lined the drive. And now, she felt nothing but anger—anger at always coming at the bottom of her father’s list of priorities.

      If he wouldn’t put her first, then she must. Starting today.

      She rose from the mahogany desk and looked out the tall window of the second-floor sitting room in which she did most of her work. She preferred the seclusion of the sitting room to her father’s library. It was quieter here, and she could manage the estate more effectively with her laptop than she could in person. Her staff didn’t dwarf her, and her quiet voice could be heard more effectively through written communication.

      And she also had the advantage of being able to see anyone entering or leaving the estate, as well as the courtyard and stables. It was her vantage point. But this morning, rather than checking out whether the deliveries had arrived for the estate farm, her gaze was once more directed to the stable yard. She soon saw who she was looking for.

      Tall, dark, and powerfully built, the estate’s newest employee was hard at work shaping a horse shoe. Despite the early hour, the sun was high in the sky, promising yet another brilliant summer’s day. Clearly it was already hot in the stable yard as the man had stripped off his shirt, revealing dark skin and muscles the likes of which Lauren had never seen before. None of the other workers were built like him and none, for sure, made her feel so compelled to stand and gaze at him. As he swung the hammer back and forth, the sun caught the gleam of sweat on his pumped-up muscles. The rhythmic ding of the iron shoe as it hit the anvil echoed around the cobbled stable yard. There was a strength in his actions, and a savagery about his movements, which heightened her primitive reaction to the sight of his bare back.

      And, if that weren’t enough, when he came close to the horse he changed. From aggressive and strong, his touch gentled while still being firm. Lauren’s skin prickled as she watched his hand sweep down the horse’s leg with a reassurance which meant the flighty Arab was instantly calmed. For some reason it made the breath in Lauren’s throat catch and hold until he’d finished fixing the racehorse’s shoe to her hoof.

      When he released the horse’s hoof back onto the cobbled ground, he swept his hand over the horse’s hindquarters and Lauren felt a corresponding shimmer of arousal at the sight. She swallowed, clutched at the heavy velvet curtains and kneeled weakly on the chintz-covered window seat, her eyes still fixed on the man. Then the man inclined his head to the horse as if he were talking to her, gave her another a gentle pat and led the horse away, disappearing from view behind the corner of the stables.

      Lauren was suddenly aware of how long she’d been standing staring at the man and guiltily looked around, reassured that she hadn’t been observed. Not that anyone paid her much attention, anyway. She stepped away from the window, took a deep breath, and sat back at her desk. But the laptop’s screensaver continued to swirl over her screen. The papers in her in-tray remained undisturbed and the ding of her phone went unanswered. Her thoughts lingered on the man.

      He’d arrived only a week ago. She hadn’t hired him. She left that sort of thing to her estate manager, but she’d seen his ability with horses, and she’d noticed him from the very first moment he’d arrived. He would have been hard to miss. Tall, broad, muscled and dark, his air was commanding in a way which had made her question the estate manager. He didn’t look like the average stable-hand, didn’t hold himself with the usual sullen, obsequious manner of one of the estate hands. But the manager had assured her he was nobody of significance—just a traveler who had amazing instincts with horses. After seeing how he’d handled the crazy Arab stallion they’d bought at enormous expense, the manager had hired him on the spot.

      And Lauren’s gaze had been hooked and captivated by the stranger every day since his arrival. Despite her discreet checks, all that was known of him was his name and his ability with horses.

      “Rayan,” she whispered to herself. It was a name as mysterious as the man himself.

      She should stay and work, but after reluctantly acknowledging to herself how unlikely that it was that her father would turn up for her birthday next week, she didn’t feel like working. What she felt like was being reckless, striking out—doing something for herself, only for herself. What she felt like was indulging her curiosity about the mysterious stranger with the exotic name, a gentle touch and a barely concealed primitive strength. There was something intoxicating about him, something she did not know how to describe, or how to rationalize. She only knew she wanted to get closer to him.

      She snapped shut the laptop. She was no use here. No, she’d find out a little more about this Rayan, and then she’d return to work. After all, it was essential for every employer to know about her employees, wasn’t it?

      She rose from the desk, picked up her sensible cardigan to hide the camisole she considered to be too revealing to wear outside the house, and walked to the door. She paused, glanced at the window, and tossed the cardigan onto a sofa. She preferred to wear discreet clothes, clothes which covered her bare skin. After all, it wouldn’t be seemly for the lady of the manor to walk around in the kind of clothes her father preferred his girlfriends to wear. But today, the sky was a brilliant blue and the sun’s rays which shone across the heirloom rug were bright. It was going to be a hot day. And, after such a long, cool winter and spring, Lauren was drawn to heat like a moth to a flame. She just hoped she wouldn’t burn.

