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THE CYNICAL SHEIKH, Book One

 

Love at first sight

Laura has never believed in the adage of love at first sight, though her friend is an absolute believer. Yet when she meets a dashing, tall, dark and handsome man at a charity event, she falls head over heels. She’s swept away with fabulous dates from a hot air balloon ride to a fantastic weekend away. Could this be forever love?

 

Family first at all costs

When Sheikh Taliq discovers his younger cousin is involved again with another gold digger, he makes plans to lure the woman away from his cousin, lavish her with attention–and trinkets–until she chooses him as a wealthy prospect. Then he will repudiate her–showing his cousin her true colors.

 

Tangled web

To Taliq’s utter astonishment, his cousin announces his engagement to another woman. What of Laura? Has he been totally mistaken about her? Has he lost any chance with a woman he was growing to love?

 

 

FALLING FOR THE SHEIKH, Book Two

 

Unexpected

Always impetuous, this time Sara’s really landed herself in hot water. Caught photographing forbidden locations in a foreign country, she’s in jail and no one knows where she is.

 

Diplomacy needed

Sheikh Kharun bak Rijad learns the daughter of the chief negotiator from the United States is in a remote jail accused of spying. To allow the courts to proceed would have international consequences. Yet, not to act, would cause internal conflicts at the highest levels of his government.

 

Outlandish proposal

A hastily conceived plan might buy them enough time to close the deal worth millions and avoid any international repercussions. Can they fool the world into thinking they’re in love?
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Three Weeks with a Sheikh!

Bridget Rossi jumps at the invitation to visit the Mediterranean estate of Sheikh Rashid al Halzid and the chance to immerse herself in a fairy-tale setting to help deal with the loss of her father.

 

Life is no fairy-tale.

Rashid works hard and plays hard, and this house party is only temporary. In sharp contrast to his other guests only interested in a good time, Bridget weaves her special kindness into the very fabric of his family.

 

Is she for real?

The jaded sheikh has to ask himself is he a fool to believe what he sees in Bridget?
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Sheikh Karif bin Shakirah’s happiest years were when he was a graduate student at Berkeley. He found a woman who loved him for himself not his family’s wealth. He’d even hoped things would work out for him and Chloe-- after all doesn’t love conquer all? But duties and responsibilities swept him back to his homeland and he lost the woman he loved.

 

Second Chance?

When Chloe sees Ben for the first time in ten years, she’s shocked to learn he’s a wealthy sheikh from an oil-rich company signing a treaty with the US. He spots her and before long confronts her to find she hold only contempt. Could they have a second chance to live the plans they’d made or would the heartbreak and feelings of betrayal from the past prove too strong to overcome?
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The Cynical Sheikh: Chapter One

 

 

San Francisco, California

 

Laura Toliver stepped off the elevator to the floor that housed Beatty Security. It was Saturday, not a day she normally worked, but after last night’s showing, she wanted to write her report while it was fresh and not have to wait until Monday. She had nothing else planned for the weekend. Writing the report would take an hour or so and then she’d be free.

There were other members of the team working and she waved to a couple of them as she passed. They were hunched over their computers or talking on the phone. Beatty Securities ran a full service bureau, with operatives and personnel on duty 24/7.

Her boss was in his office. He looked up as she passed the opened door.

“Laura?” he called.

She backed up and peeked in. “Yes?”

He stood and tossed a newspaper to the far edge of his desk. “Have you seen this?”

She entered the cluttered office and picked up the Life Style section of the San Francisco News. Her own face smiled back at her. Beside her stood Sheikh Yuusuf ibn Horah in all his gorgeous good looks.

“I remember when the photographer snapped it. I'd just finished the first circle of the museum and had joined Jenna and Yuusuf for a few minutes.” Laura placed the newspaper back on the desk. “Is there a problem?”

“Only if it gets out that you work for our security firm. We want unobtrusive surveillance at these events, not have every art thief around know what our operatives look like,” Ben said.

“There’s no problem, boss. As far as anyone knows, except Jenna and Yuusuf, I was a guest there like everyone else.”

