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The Prince’s Unwanted Wife

Pippa Roscoe




Dedication

For Sheila Hodgson.

Readers can be forgiven for thinking that the author is the only person that creates a book. It’s their name on the cover; it’s their words that are read. But many people work very hard to make that book, especially editors who help carve that story and add color to the shimmering mirage of what it is that authors try so hard to share.

As an author, I like to count the number of books I’ve sold not in financial terms but in the number of how many happy-ever-after’s I’ve put out into the world. It’s modest, but it makes me happy!

But in the many years that Sheila Hodgson worked at Mills & Boon, whether as Senior Editor of the Medical Series, or as a desk editor working across all the series, she worked on thousands of books, each one likely to have been read by at least, at least, a thousand readers. Which means that Sheila was a part of more than a million happy-ever-afters. Probably even some of the ones that you—dear reader—have read. You might not have known her name but each book and happy-ever-after she touched was made better by her invisible fingerprint on the page.

So thank you, Sheila, for a life dedicated to helping authors and readers share and feel more love than they could have ever done without you.

I was lucky to count you as a colleague and a friend, and I will miss you terribly.




Chapter One

IF YOU HAD asked the Regent of Al Surrahin what he would have done first upon entering Omrhain, the small emirate neighbouring his own, he probably wouldn’t have said ‘Indulge in one of the world’s most luxurious spas’. Yet, that was precisely what Malik was doing.

He raised his head to face the onslaught of scalding-hot water, letting it wash the sand and dirt imbedded into his skin from the three solid days of horseback riding that brought him here.

Here.

Omrhain. The home of the woman he was about to marry.

The woman he’d never met.

Steam rose from the jets of water that thundered to the black tile flooring, solid beneath his feet. It was a panacea to his aching muscles. He rolled his shoulders, paying more attention to the twinge in his left, feeling the tight skin there the most.

The spa, boasting twelve pools, three saunas, three steam rooms, four treatment rooms and one relaxation room, could comfortably welcome over one hundred guests. Yet this evening there was no one here but him and the handful of staff dressed in black so that they disappeared unobtrusively into the shadows.

Whether his future father-in-law knew about Malik’s intense need for privacy, or had simply divined it from the rumours that had hounded Malik since childhood, his sole occupancy of the spa was a gesture Malik appreciated.

Years ago, his nakedness would have been intolerable to him; made him too vulnerable. Too exposed. But Malik had come to terms with the burn scar that covered his left shoulder and half his arm—the result of an accident during a seizure as a young teen. A seizure from the disorder that had horrified his father and cursed his mother.

Fearing for his reputation, his father had kept Malik’s condition a secret, letting people assume, instead, that there was something else wrong with the son he called a monster. From there Malik’s reputation morphed under the rumours that grew so varied that people were genuinely shocked when they saw him not disfigured in the way they expected him to be.

But that didn’t mean he was comfortable with people staring at him. The scar had become as distorted to Malik as his reputation, the physical reminder of his father’s cruel treatment and what it had cost both his mother and himself. But he had learned to bear the curiosity of others with a sense of inevitability.

Besides, he was sure that the staff were paid enough to look passed the hardened, twisted, puckered flesh that wrapped around his shoulder and down his arm to his elbow.

It is just a scar. Nothing more.

Malik tried to ignore the echo of his brother’s voice but failed and instead braced his palms against the tile, forcing back the ache that had filled his chest for the past week. Ever since his brother’s doctors had requested a meeting with him. Malik knew what they wanted to talk to him about, but just couldn’t bear it. His brother, the Sheikh of Al Surrahin, had been in a coma for the last three years after a horrifying horse-riding accident.

Of all the things that could have laid his brother low, Malik had never thought it would be a horse. Ishmail had been a natural equestrian, the animal simply an extension of his own will. It was impossibly cruel that Ishmail had fallen and broken his neck from his favourite hobby.

Malik had been brought back to the palace and made regent that same night, knowing full well that his father would have clawed himself out of his grave to stop it if he could have.

It wouldn’t be for long, Malik had insisted to Yara. Ishmail would recover. And his brother’s wife had stared at him, dry-eyed and devastated, and allowed him to lie. Six months later she and Aayan, their young son, moved out of the palace.

Malik wanted to howl and bare his teeth. Years ago, he would have done just that, uncaring of what that would have done to his already outlandish reputation. But now that he was interim ruler of Al Surrahin? He wouldn’t. He couldn’t damage the country he was taking care of for his brother and his nephew.

Frustrated, he turned off the shower and the sudden quietness rippled outward across the spa. Flickering candles led the way to the first pool, the underwater lighting making it look almost celestial. He sank into the warmth, displacing the water so that it lapped against the tile. But still the delicious warmth did nothing to ease his restlessness as his thoughts turned from the past to the future.

To tomorrow, when he would finally meet the Emir of Omrhain’s youngest daughter, his soon-to-be-bride.

Malik swallowed the bitter taste in his mouth. He had never intended to marry. Certainly not after his first, broken, engagement. But now that Malik was regent, the reputation that his father had burdened him with was a deadweight around Malik’s neck. Marriage, it was believed, was the only way to soften his reputation and begin easing the way forward with those who had appreciated his brother’s lighter, easier touch when they were negotiating with Al Surrahin.