      

      Rayan’s neck prickled, and he glanced up at the ivy-clad manor house. He thought he saw a movement at one of the second-floor windows, but it was gone before he could double-check. Maybe he’d imagined it. Maybe it was simply the warmth of the summer sunshine on his back. He’d forgotten how warm English summers could be. The temperatures were nowhere close to the unrelenting heat of the Ahmar desert, but warm enough to build up a sweat. Especially when shoeing a fine Arab mare, such as this one.

      He rubbed the horse’s flank, settling it as it nickered, as if sensing someone from her own part of the world. He took hold of the reins and walked the horse back to the stable. Only when she was comfortable did he leave the stable, sliding the bolt behind him. Through the top of the stable door, the mare poked out her head as if reluctant to break the connection. Rayan smiled and rubbed the horse’s nose, muttering to her in Arabic—words of endearment, words of love, which he only ever uttered to animals. Animals never betrayed him. Providing you treated them right, you could rely on the love of an animal.

      Suddenly the horse’s ears twitched and her eyes shot to one side. Rayan didn’t turn immediately, although he, like the horse, could sense they were being watched. Instead, he took a few moments to calm the mare before turning slowly to find a girl, the sun behind her obscuring her features, standing at the entrance to the stable yard, looking at him. Disappointment filled him. He’d been hoping to see the lady of the manor, the high and mighty Lauren le Harivel. But he’d been here a week and hadn’t yet caught sight of her.

      He was about to return to his duties when the girl walked over to him. She was short, slender and wore jeans and a camisole top which revealed pale shoulders and a distinct lack of bust. His gaze rested for a few moments on the coral necklace she wore. It stirred memories of a different coral necklace, a different country, and the love of someone who he hadn’t appreciated at the time.

      Lazily, he allowed his gaze to move over her hair—which was blonde but scraped back into a severe and very long ponytail—before he met her gaze. Her eyes were very blue, very knowing. They were eyes that definitely belonged to an adult woman, not a girl. He stood stock still. It was her. And yet she looked different to her photos.

      As she approached, he saw she wore no make-up on her pale face. But what was striking was her manner and air of authority, which was reflected only in her eyes. She extended her hand to him and introduced herself with a voice which was low and husky, and totally at odds with her mousy appearance.

      “Hello, I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Lauren le Harivel.”

      He was suddenly conscious that he was only wearing a pair of old jeans, and his hands were dirty with horse grease and grime. He gritted his teeth. If she wanted to shake hands with her staff, then so be it. Without wiping his hand on his jeans, he took hold of her hand in a firm grip. She looked surprised as his hand engulfed hers in a manner that held no subservience in it.

      “Rayan,” he said.

      “Yes.” She smiled, and her face immediately became anything but ordinary. It lit up, revealing perfect white teeth and a smile that brightened and settled in her eyes. “I know. I’ve heard about your skills with our horses.” She appeared to be staring fixedly into his eyes, as if she was scared to look anywhere else.

      “I was raised with horses.”

      “Really?” she said, in that clipped English way which he hadn’t heard for so long.

      “Yes.” He didn’t elaborate. He wasn’t here to tell this woman his life story. Not unless he had to, that was. And, by the way her pale cheeks had flushed with pink as her eyes had strayed to his bare chest, he suspected he wouldn’t have to supply too many details about his own life. He took a measured step closer, and her blue eyes darkened.

      She tried to withdraw her hand, but he held it firmer for one long second before allowing her to release it, a hint to her that, no matter her pedigree or wealth, it was he who would hold the power between them. She placed her palm against her jeans, as if trying to control it. For the first time since he’d decided on his fate, he thought this might just turn out to be fun.

      “Well, that’s good then. We certainly could do with your, er, skills around here.”

      He didn’t reply.

      “So, er, are you settling in all right?”

      He folded his arms. “Yes.”

      “Right.” She nodded over-enthusiastically, as if making up for his lack of response. “So, there’s nothing you need?”

      “No.”