“Hmm.” He seemed mollified and sat back down in his chair. “What’re you doing here today? After such a late night, I’d think you’d sleep in. Especially since it’s Saturday.”

“I wanted to get the report filed. I took some photos of a few individuals I want to do a quick trace on. Nothing specific, just vague feelings.”

Laura had worked for Beatty Security for three years. Her specialty was guarding museum pieces on display. She was available, as most operatives were, for other functions as they arose. She had a permit to carry, but relied on her training in martial arts to get her through any sticky situations. Which were rare.

Her primary function was to mingle at these events, keep an eye on the priceless artifacts and identify anyone who showed an undue interest in the items Beatty Security was hired to guard.

She had several discreet miniature cameras and easily took photos of anyone who merited a closer look. She was proficient in taking clear shots that allowed their facial recognition software to identify persons of interest.

“Don’t spend all your free weekend in the office,” he said.

She smiled and turned to head for her desk. “No worries there. It’s too glorious today to stay inside any longer than I need to. This won’t take long and then I’m off to Golden Gate Park for some bike time.”

When Laura reached her desk, she fished the miniature camera from her purse and uploaded the pictures onto her computer. She'd obtained the names of the people she photographed and quickly ran them through some of the standard databases available to compile a brief dossier on anyone a Beatty Security person thought needed watching.

She'd check these first before using the facial rec program. That could take hours and she wasn't waiting around on the off chance someone was not who they said they were.

Oh, oh, she thought a few minutes later. Warren Way, the older man she’d almost convinced herself was just very enthusiastic in his love of the Manas painting, had a rap sheet. Wasn’t that interesting? She printed his photo and the background results to circulate among the others in the company. If he attended future functions, he'd be on their watch list.

Her phone rang.

“Toliver,” she responded, beginning to input her report.

“Hey, Laura, go find your own guy,” Jenna Stanhope said, laughter in her voice.

“I should be so lucky to find one like Yuusuf. How did the photographer get my face and not yours? I could swear you were draped over Yuusuf like a serape all night,” Laura responded.

“Hah! We may be growing close, but we are circumspect. That’s why the speculation in the article that accompanied the photo—which I love. Who is the eligible bachelor after now? What a hoot.”

“There was more?” Laura asked. She’d only glanced at the picture. “What did it say?”

“Just gossipy speculation on the sheikh’s latest interest.”

“My boss is worried my cover will be blown.”

“Not with this article. It’s more like everyone in San Francisco will think you and Yuusuf are having a red-hot affair. I ought to be jealous.”

Laura laughed. “As if he’d even look at me when you’re around. He has eyes for you alone and you know it.”

“You never can tell,” Jenna said.

“Look, I know I warned you against him when you first started dating. He does have a reputation as a playboy, you know,” Laura said. “Rumor has it, he never dated a woman more than three times before dumping her. Until you.”

“Lies all of them. That’s what everyone says about fabulously wealthy men who aren't married. It goes with the territory. Although, he’s had a couple of bad experiences with women, but it wasn’t his fault.”

“Like what?” Laura wasn't sure she believed all Yuusuf told Jenna, but she was trying to keep an open mind. Her friend was crazy about the man.

“They wanted his money.”

That Laura could understand—he had to be worth billions. “Just be careful, okay? He looks to good to be true. I’m always leery about men like that,” Laura said.

“You’re leery about all men.”

“I am not. Just cautious. Anyway, since I’ve come to know him better, he seems to be a good guy.”

“Stop being cautious and be more like me and you’ll find your own good guy. If Mr. Right comes along, you won’t recognize him if you don’t give yourself a chance, and then where will you be?”

“I’m not sure there is a Mr. Right as you say. I’d settle for a Mr. This-is-as-good-as-it-gets,” Laura said wryly.

“You only say that because you haven’t met the love of your life yet. I think you’re too picky.”

“So does this mean you’ve met the love of your life or that you aren’t so picky?”

“I think I have,” Jenna said quietly.

“Yuusuf?” Laura sat up at that. Was her friend serious?

“He’s really all I could ever want,” Jenna said with conviction.

“You two haven’t known each other long enough to know that,” Laura argued.

“Haven’t you heard of love at first sight?”