Unnerved, Malik moved from the pool to the steam room. The door was opened for him wordlessly by a black-robed figure whose eyes were cast down.

He settled onto the smooth marble seat, and leaned his head back against the wall, letting rolling clouds of steam fill the small room. Scented with eucalyptus, he inhaled the damp thick air deep into his lungs, pushing out the arid desert air that he’d lived and breathed for the last three days.

At least this time, his fiancée would know what to expect. An arrangement that was purely political, with no expectations beyond that. He would make it painstakingly clear to the youngest of Emir Hafiz’s daughters that theirs was to be a marriage in name only. It shouldn’t surprise her. After all, it was unlikely that she had any inclination to want more from the Terror of Al Surrahin.





‘Please, Your Highness. You cannot, must not, be caught.’

‘I promise, Jehan, I won’t. I don’t need much time, I just need to see him. Just to know that he’s not…’ Hana swallowed, her siblings’ taunts ringing in her ears.

He’s hideous. Cruel. A monster. That’s why no one is willing to marry him, Hana. He’s disfigured. His scars are as legendary as his temper. He’s worse, even, than his father. It’s why his first fiancée ran away.

Hana doubted that what her sister had said, what the rumours proclaimed, was even half true, but she had to know. Not because it would stop her from marrying the interim ruler of Al Surrahin. No, she would do the duty her father had finally bestowed upon her.

If she’d been able to find a decent picture of the notoriously camera-shy sheikh, it might have not been necessary to resort to such drastic measures. She just wanted to be prepared, that’s all. Their families were meeting tomorrow. All her siblings had returned to the palace for it. And if she was going to have a reaction to seeing her future husband for the first time, she’d rather not do it in public and bring more embarrassment to either the Regent of Al Surrahin or her family.

Because hadn’t she already embarrassed her family enough over the years?

‘Your Highness,’ Jehan started nervously, ‘I understand… I really do. But if you are caught—’

‘I won’t be,’ Hana assured him. ‘I won’t be more than five minutes. The moment I’ve seen him, I’ll leave again. I promise.’

He eyed her sceptically. A look that she’d seen on a hundred faces over the years. And she couldn’t blame him. It wasn’t as if she wasn’t aware of how much chaos she caused. But no matter how much she tried, she just couldn’t seem to stop it from happening. And really, in this instance, she was just going to stick her head around the door, and then leave again.

What trouble could she really get into?

A lot apparently.

Hana had come to the spa many times as a guest, so she’d been confident that she would be able to find her way around. Only this time, all the corridors merged together as if she were in an Escher painting. Her heart began to pound and stress, combined with the heat of the spa, caused a light sheen of sweat to cover her skin beneath the black abaya the female staff members wore.

Get it together, Hana, she told herself firmly. She had a plan and she was going to stick to it. She’d been so thankful when the regent had accepted her father’s gift. She knew she was taking a risk, but the reward would be when she faced him tomorrow with a smile.

She just needed one glimpse, she thought as she peered around the end of the hallway that finally opened out into the central area of the spa.

The ethereal aquamarine glow from the twelve pools that she loved so much revealed that they were empty. She turned down another hallway, pausing for a moment to inhale the delicious scents from the oil burners placed discreetly along the walls. The familiar notes of neroli and jasmine soothed the frayed edges of her nerves and she steeled herself as she pressed on.

She came to a halt opposite the steam room just as its door opened. Steam billowed outwards as a man—huge—covered only by a low-slung towel wrapped around his waist stepped into the corridor. Stifling a gasp, Hana stepped back as she took in dark slicked-back hair that was long enough to brush shoulders so wide that he took up almost the entire hallway. Staff had to press themselves into the curved walls or get out of the way as the man stalked forward, his back still to her.

Skin warming with a blush that had nothing to do with embarrassment, Hana realised that this was the Regent of Al Surrahin. This was the man she would marry.

Without pausing in his stride, he tore the towel from his waist and dropped it to the floor, and this time nothing would stop the strange sound that fell from Hana’s mouth at the sight.

Her hungry gaze all but consumed the sight of powerfully honed muscles across his firm backside and torso even as a blush rose to her cheeks. Her heart pounded in her chest as he reached the shower directly opposite her at the end of the corridor and seconds later, powerful jets of water rained down on his naked body.

She’d never, never, seen a man’s naked form. At twenty-three years old, that might be unusual, but she was the youngest princess of an aging father who had firm ideas about propriety and duty, and she had never wanted to cross him or those ideas.

Until now.

Hana bit her lip. Her eyes followed the rivulets of water up and down the smooth dark skin of the man in front of her and suddenly the thought of tomorrow filled her with excitement, until she remembered the rumours that had brought her here.

She frowned, peering through the darkness to see what could possibly have caused such harsh critique, until…there in the shadows she saw the raised scarred flesh that looked like lightning forking down over his shoulder and upper arm. This? This was what people had teased and taunted him for? She took a step closer, wondering if she was missing something when the Regent of Al Surrahin turned, and Hana knew if she didn’t move, right now, he would catch her. Staring at him. Naked.