      She smiled, but the smile faded and she looked around as if unsure. For a woman who ran the entire le Harivel estate, and who was, apparently, the most adored daughter of her father, she didn’t appear very sure of herself with the opposite sex. He cleared his throat. It looked like he’d have to talk to the woman—something he wasn’t known for—otherwise she’d leave, and he might not have another opportunity like this. After all, he’d been here a week already and had only caught glimpses of her.

      “There is something,” he said.

      She stopped mid-turn and looked up at him with a surprised expression. “And what’s that?”

      “The accommodation,” he said. It was all he could think of to keep her with him, alone, where he could begin the charm offensive his brothers had teased him about. He wasn’t known for his charm.

      “You’ve been given the rooms above the stables, haven’t you?”

      “That’s right.”

      “What’s the matter with them?”

      “Come with me, and I’ll show you.” She looked hesitant. “It’s best seen.”

      “Oh.” She shrugged and glanced at her watch. “Okay. I have some time until my next appointment.”

      Good, he thought. He just hoped he’d be able to invent some reason to take her to his rooms before they got there. He stepped aside and indicated she should precede him. She climbed the wooden stairs which ran up the side of the stables, and he followed. Her behind might be small, but it was shapely, he’d give her that. Her appearance was deceptive. Her features and figure were neat, nothing out of the ordinary, and she made no attempt to draw attention to either. But there was a light behind her eyes, and an energy in her movements which suggested there was more to her than met the eye. He was intrigued.

      She stood on the small deck outside the door, waiting for him to enter. He opened the door and stood aside.

      He followed her inside and cast a quick glance around, searching for an excuse to detain her. His eyes alighted on radiators. He pointed to them. “The heaters are controlled centrally. It’s too hot up here.” It was, but it didn’t bother him.

      “Oh!” She frowned and looked from the radiator back at him. She bent down and checked the valve on the radiator. He was rewarded with a view of her pert rear. He had a sudden and vivid vision of how it would feel if he were pressed up against her. She gave a small grunt as she tried to shift the valve, but it was stuck hard. And so was he. He picked up his shirt from the back of the couch to hide the evidence.

      She stood up and grimaced. “Looks like you’re right. I’ll have our electrician look into it. I’m sure he should be able to put it onto another circuit, or something. But…”

      He cocked his head to one side. She blushed prettily. “But what?” he prompted.

      She shrugged and smiled, endearingly unsure. “I’d have thought you’d be used to the heat coming from… where was it?”

      She was fishing for information. He’d given the bare minimum to the manager who’d employed him. But he wanted to get her onside, he wanted this relationship to become a lot more than employee–employer. “I’ve been traveling all around. Mainly the Persian Gulf area.”

      “Whereabouts?”

      It was too soon. He needed to forge a connection with her before he told her anything more about himself.

      He allowed a slow smile to slide across his face. “A small town in a small country. You wouldn’t know it.” He reached out and touched her arm. Her frown disappeared. She lifted her face to his, her lips apart, and her eyes wide and trusting. Another soft blush bloomed on her cheeks. “Would you like a drink?” he asked. “A coffee perhaps?” He nodded to the dallah. “I could make you some genuine Arab coffee.”

      She grimaced, biting her lip as if torn. He needed her to stay.

      “It’s an excuse,” he added, deciding that, out of all his options, honesty would be the most persuasive with this woman. He liked the way her blush deepened.

      “I’d like to talk a little about your stable of Arabs,” he added. He would only take honesty so far. “I think there are improvements that could be made to their stabling, and their feed.”

      Her relief was palpable and endearing. He had to swallow a smile.

      “Of course,” she said, in that seductive voice of hers. “Yes, please, a coffee would be lovely.”

      He smiled to himself as he left her to take a seat while he went to the kitchenette and prepared the coffee. This woman needed to be lulled into a false sense of security in order to spend time with him. She was attracted to him, that much was clear. But it seemed she wasn’t accustomed to surrendering to her sexual urges. Looked like she’d need a little help, help he was willing to give.

      She looked up as he brought the dallah and cups over and placed them on the small, three-legged coffee table.

      “It’s like Turkish coffee, which you may have tasted.”

      She shook her head, and her ponytail swung, reinforcing the girlish look. She’d taken a seat in one of the two easy chairs, separated by the table. He sat opposite her and poured two coffees. She looked at him with an embarrassed frown and then turned away once more, as if scared to meet his gaze.

      “No, I haven’t tasted Turkish coffee before. Or,” she said, swilling the thick, dark liquid in the small cup, “anything like this. I haven’t traveled far.”

      He frowned and focused on his coffee. How could a young woman, so wealthy, with so many advantages, not have traveled?

      “I’ve been busy here, on the estate,” she said by way of explanation.

      “Of course.” He watched her take a sip and was irrationally pleased to see the ripple of emotions flow over her face. First there was pleasure at the consistency on her tongue. This was followed by shock at the intense taste, then surprise as her taste buds and senses were stimulated like no amount of instant coffee—which appeared to be the drink of choice for the staff on the estate—could do.

      “It’s good,” she said with a smile. “Very different to the instant coffee I drink, but very good.”

      “The instant coffee you drink isn’t coffee. This”—he indicated the small cup before him—“is real coffee. In fact the word ‘coffee’ comes from the Arabic qahwa.”

      “Qahwa”, she repeated. The word sounded awkward on her tongue. “How do you spell it?”

      He shook his head. “It’s best to listen to the word rather than think about how it is spelled. Qahwa,” he said, correcting her pronunciation.

      “Qahwa,” she repeated with more confidence this time.

      “We usually prepare it with cardamom, but sugar can also be added.”

      “But this time you’ve shown me it unadulterated by any other taste.”

      He nodded. He’d done it on purpose.

      “I like it.” She smiled and then the smile became more uncertain, as if she wasn’t sure she should continue. But she did. “I’d like to try it with cardamom some time, too.”

      He smiled and nodded. He’d got her. All he had to do now was reel her in. “It would be my pleasure.” And he was beginning to think it would be.

      Their gazes met and tangled for a delicious moment before she looked away with an air of surprise.

      “Is there something the matter?” he asked.

      She looked back at him, her face flickering with confusion.

      “No. I’m just finding it strange, talking to someone like you.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “I mean someone who isn’t English. You seem so ‘other’, for want of a better word. And yet you speak flawless English. It’s a strange combination.”

      He took a sip of his coffee, set it down on the table, buying time to decide how much to tell her. He looked up into her innocent, trusting eyes and realized he’d have to tell her more than he’d expected if he wanted to lower her guard.

      “Although I spent my early years in the Middle East, I lived for many years in England with my mother. After her death I returned to my father’s country.” He waited to see if she’d ask him to name the country. He still hadn’t decided if he’d tell her or not. Would she ask?

      She held his gaze steadily. “And where is this country?”

      “Ahmar.” He watched her carefully but, apart from a small frown, she didn’t appear to register any recognition. Maybe her father hadn’t shared with her the nationality of his ex-lover.

      “And did you feel ‘other’ there, too?”

      “For a time, I did.” He was surprised at her ability to put herself in his shoes. What could this woman know about feeling a stranger amongst his own people? He remembered the pain of trying to shed his Englishness, of trying to fit in. “But not now. However, in England I was, am, and always will be, a foreigner.”

      She sat back and rested against the back of her chair, as if she’d received an explanation which satisfied her. “It must be strange for you, being caught between two worlds.”

      He shrugged. “No. It’s simply how others see me.” He leaned forward, resting his arms on his thighs, spearing her gaze with his own. She stilled. “I know who I am. I am an Ahmari, through and through. I think like one, I act like one, I am one. No amount of perfect English will change that. But, I’m curious. Why is it you understand this sense of ‘otherness’ of which you speak, Miss le Harivel?”

      “Please, call me Lauren.”

      His eyebrow shot up in surprise. For someone so wealthy and so powerful, she was surprisingly informal. It wouldn’t happen in his country. He wondered how informal she could be. He leaned forward further, bringing his head closer to hers. Her eyes flared with awareness and then tightened under a small smile. The smile held.

      “Lauren.” He tested the word on his tongue and found he liked it. He also liked her response.

      He was so close now that he could see the quickening pulse in the fine skin of her neck above her coral necklace, and her rising chest beneath the fine cotton of her camisole. She swallowed, and he allowed his gaze to linger on the movement in her throat. Such an elegant neck, which was too delicate to hide both her arousal and her fears. Interesting. He raised his eyes to hers again. Her lips parted and her eyes looked alarmed and excited in equal parts.

      “Would you like more coffee?”

      She looked down at her coffee as if she’d forgotten all about it. She took a sip. He smiled as she tried to regain her focus. “No, thank you.” She took another long drink until the cup was drained. He was impressed by her ability to withhold the shudder from its bitterness. She placed the cup onto the table and looked at him with a bright, if reserved, smile. “Well, it’s been lovely meeting you.”

      She was preparing to leave already. He didn’t want that. He might not get another chance.