She spun on her heel and pushed her way into a room off the corridor, collapsing back against the door.

Her heart pounded as her mind’s eye flashed with sculpted muscles, the breadth of his shoulders, the way he braced himself against the tile.

Please. You cannot be caught.

Not for Jehan and not for herself. But in her fear, she had fallen into one of the treatment rooms where there was only one way in and one way out—the door she had just come through.

Never mind. She’d wait here until she was sure that he’d gone.

She inhaled slowly and prised her eyes open and away from the memory of the incredible sight of her fiancé to the treatment room she was in. It was one of the massage suites, with flickering yellow candles and gentle music soothing her frantic pulse.

She tore herself away from the door and crossed the room, realising that the oils were being heated and candles had been lit as if they were ready to be used. But Jehan had told her that the spa would be closed to all other guests, so why was…? Why was…?

Oh no!





After giving him a fresh towel, a staff member showed Malik to the treatment room where he would get his massage. Of all the things offered by the spa that he could possibly look forward to, this had been the one he’d least wanted. He might have come to terms with his body, but that didn’t mean he’d ever been comfortable with someone else’s hands on his skin. Malik could have refused the massage, but wouldn’t risk causing offense to his future father-in-law.

He probably should have taken the private jet like his assistant had wanted, distressed by the idea that Malik would arrive in Omrhain looking like ‘some marauding traveller’. Malik had smiled, with teeth, and the assistant had taken a step back and not asked him about it again.

But the ride had given him time to think. To acclimatise to the way his future would change. Tomorrow he would meet his fiancée, a princess that the people of his own country were familiar with. And if she could tolerate him, then perhaps they would too. Then there would be a wedding ceremony here in Omrhain and they would return to Al Surrahin, where they would be welcomed with a countrywide celebration to make the start of the twelve-day wedding tour, which he would, he told himself, survive.

Malik would remain married until he was able to step down from the throne on which he never should have sat, freeing himself from the shackle of matrimony with a discreet divorce.

Yara had spoken to him just before he left, wanting to make sure that Malik was doing this for the right reasons. Malik scoffed, still not ready to see any reason to marry—good or bad. But his sister-in-law had once again told him that he needed to rule his way. Not his brother’s way or his father’s way.

And he’d replied that that was what he was doing. This marriage would secure the future of Al Surrahin either for Ishmail’s recovered return…or for Ishmail’s son, Aayan, when he came of age.

A muscle across his chest jerked painfully just as he opened the door to the massage suite, so he wore an expression of pure frustration and resentment, which was probably why he startled the small woman waiting for him in the room.

He waved her away when she began to apologise and lay face down on the padded table, holding back the groan of pain as his shoulder pinched beneath the scarred skin. He probably should have taken the helicopter after all.

‘Is there…is there anything…particular you’d like paid…special attention to?’ she half stuttered after an interminably long pause.

Maybe she was worried about his scar, or the reputation of his temper, but if this was any indication of how the massage was going to go, he was going to be bitterly disappointed. The doctors who had been paid handsomely for their silence on the condition that had led to the burn mark had told him that massages would be good for the burn scar, but Malik had always been uncomfortable with the anyone touching it. The area no longer physically painful, but emotionally it was a different matter. But at least this woman was a professional, one that he’d never see again after today.

‘No,’ he said with a wave of his hand, hoping to dismiss further conversation. His hopes of physical relief from his aches were diminishing by the second.

‘I’ll just—’ she tried.

‘Please don’t feel the need to speak,’ he commanded.

It was curt, he knew that, but he had enough on his plate. He didn’t need some inept—

His thoughts were cut off by the hot drip of scented massage oil in the middle of his spine and then, Oh my…

The first touch of her fingers thrust him almost instantly into a state of bliss. A groan emerged from somewhere deep within him but he wouldn’t let it escape.

The pressure was perfect, and impressive, given her small stature. He could hardly credit her with having had enough strength to perform the minor miracle that she was currently working. And it was a minor miracle.

Beneath her hands his body melted and Malik was most certainly not the kind of man who melted. But that was his last thought as he gave in to the pleasure that she was pouring into his tired, sore muscles.

She delved into the muscles up and down his spine, reaching his neck and spending a near-indulgent amount of time there. He wondered whether she was using her elbows as well as her deceptively strong fingers. And unusually for him, he forgot to prepare himself for the moment she reached his left shoulder, which was why he jerked out of bliss and straight into tension when she started to manipulate the joint and muscles around it.

Her hands paused, clearly registering the sudden change in his body.

‘Should I stop?’ the masseuse half whispered, her dusky intonation sending goosebumps across his skin.

‘No,’ he replied, bracing himself for the usual pain of the tight mess of knots that had lived permanently under the scarred skin covering his shoulder since the tonic-clonic seizure that had caused him to black out beside the bonfire he and his brother had built in the palace garden back when they’d been young boys.

When he’d come around in the hospital, Malik had begged for his mother. But she had left the palace long before then—sent away by a husband who wouldn’t touch her in case she bore him another ‘flawed’ child.

To Malik’s surprise, instead digging into the knot of muscles, the masseuse’s fingers moved slowly, gently over and around the area in a way that frustrated him.

‘What are you doing?’ he forced out through his teeth.

‘Shh,’ came the woman’s response. One that had him almost blinking his eyes open in shock. He couldn’t remember the last person who had told him to ‘shh’. Probably his brother. The painful pang hit low in his gut and the woman’s fingers stuttered a little as if she had read his body as easily as the words she’d cut off.

Once again, he was about to complain when he realised that the slow gentle movements were warming his thickened skin and the muscles beneath, gently easing the tension in ways that had him relaxing once more, and he forgot all about being told off for the first time in what must have been at least ten years.





Hana had long since stopped wondering when the real masseuse would turn up. She’d planned to capitalise on the confusion, slip out and run as if her life—or at least her marriage—depended on it. But instead, she’d become fascinated by the complex interconnection of skin, tendons and muscle locked tight just beneath his shoulder blade that must cause the regent considerable daily pain. She could almost see the tension radiating up the left-hand side of his body and into his neck.

It was strikingly similar to the problems Hana’s nursemaid had had. Amara had looked after Hana from the day she was born—the same day her mother had died—and was the only maternal figure Hana had ever known.

Amara had been burned when she was a young child in the kitchen when a family member had dropped a pan of boiling water. Every day, Amara would diligently massage and moisturise the rough, dusky skin covering the front of her thigh and calf to keep it as supple and pain free as possible. And in later years, Hana had been the one to offer the relief Amara needed. The similarity in the burn marks left Hana to wonder how Malik had got his scar. The regent, she mentally corrected; she would have to meet him tomorrow as if she’d never laid eyes on him.

Which would be hard now that she knew what he looked like. What he felt like, beneath her palms. A low hum rippled through her body, making her hot in a way that had nothing to do with the warmth of the room.

Her gaze flickered to the textured skin that spread out over his shoulder and wrapped around his bicep, and Hana realised that she was irritated by the rumours that had so misrepresented him. Offended almost. There was nothing hideous about this. Nothing monstrous enough to have earned him such a reputation. Yes, he was curt and clearly quite grumpy. But most people would be when they lived in the kind of pain he clearly managed on a daily basis.

Could it be that there was something else? she wondered as she poured a little more of the almond-scented massage oil into her hands, warming it before it touched his body. He had nice skin even taking his scar into consideration. It was smooth, beautiful and tawny, flushing red beneath her ministrations. She carefully placed her elbow into the knots beneath the puckered skin, and worked in small circles that made him groan again, and had the movements not been muscle memory for her, she would surely have lost her way.

Hana focused in on a particularly prominent knot while her mind thought about tomorrow. Now, she could meet the Regent of Al Surrahin and know that he wasn’t a terror or any of the other silly things people said.

Perhaps it was Malik’s shoulder, or just her thought of Amara, but if there was anyone Hana would have wanted with her on her wedding day it was Amara. But she had passed on when Hana had been fourteen, and no one had been sent to replace her. Why would they bother? Hana was old enough by then. And…no one would have been able to replace Amara, Hana thought as an old familiar grief rose in her heart. One that was always mixed with shame and guilt.

Because what kind of daughter grieved a nurse more than her own mother?

That’s what she’d overheard her sister say once. And Noor was right. So Hana did what Amara had taught her. Which was to hold her head up high and try harder.

Wallowing doesn’t get you anywhere.

What does?

Hard work and determination.

And with that you can do…?

Anything!

After hearing what her sister had said, Hana made sure not to grieve where anyone could see her, and redoubled her efforts to try to be of help, to be the daughter and sister they all wanted her to be. Only they seemed to want different things and that kind of got her into trouble. But as long as she was trying, that was the main thing. Because if she tried hard enough, she could do anything. Like earn her family’s forgiveness one day.

The regent groaned, a noise that raised goosebumps on her arms. It had sounded so…carnal. She left the knots in his left shoulder and turned her attention to the other side of his body, knowing that it could be just as damaging to leave someone unbalanced. She worked into the right shoulder, which had been overcompensating. The breath left his chest in a whoosh. She felt it, his chest and ribcage expanding beneath her fingertips, relishing the powerful movements of a body so well honed.

Her fingers shaped and pressed against defined muscles and smooth skin, stretching and easing beneath her touch, as she followed her curiosity rather than his needs. Unknowingly her touch became less practical and more personal as she lost herself to the feel of him in her hands.

Imperceptibly she felt him still, his breathing more controlled than natural. She couldn’t see his face, as it was cradled in the opening that ensured the best posture for her ministrations, so although she couldn’t see his facial expressions his body felt different. Aware, if such a thing was possible.

Funny how she had so much knowledge of his body and so little of her own. Her pulse had picked up, her breath had become shorter, her skin flushed and parts of her warmed, pulsed slowly. Her fingers traced the sides of his body, down to the base of his spine, tantalisingly close to the edge of the towel wrapped around such lean hips.

She felt him shift a little as she swept back up, pressing down either side of the vertebrae with the heels of her hands.

She was suddenly, achingly, aware of him as a man. The breadth of the shoulders she moulded with her hands, the grooves her fingers traced, the red thin trails left behind the scrape of her nails.

Her breath quivered and he shifted again, a little and then a little more, until he had levered himself upward and half turned, twisting to look at her as his hand sneaked out and trapped her fingers in his fist.