      “You seem reluctant to answer my question.”

      She shook her head. “Question?”

      He allowed a grin to briefly touch his lips. He had her. “I wondered what it was that made you so understanding of being a fish out of water, a foreigner.”

      “Ah, that. Nothing really.” She glanced out the window and long seconds passed without her replying. He wondered if her mind had wandered. But when she returned that soft gaze to him, he could see that it was the opposite. She’d been considering the question. He liked that. She gave things due consideration. She wasn’t in a rush to return an easy answer. “I guess it’s less to do with a place, more to do with a feeling.” He couldn’t argue with that. She sighed and rose. “I must go now.”

      He rose too, easily standing a head over her. She looked so fragile, so delicate. He had an impulse to take her into his arms and hold her there, carefully, so as not to crush her. All it would take would be a slight incline of his head to brush his lips against hers. He could see she was thinking the same thing. He stepped away with a smile.

      “Of course.”

      He followed her to the door and stood, watching, as she walked down the stairs. She looked up to the wooded estate beyond, the jut of her jaw strong, her ponytail flicking from side to side as she trotted down the last few rickety wooden steps.

      “I forgot,” she said, twisting around at the bottom of the stairs.

      “What?”

      “You wanted to talk to me about the Arab horses, their stables.”

      He allowed himself a slow, sexy smile. “Next time. When I make you coffee with spices.”

      She turned away, but not quickly enough to hide the blush which spread across her cheeks. She waved a brief farewell, obviously not trusting herself to speak, and hurried away.

      

      Lauren couldn’t get away fast enough. She felt as if she were running from a flame that flickered and darted at will, nearly catching her with every teasing brush against her skin. She didn’t stop walking until she entered the cool grandeur of the manor’s hall. Only then did she lean back against the closed door and place her hand against her heated cheek. What on earth had just happened? She’d been curious since the first moment she’d seen him. But nothing had prepared her for being within his orbit, seeing him up close. If she’d been a machine, she’d have said he’d flicked on all her switches. Her breathing was coming fast, her heart beat rapidly, but it was more than that. Her entire skin shimmered with a sensual awareness which his presence had created.

      “Miss le Harivel? Is anything the matter? Are you all right?” asked the estate manager with a frown, as he passed through to the offices.

      She moved forward, away from the door toward the stairs which would take her back to the safety of her suite of rooms. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?” As she ran up the stairs, she felt more alive from being with Rayan than at any other time she could recall.

      Was she all right? She was so far beyond ‘all right’ that there were no words she knew to describe how she felt. But maybe after another visit to the exotic Rayan, she’d find the words she needed.

      She stopped at the top of the stairs, her heart still pounding, but alongside that crept a sense of fear which soon consumed her excitement. There was no getting away from it—the thought of seeing Rayan again scared her. No, she couldn’t allow herself another visit. It wouldn’t be seemly, it wouldn’t be proper. Besides, her father would arrive next week and she knew, for sure, that he certainly wouldn’t approve.
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      Lauren passed the papers over to the estate manager, Jeremy, with a sigh. It was her birthday, and it appeared, it would be business as usual. There would be no celebrations, no one had remembered, least of all her father who was, yet again, a no-show despite his promises. The disappointment bit deep, piercing her usual reserve.

      She felt angry with her father and pleased that she’d delegated some of the load she’d carried for him for years to Jeremy. At first she’d felt guilty, but with each passing month she’d felt increasingly resentful at all her father expected of her. And, more than anything, she felt an intense desire to break out, to do something just for herself.

      “I think that’s the lot, thank you, Jeremy.”

      She jumped up from her desk and tried to stop herself from looking out the window at the stable yard, scanning it for the man who dominated her mind, day and night. She usually tried to wait until she was alone. But today the sense of unease and frustration which had been festering for months had come to a head, and she was impatient for a glimpse of Rayan. Surely she could treat herself on her birthday to such an innocent indulgence? But, even as her mind framed the word ‘innocent’, she knew she was fooling herself. There was nothing innocent about her thoughts and reactions to this man. That was the reason she’d avoided him.

      She looked out the window anyway, scanning first the stable yard then the rest of the estate with the desperation of a woman searching for water in a desert. Nothing. No sign of the man who, it seemed, had also been avoiding her. Because she hadn’t seen him since their coffee together. If she hadn’t searched the personnel databases, she might have thought he’d left. But she had, and he hadn’t.