His gaze snared hers, catching it and holding it, the flare of gold in the espresso darkness of his pupils, the swathe of still-wet hair slicked back from his proud forehead.

Stuck. She was stuck still, rooted to the spot as his gaze seemed intent on penetrating her very thoughts. But in that moment, she had none. Only shock, only confusion as to what on earth this was. The hand capturing hers was hot, firm, a little calloused, and sent electricity shooting out across her entire body.

Until he opened his mouth. And the first word that came out brought her to her senses quicker than a bucket of iced water.

‘Who—’

Who are you?

That was all it took to bring Hana back to her senses.

She snatched her hand from his and fled.

She ran through corridors, ignoring the startled looks and calls from the spa staff, and pushed her way through the door she finally recognised as the exit. But she didn’t stop there. She ran back through the streets of Omrhain and along the now-quiet walkways across the bridge, all the way to the palace staff entrance, which she managed to sneak through with only a mildly frustrated glance from the security team who were used to her comings and goings by now.

It was only when she was back in her room, her hand pressed against the heart pounding in her chest, when she realised what she had done.

He had seen her. And tomorrow, when their families met, he would remember her.

Oh no. What had she done?




Chapter Two

AS MALIK STALKED down the Omrhain palace hallway, he tried to force the strange encounter with the woman from the day before out of his mind, but it wasn’t working. All night he’d had fever dreams of what could have happened had she not run away. Of what he’d wanted to do with her. The curve of her cheek, the honey-dark gaze that had looked at him so intently. The small mole at the corner of her eye…

Malik bit back a curse. The way he’d responded to her touch—the way his body had responded—was unlike anything he’d ever experienced. But even if he could have tracked her down, which would have been easy enough, he’d never do it. He couldn’t.

He was about to meet with his fiancée and her family! And here he was thinking of a masseuse? Al Surrahin needed this. His brother, his nephew, deserved the throne of a country that was thriving, not wilting under fear of his current leadership.

It didn’t please him to know that he was failing. It didn’t bring him joy that he wasn’t the ruler the people of his country wanted or needed. But how could he ever compare to his brother? Ishmail had been as beloved by their people as much as Malik was feared.

Growing up as Ishmail’s brother should have been hard. But he’d made it the bright spot in an otherwise miserable childhood. Despite the six years’ difference in their age, it was Ishmail who would sneak into Malik’s room and whisk him away for horse rides in the desert, or midnight feasts, or convince their father to let Malik accompany him to the Summer Palace for a short break.

But even the unconditional love of his older brother couldn’t stop their father’s fury at having been ‘cursed’ with such a son. Nor his mother’s misery at her fall from the grace of her husband and king. When she’d been expelled from the palace, she hadn’t even said goodbye.

Malik’s shoulder twinged, the dull echo of the pain he would have felt had it not been for yesterday’s massage. Shaking off the memory of gentle hands, Malik reminded himself of why he was here. For Ishmail. For Aayan. He would rule as they would have ruled, until they could rule for themselves.

He paused for a moment, as if waiting for an imaginary interjection from his brother, but nothing came. His heart thudded dully in his chest, once, painfully. He missed him. So much.

After their father’s death, there had been a brief period, just a few years, where Ishmail, Yara and Aayan had been his world. Where he’d almost felt accepted. Wanted. Where the hurts and abandonment from his childhood had begun to heal over. And to have had that, before it was ripped away from him…it had been almost cruel. But he’d never give those precious years back. Not for the world. So, if this was what he had to do, lead a country that didn’t want him, marry a woman that he could hardly imagine wanting him, then so be it.

He felt the nervous glance sent at him from Ehsan, his assistant, as Omrhain palace guards escorted them towards the grand hall. They paused at a set of huge, ornately carved heavy wooden doors as they were announced.

Ehsan looked as if he wanted to say something. Perhaps words of affirmation, positive, supportive words, but realised that they were unnecessary.

‘You need to be able to rule with a firm hand, not a steel grip. A wife will make you look…approachable,’ Ehsan had said when he first broached the subject with Malik.

This time he did hear the echo of his brother’s laughter in his ear. Not mocking, more teasing, as if even Ishmail thought the idea amusing, and somehow that made Malik feel a little better.

Taking a breath, Malik turned to the guards and nodded.

The doors opened and he was led into the grand hall.

In the three years since his brother’s accident, Malik had visited many other countries, met with many other royals, or prime ministers, or presidents. But this was the first time he’d been in Omrhain.

Situational awareness had him taking in both the opulence of the room as much as the very subtle signs of wear. He knew that Emir Hafiz was in the middle of negotiating an oil pipeline deal that was almost exclusively dependent on access through Al Surrahin. Access that would be provided in exchange for a bride. And not for the first time, Malik wondered how the emir’s youngest daughter felt about being bartered off to the neighbouring kingdom.

‘Your Royal Highness,’ the emir greeted, his eyes more assessing than welcoming.

‘Emir Hafiz,’ Malik returned. They had spoken, of course. The ruler of Omrhain had been one of the first to call following Malik’s brother’s accident. It had meant a lot to Malik. But this was the first time they were meeting in person.

They shared some small talk, as the neighbouring countries spoke the same language, even though areas had different, distinct dialects. Malik used the time to gather impressions of the family he was about to marry into. He ignored the open stares from some, and noted the sense of impatience and irreverence in others that seemed out of place for the day.

As was the custom, his fiancée would be brought to meet him here, with her father, and Malik wondered what she would look like. He’d not yet seen a picture of her. Not needed to. What she looked like didn’t matter. All that mattered was that she agreed to his terms, that this was a marriage in name only, with no expectations of anything more.

That aside, she could do whatever she wanted. Be wherever she wanted—as long as it drew no ill to Al Surrahin.

‘My daughter is running just a little late,’ the emir tried to excuse and Malik nodded absently. He continued to look about, but it wasn’t the members of the royal family or the interior of the grand hall that he saw. Instead a gaze of dark honey floated before his eyes, staring back as if it could see deep into the truth of him.





Hana’s hands shook as she applied a layer of kohl to the bottom lid of her eyes, catching sight of the small mole at the corner of her left eye. So much so that she slipped and had to reach for the makeup remover to start all over again. The two ladies-in-waiting her father had sent cast concerned looks back and forth.

‘It’s fine. I’m fine. I’ll get it right,’ Hana promised, peering back into the mirror and trying to force her fears aside.

Maybe he wouldn’t recognise her.

And even if he did, maybe he’d be okay with the fact that she had disguised herself and not only spied on him, but touched him intimately.

So intimately.

Her cheeks flushed and she pulled back again, flapping a hand at her face, trying to cool herself down and ignore the impatient sigh from her older sister, who lounged in the chair behind her, staring at the ceiling yet still managing to convey her intense displeasure at being in the same room as her.

‘We’re late. Neither the emir nor your betrothed will be happy about it,’ Noor warned.

Hana turned to face her sister, about to explain that she just needed five more minutes when, utterly by accident, the long loose sleeve of her abaya caught on the table, pulling it with her and half the cosmetics from the surface.

One lady-in-waiting let out a scream of concern for the beautiful dress, which had cost Hana’s family upward of twenty-five thousand Omrhani ruols, while her sister closed her eyes slowly and collapsed back in her chair from what was just one more chaotic crisis in the long sufferance of being related to Hana.

Hana quickly swept the skirts of her abaya out of the way, narrowly avoiding disaster, but in doing so managed to knock the second handmaid off her feet and onto the floor.

‘I’m sorry!’ Hana rushed to say, but the lady-in-waiting only eyed her warily and reached for her companion’s hand to help her up, no doubt worried that any further intervention from Hana would result in grievous bodily harm.

Even Hana could admit that this was worse than usual, but she was more nervous than usual. She tried so hard not to be a disgrace to her family. But every time things just…happened.

Like the time she spilled pomegranate juice on the white ceremonial clothes of the husband of the sister currently glaring at her, just moments before their official wedding photos. Or the time she choked on a piece of shellfish and covered the foreign ambassador to France in a Michelin-star bisque. Or the time when she had nearly ruined her brother’s wedding because the heels she could barely walk in caught in the hemline of her abaya, and she had fallen on the bride’s train, pulling her backwards and almost tearing the luxurious wedding dress in front of nearly five hundred members of their families, along with several news outlets and dignitaries and a list celebrities from around the world. It hadn’t been her fault. It really hadn’t.

These things…they just happened.

Her sister—the one person her father had entrusted the responsibility of getting Hana to the betrothal on time—hauled herself from her chair and stalked towards her, a determined glint in her eye.

‘Now you listen to me,’ Noor said, taking Hana’s chin rather firmly in her thin fingers. ‘You are going to be ready in under five minutes,’ she hissed, reaching for the kohl pen and flicking the lid off with her thumbnail. ‘We’re going to the grand hall, and you will not say a single word. Nothing. You will not look at him, breathe in his direction, you will not fall, or trip, or blunder, or cough or choke or whatever else it is that you are capable of doing. You will do nothing to jeopardise your marriage to the Regent of Al Surrahin. Do you hear me?’

Hana nodded, feeling the sting of wet heat press at the corners of her eyes.

She could do all that, but it was highly likely that it was too late. Because she had already jeopardised the marriage, hadn’t she?

Noor swept a line of kohl along the bottom lid of both Hana’s eyes.

‘We need this marriage. Especially with the pipeline deal father is negotiating. This,’ Noor said, bending to whisper into her ear, ‘is the least you can do. You owe this family. Don’t mess this up.’

Hana knew better than to flinch. Noor was right. It was her fault that her father lost a wife, that her siblings lost a mother. If it hadn’t been for her, their mother wouldn’t have died.

Noor gave Hana’s chin a not so gentle push and stalked towards the door.

‘Ready?’

‘Yes, sister,’ Hana said, standing from the chair and bracing herself.

Maybe he wouldn’t recognise her. It had been dark in the treatment room. She had been wearing black. Maybe he wouldn’t associate her with the masseuse from yesterday. After all, why would he have taken notice of just another anonymous spa staff member?

Hana held on to that chain of thought as if believing it could make it true.