      She glanced at Jeremy, who cast her a look, full of meaning. She turned away from the window and tilted her head to one side, irritated by the disapproving glance.

      “What is it, Jeremy?” She folded her arms defensively. She wouldn’t let any of the staff get to her. She refused to. “Have you forgotten something?”

      Jeremy tapped the sheaf of papers on the desk and slid them into his leather briefcase. When he looked up, his expression had assumed its usual deferential smile. But she wasn’t fooled.

      “No, Miss le Harivel. Everything is accounted for. I’ll have these papers taken to the solicitors straight away, and the money wired to your father… as usual.” The length of time before adding ‘as usual’ revealed his disapproval. For once, Lauren had to agree with him. Her father siphoned off more money from the estate than she, or her accountant, was comfortable with, but she’d always agreed to his demands, despite the fact she now held the casting vote. She didn’t see she had any choice but to smooth the rough path her father made through life.

      “Thank you, Jeremy.”

      He rose, his tall, slender figure rising above her. “Is there anything else I can do?”

      She hesitated, but she had to know. “Yes, I haven’t seen the new stable-hand for a while. My father wanted us to nurture our Arab horses and, I have to say, he was doing good work. Could you tell me where he’s gone?”

      Jeremy’s smile froze, and he assumed a frosty expression. “He’s been moved, Miss le Harivel.”

      “Moved? Why? He was hired as a stable-hand, wasn’t he? And given the room above the stable. So why has he been moved?”

      Jeremy licked his lips while his eyes flickered, revealing his disquiet. “It was considered… preferable.”

      She hated the way he hesitated before picking a word, which was obviously his second choice.

      “Preferable to what?”

      “To hanging around the estate, so close to the house, so close to you. We thought he might be making a nuisance of himself.”

      “Did you now?” If it wasn’t her father, it was the estate staff, determined to run her life. Well, it had to stop now. Any thought of trying to hide her interest had obviously been ineffectual, and she didn’t see there was any point in prolonging it. “Well, I’d like him back, working at the stable. When my father returns, he’ll want to see his horses in peak condition. See to it, please.”

      Jeremy dipped his head in reluctant agreement. “As you wish.”

      “I do wish!”

      Lauren watched him disappear, trying to rein in the unusual anger which darted through her body, igniting it into action. But she never acted, did she? Her role was to be calm, work hard, and do her duty, and she’d always done what was expected of her. But then, what was the alternative? Throw herself at a man who wouldn’t look twice at someone like her? No, her father was right. Men were only ever interested in her for who she was, rather than for herself. It was always her money and status that men found alluring, never her. Why would it be any different now?

      She returned to her desk and sat down, feeling the hope and excitement evaporate, replaced by disappointment and rejection. She took a deep breath and stared at the blank computer screen for a few moments before jiggling the mouse into action. As the screen flickered into life, Lauren couldn’t help wishing her own world would come to life with the same ease.

      
      It was hot in the small room above the stables. Rayan lay on the bed, tidily made with old fashioned sheets and blankets—it seemed a duvet was too modern for this estate—with his arms hooked under his head, and stared up at the ceiling. All the windows were open to the heat of the summer night, which was trapped in that small space. He made no attempt to lighten the twilight. Instead, he lay listening to the sounds of the English birds, so soothing and gentle, and thought about Lauren.

      Although the staff had obviously decided to put as much space between him and Lauren as possible, he had watched her from a distance. She was not at all as he’d imagined her to be, nothing like his pre-conceived notions of what a spoiled only child of an English aristocrat would be like.

      In the only photos he’d found of her online, she’d always been in the background, slightly out of focus beside her father, who commanded the photographer’s attention with his wide smiles, and raised champagne glass. Written and verbal accounts had also been curiously vague. He’d imagined an aloof woman with a superior air. Nothing could have been further from the truth.

      He could understand why people’s descriptions had been vague, because there was nothing showy about her, and she had been easily overlooked when in the company of her father and friends. And they were the only times she’d been in the public eye. But, away from her father, he had to admit she shone. Not with the strident beam of a spotlight maybe, but with a subtler, more gentle, diffuse light. It was the kind of light which, only when it was withdrawn, did you realize quite how bright it was.

      He grunted, and rubbed his eyes. It was a ridiculous notion. But, try as he might, he couldn’t help thinking of how that steady light, which shone from behind her eyes, quickened at times, revealing a strength and latent passion which made him think seducing her wouldn’t be so hard. The passion he’d caught glimpses of was entirely untapped. All he had to do was figure out how to coax it out.

      His mind wandered into a daydream which featured her calling his name in that deep and sexy voice of hers. He groaned but allowed his daydream to continue until he heard a sound outside his window. He sat up suddenly and turned to the window.

      The stable apartment guarded the stables and was built so that the occupant could hear everyone and every horse coming and going through the stable yard. And now he heard a sound which he shouldn’t have. The stables were out of bounds for everyone at night, apart from himself. And he could hear soft footfalls walking on the cobbled yard below, hesitating, and then moving on. It sounded as if the person was heading towards the lake. By the time he reached the window, whoever it was had been swallowed up by the inky twilight.

      Rayan pulled on a shirt, quietly opened his door, and descended the worn wooden steps. He turned his back to the manor house and walked stealthily toward the trees, which separated the stables from the lake. Despite his fast pace, he didn’t see anyone in the twists and turns of the path. Long grasses edged the pathway and the trees, which loomed darkly overhead, cut out any lingering light from the sky. But his other senses were heightened, just as they would be on a desert hunt, and he was aware of the disturbed calls of birds and their movement as they rose in alarm from the trees. Somebody was entering private land, and he was determined to find out who it was.

      Suddenly the trees thinned, and he stopped abruptly, lingering under their shadows as he looked out to the silhouette of a figure standing stock still, gazing across the lake. It wasn’t the silhouette of a man, and it wasn’t the silhouette of an intruder—it was the unmistakable figure of the woman whose image refused to leave his mind.

      For a moment he wondered whether he should approach, but caution made him stay put. But it wasn’t only caution. He wanted to see what she would do, unobserved.

      The answer was nothing. Long minutes passed in which she stood, her slight figure upright as usual, her hands hanging loosely by her side, as she looked out across the forbidding depths of the lake to a dark, uneven smudge of trees on the farther shore. Above the uneven line of trees rose distant hills, topped by an inky, star-sprinkled sky.

      He followed her gaze but saw nothing unusual in the view. By day it was a beautiful scene—the deep blue of the lake reflecting the ancient trees, which ensured its privacy from the rest of the estate’s park. But now, there was nothing but shadows, layers of dark upon dark and a sky which held nothing but mystery. Suddenly he understood. It wasn’t the view she admired, but the privacy of the place which had drawn her. She was here to think, or reflect upon something, drawn to the lake by its mysterious quietness and seclusion.

      Instinctively, he respected that need for quiet solace. Yes, he needed to seduce her, but not here, not now. He stepped away and turned, catching his shirt on a dry piece of overhanging twig. It snapped and the sound rang out into the night.

      She turned round, and he knew from the twists and turns of her head that she hadn’t seen him in the shadows. He could leave now, and she’d be none the wiser that he’d witnessed her need for silence and space.

      “Who’s there?” He was surprised not to hear any fear in her voice, only that low, sexy sureness, which belied her appearance.

      Impulsively, he stepped forward. “It’s me, Rayan.”

      “Oh! What are you doing here?” She turned to face him fully, but still he could barely discern her features. “Are you following me?”

      “Yes. I believe it’s part of my job description to check out intruders.”

      She gave a low laugh—either of amusement or relief, he couldn’t tell—and then twisted back to look at the view. She heaved a sigh and then glanced around at him once more.

      “Of course, you’re just doing a job. Making sure no one is trespassing near our horses. Although I had the feeling that your job description has altered since we last met. “

      The change from authoritative mistress of the manor to a more familiar tone encouraged him to step out from the shadows and walk over to her. It seemed he hadn’t jeopardized his mission; in fact, this might be the perfect opportunity to further it. He stood a little apart from her and followed her gaze out across the lake.

      “After our last meeting, I was given other jobs to keep me away from the stables—away from you. I don’t think they liked it.”

      “They? Who are they?”

      He turned to her with a smile. “They are the people who run this estate.”

      “I run this estate.”

      He decided silence was the best reply. Maybe he’d said too much, but she had to know that, while she might run the estate, she was being run by other people. No doubt people who were tasked with keeping an eye on her by her father. Her father might prefer to leave a trail of broken women and promises across the world’s luxury playgrounds, but he still wanted to control her.

      He looked in the opposite direction, determined to remain silent, determined to show her the truth about her position in the family estate. Suddenly, he felt her hand on his arm. He snapped his head back to see her eyes, gray in the twilight, looking up at him with such a mixture of vulnerability and pride that it somehow circumnavigated his defenses and moved him deep inside.