Noor was right. Her father wanted this for her and needed it for him. And maybe, with this, she could finally prove to them all that she did belong to this family. That she…deserved to be part of it.

She fisted her hands in the skirts where no one could see. She wouldn’t mess it up, she wouldn’t, she said over and over again in her mind. And if she said it enough times then perhaps she’d start to believe it.

With the two ladies-in-waiting behind her and her sister walking in front of her, she entered the grand hall feeling caged by the women around her. And despite all her self-assurances, her heart began to pound and a thin sheen of sweat gathered at her neck.

She kept her gaze lowered, trying to delay the moment where she would be seen, because until that moment, Hana still had hope. Hope that this could somehow be okay. Her father had gathered her siblings and their spouses, key government officials, old family friends, in order to represent Omrhain in the best possible light. But all Hana could see was the number of people that she would let down if this all went wrong.

Unable to stop herself, she peeked around Noor’s shoulder, trying to see her fiancé. It wasn’t hard, as he was the tallest there, and even had he not been, after yesterday she would have been able to recognise him, the breadth of his shoulders, the jut of his jaw, the prominent bridge of his nose. The way that his thick dark hair brushed his shoulders. She could have picked him out from a crowd of thousands.

He turned, his gaze finding hers with the speed and accuracy of an arrow.

For a moment there was nothing—not even curiosity.

And then, Hana realised just how badly she had messed up.





Malik thrust aside his impatience and turned to greet his fiancée. They’d been waiting for longer than the five minutes promised by Emir Hafiz, and against his own wishes, Malik had become curious.

He peered at the diamond formation of women approaching him, his gaze sliding off the first woman and the two at the sides to zero in on the woman at the back, with her head lowered. Despite the intricate detailing on her dress, crystals and gold tabs shimmering beneath the bright lighting of the hall, Malik’s attention was drawn unerringly and immediately to her face.

And even though her hair was covered, and her eyes cast down, and what he could see of her was very little, he already knew before she raised her gaze to find his own that she’d have a small mole at the corner of her left eye.

He knew her. He knew her from last night.

Malik’s swift inhale brought only the attention of his adviser, but thankfully her family had turned to welcome the woman who was dressed in finery fit for a royal wedding…instead of the simple black staff uniform that he had seen her wear only hours ago.

Fury.

It was swift, burning, hotter than the spa’s scalding showers.

There was no moment of doubt, no moment of confusion.

Because the moment she locked eyes with him he saw it all. The guilt, the fear, the shock. All the things he’d never wanted to see in his bride’s face were staring right back at him.

His mind raced. Her father had offered him the gift. Had he known? Had he arranged this? Malik looked at the older man who was smiling indulgently at the viper masquerading as his fiancée, and doubted that the emir would have done something so terribly risky.

Malik turned on the woman who was supposed to be his fiancée. The woman who had seen him at his most vulnerable. She had undertaken false pretences in order to spy on him. Just like Farrah had before she fled her promise, painting Malik as the monster that everyone feared he was to justify her betrayal.

He couldn’t believe it was happening again. He stifled the curse that gripped his throat to the point of agony. The thought burned in his gut. She had seen him…she had touched him. She had touched his scars.

And he—

No. He cut that thought off as he stared up at the woman who he now had absolutely no intention of marrying. He saw her swallow, something like a plea in her eyes, but it was far too little far too late.

Malik had already been betrayed by one fiancée. He had absolutely no intention of letting it happen again.

Al Surrahin needed him to marry—that was clear. But he would not subject his people, or himself, to anyone capable of such perfidy.

‘What game are you playing?’ he demanded of the princess.

The masseuse from last night stopped in her tracks, her mouth parting in shock.

‘I… I… Your Highness?’ his soon-to-be-ex fiancée stammered from several feet away.

‘It’s a simple question. What. Game. Are. You. Playing?’ he repeated, slowly and loudly enough for everyone in the room to hear.

Chancellor Ehsan whimpered beside him. ‘Sir.’

‘I—’ she attempted before her father cut her off.

‘Hana,’ her father growled, while one of her brothers threw his hands in the air and the other turned away in disgust. One of the sisters looked as if she wanted to stamp her feet and the other glared at her in frustration.

‘What did you do?’ she hissed, but Hana said nothing, only stared at him helplessly. Well, she was going to get absolutely no help from him. She had made her bed and she was going to lie in it for all he cared.

From her sister’s accusation, to her father’s reaction, it almost sounded as if her family had expected something like this.

What a tableau they must have made. The Omhrain royal family glaring at their youngest princess, and Ehsan glaring at him.

He took the opportunity to look at her among the chaos. There was a faint blush beneath the rich bronze of her skin. Her hair was covered by a thin golden-flecked veil. But he’d never forget her eyes, the rich, honeyed orbs that he’d fancied himself drowning in.

Yet he’d been fooled. Fooled by a pretty face and a lying touch. No, he hadn’t wanted this marriage, but he would have gone through with it. Would have made the best of it. For his country. But that was before he knew that he couldn’t trust a single thing about her.

And all for what? A sight at his scars? At the monster he was portrayed to be? If she’d thought that, then she should never have agreed to the marriage. She should never have toyed with him or Al Surrahin like this.