      “I run this estate,” she said. “It’s me. Not my father, not anyone else.”

      He was acutely aware of her hand, which still lingered on his arm. It sent skitters of sensation through his body, igniting impulses which he’d thought long dead. He swallowed, forcing himself to focus on anything other than the touch of her arm, and hoping by not moving that she’d keep it there.

      “Then perhaps you should tell them,” he said eventually.

      He noticed she didn’t lift her hand from his arm. “They should know already.”

      “It seems they don’t.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “The way they do as they like without consulting you.”

      “You think I didn’t instruct them to reassign your duties?”

      He held his gaze steady. “I know you didn’t.”

      “Hm,” she grunted, sending a flame of desire into his gut and lower. He couldn’t help imagining her making that same sound, close into his ear, hard against his chest, as he pleasured her. At last she withdrew her arm and, plunging her hands into her pockets, turned back to the view. “You’re right. I didn’t.” Her tone had stiffened. He regretted revealing the truth to her now. He wanted to feel her touch again, the warmth in her voice, her soft glance on him once more. 

      “They were trying to look after you.” He smiled encouragingly, trying to dispel the solemn mood which had fallen over her. “Keep you away from dangerous foreigners like me.” He grinned. She looked up at him, but she wasn’t smiling.

      “I’m a grown woman—I don’t need looking after. And maybe it’s something foreign I want. Besides, foreign isn’t always dangerous. And, anyway, I think I can make up my own mind.”

      He sucked in a harsh breath. He could make a move now; her words were like an open invitation. But it seemed a greater need over-rode his mission. He also wanted to look after her.

      “I’m sure you can. But…” He hesitated as he battled inside of himself whether to take advantage of her changed mood, or hold back. It seemed his mind was overridden by something much deeper and stronger, something like the honor with which he’d been inculcated as a child by his mother. “Take care, Lauren,” he said softly. “A leap into the unknown is a risky strategy.”

      There, he’d said it. He’d warned her. Now it was up to her.

      She held his gaze for a few moments and then looked back at the lake. The silence was broken only by the soft hoot of an owl and the clatter of some reeds, as a sudden breeze rippled across the water towards them. Suddenly she smiled.

      “I used to imagine things like that—sudden gusts of wind which ruffled the water, lifted my hair and caressed my face, or shimmering lights—were ways in which my mother reached out to me.”

      “Your mother?”

      “She died when I was twelve. I used to come here with her. We would picnic during the day. At night we would sit under blankets and watch the swifts fly around, followed by the bats. It was so peaceful after…”

      “After?” He prompted.

      She sighed. “After life at the manor. My father isn’t exactly an easy man to live with.”

      At the mention of her father, he felt his blood simmer. And he remembered why he was there. “Then I imagine it’s easier while he’s away.”

      “In a way. But I had thought he would be here today.”

      “Why? What’s special about today?”

      “It’s my birthday. Dad said he would be here for my birthday—be here for me,” she added.

      The anger was swept away by an overwhelming sense of sadness. Suddenly, it all made sense. This quiet spot, this woman so alone amid such a wealthy community, which revolved around her. She was lonely. It tore at the heart of him, and he didn’t want that. In fact, he had no idea how the feeling had emerged. It seemed she could get around his defenses. He re-focused, banished the sadness, and sealed off his heart once more. He had a job to do.

      “Happy birthday,” he said softly. She continued to look ahead at the view.

      And then she turned to him. “Thank you. I’m twenty-two. My twenty-first was to have been my big celebratory birthday, but my father missed that as well. He’d promised to make up for it and to be here for this one. But he isn’t.”

      “I’m glad.”

      She shot her head around and faced him. “Why?”

      “Because then I wouldn’t have the opportunity to be here, alone with you, on such a beautiful night.”

      She smiled and her face lit up the darkness. “That’s kind of you to say so.”

      “I mean it.”

      “What are you doing here, Rayan? What are you doing on the le Harivel estate, buried in the Norfolk countryside?”

      Her question took him by surprise. “Working, of course.”

      “But you don’t seem like someone who works with horses. You don’t have the air of someone who is accustomed to being told what to do.”

      He couldn’t help but smile. “You’re right. I love horses, and know them well, but at home my life is different.”

      “In what way?”

      How had the conversation turned so that it was her interrogating him? “I run businesses.” It was a form of the truth. “I wanted time out.”

      “And have you got what you wanted from your
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