He shot a look to the Sheikh of Omrhain.

‘We’re done here. If you want to know why, ask your daughter.’

And with that, Malik turned on his heel and swept from the grand hall, refusing to make eye contact with the woman who had ruined everything. Oh, Malik knew exactly what he was walking away from. He knew exactly what his adviser would say. But nothing, not even the future of Al Surrahin, would force him to marry a woman he couldn’t trust.

He got to the doors to the grand hall, Ehsan on his heels and bracketed his throbbing temples with his hand.

‘I need you to stay behind and do what you can to avoid any further unpleasantness.’

‘Your Highness,’ Ehsan tried. ‘You need to think about this. You can’t just—’

‘I can and I did.’ He shot a glance to the woman who was staring at the ground as if she wanted it to swallow her whole and turned his back on her, hoping to never have to lay eyes on her again.





Hana bit her lip and tried not to cry. She hadn’t meant to mess everything up so badly. She certainly hadn’t expected her subterfuge to terminate the engagement! All she’d wanted to do was make sure that he wasn’t the monster that her siblings had teased her about, and now…

‘Make her tell us what she did, Father. Make her,’ commanded her youngest brother, Fadi, loudly enough for Hana to hear through the heavy wooden doors to the great hall.

‘What she did isn’t important right now,’ her father dismissed tiredly.

Hana had been sent out here, while they decided what to do.

‘Of course it’s important. We need to know how badly she’s humiliated us this time.’

That was her oldest sister, Rida.

‘Badly enough for her fiancé—a man so desperate to marry that he’d willingly tie himself to the youngest royal of a neighbouring family—to break off the engagement,’ her oldest brother, Rashad, added.

‘This will ruin us,’ said Fadi.

‘She will ruin us,’ Noor clarified, as if anyone was in any doubt whose fault it was. Hana wanted to cover her ears with her hands and pretend that none of this was happening.

She’d thought that if the Sheikh of Al Surrahin recognised her then he’d be angry. That she’d have to explain. But breaking off their engagement?

It was bad enough as it was, but if her family discovered that she had sneaked in to the spa, disguised, and seen him…naked…

Her cheeks flamed.

Why was it only now that the impropriety of it all was hitting her? Why had she only realised how badly it could go when it had already gone wrong?

Because, honestly, she really did believe that if she just worked hard enough, if she was determined enough, she could make it all okay.

Her head fell back against the wall of the corridor outside the great hall. Tears pressed against the backs of her eyes as she tried to ignore the heavy gazes from the staff passing back and forth, failing to hide their curiosity as to what was happening.

‘No one knows anything yet,’ her father insisted from the other side of the door. ‘And it is highly unlikely that the Regent of Al Surrahin will want the news getting out that he’s suffered another failed engagement. There may still be hope yet.’

‘But when is this going to end, Father? When will she stop doing stupid things—’

‘Enough!’ her father shouted, just as a tear escaped from the corner of Hana’s eye and rolled down her cheek. ‘Make sure that the regent knows one of our helicopters is at his disposal. The least we can do is ensure he gets back to Al Surrahin safely.’

‘Well, he can’t take mine,’ complained Rida.

Shame, embarrassment and guilt drowned out the rest of their conversation, mixing noxiously in her chest as Hana’s heart ached with a familiar sense of rejection and inadequacy. Hana wanted to know the same thing. When would she stop messing up? She had really hoped that this might be it. That marriage would be something she could do really well. After all, it was something she wanted. Something she’d always wanted. To be part of a family. To be a wife. A confidante, a companion and a friend. A mother too. She’d wanted so much to be a mother.

‘Careful Hana. A heart like yours needs protecting,’ Amara would scold her.

‘Why?’

‘Because a heart as soft as yours bruises easily when it doesn’t get back what it gives to others,’ Amara had said, her eyes sad as though she knew what kind of hardships Hana would grow up with.

Hana wanted so desperately to love. But her family had never seemed to want that from her. Instead, she had been little more than a source of irritation or frustration. And that was when she wasn’t just a constant reminder of what they had lost.

Now, out in the hallway, she swallowed the hurt and the ache and focused on the present. She had let them down. Again.

‘Maybe you could just send her away for a few months. At least until we can make sure there’s no negative backlash?’

Her body flashed over with goosebumps, as if someone had thrown a bucket of ice over her.

Noor had always taunted her with the punishment. That she’d be sent away, alone, where she couldn’t be a bother to anyone any more.

‘We can’t take the risk this time, Father. It’s for the best.’

The palace on the western fringes of Omrhain was a small old military garrison that had a skeleton staff keeping it liveable. But for Hana? It was everything she hated. Cold, isolated, lonely. So, so lonely.

Her hands bunched at her sides again. She couldn’t, wouldn’t, let it happen. She had to find Malik. She had to make him see that it was all just a…mistake. One that she wouldn’t make again. She would plead her case, make him see. Make him understand that she would do whatever it took to be the perfect bride for him.

Her conscience pulled at her plans.

What if she made things worse?

But she honestly couldn’t see how much worse things could possibly get.

So, no. She wouldn’t just sit here and let everything fall apart. She had to save this wedding, her family’s reputation and the future of their countries.

She just had to.
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