“Have you heard of marry in haste, repent at leisure?”

Jenna was quiet for a moment. She’d been married at twenty-one and divorced eighteen months later.

“Oh, jeez, I’m sorry, Jens. I didn’t mean Phil. I meant don’t you rush into anything. If it’s the real deal, it’ll last forever, so why rush?”

Laura sometimes forgot about Phil. He’d been out of the picture for six years. Still, it had been a bad time for her friend and the last thing she wanted was to remind her.

“I still believe in love at first sight,” Jenna said stubbornly.

“I might, if I ever found it.” Laura had never been that in love. She dated, of course, and had had a steady relationship with a man when they were both in college. Shortly before graduation, they broke it off. She hardly suffered a pang, much less heartbreak.

She was twenty-eight now. Maybe she was destined to be like Jenna's Aunt Kendra, single at fifty.

She yearned to believe in love at first sight, to dream about meeting some man who would sweep her off her feet and carry her away. Have him convince her he had all the love in the world and wind up with a happy marriage and two or three children.

Each time she met a new man, she wondered if something would click.

Each time, she found they were entertaining or funny or intense. But there was never that spark that would light her fire.

“Yuusuf is taking me sailing today on the Bay. Want to join us?” Jenna asked.

“And be a fifth wheel? I don’t think so. You two have fun. Just take things more slowly, okay?”

“I don’t think he’s after my money. He has as much wealth as I do,” Jenna protested.

Jenna was from an old San Francisco family who started building the family fortune at the time of the California Gold Rush. Each generation had added to the coffers, including her software engineer father.

As an only child, Jenna was the sole heiress to the family fortune when her parents died. A fact Phillip had known and acted upon.

Laura knew her best friend had been blindsided that a man would marry her for money, and it had shaken her confidence.

Laura and Jenna became best friends in kindergarten—long before anyone in Laura’s family knew of the Stanhopes’s wealth. Their friendship had grown and survived high school and college. It continued strong and lasting despite their different lifestyles and circumstances.

“You do like him, right?” Jenna asked.

“Of course I do. He’s charming and fun to be around. I enjoyed talking with him last night while you were visiting with other friends. I don’t have anything bad to say about him, just be careful. I’d hate for you to fall for him and then find he’s only having fun while he works in San Francisco. Won’t he be returning home at some point?”

“I don’t know. Maybe he can continue to run their family office here and we can settle in the city.”

“Have your parents met him yet?” Laura asked.

“No. I want him all to myself for a little longer. I’ll introduce him soon. I don’t want their I-told-you-so’s if I’m reading things wrong. Or have Dad’s cross-examination ruin what we might have.”

Laura laughed. “Your dad’s just doing what dads do.”

For a moment Laura wished she had a father to act that way. Even her beloved grandfather was gone.

“I’ve got to get to work. Do you want to have dinner one night next week?” she asked, shaking off the sadness.

“When?”

“I have a commitment on Tuesday and on Friday, so any other night is fine.”

“Wednesday, then. I’ll leave Friday open in case Yuusuf wants to do something,” Jenna said.

“Have fun, just take it slow,” Laura said before she hung up.

She was happy for Jenna—as long as Yuusuf didn’t break her heart. If he did, he’d answer to her. Though what she could do to retaliate against a sheikh who had all the money in the world was beyond her. But she'd come up with something if he hurt Jenna.

Turning back to her report, she forgot about the picture in the paper. Her cover had not been blown. The gossip in the accompanying article had strengthened the idea she was a guest at the showing. That was what mattered most.

 

 

Tamarin

 

Talique bin Azoz bin Al-Rahman had been summoned by his grandfather and he hoped it was business related and had nothing to do with his grandfather’s frail health.

He had a deadline looming for negotiations with the dock managers in Germany to make sure the cruise ships were given priority treatment when they brought tourists to the country.

Yet he never was too consumed by work to ignore a family matter.

His grandfather rarely requested his presence on such short notice. There had to be something wrong. Tal just hoped it was a minor inconvenience in the greater scheme of things. His mother hadn't mentioned anything when he’d last spoken to her. Surely she’d know if something was wrong with her father.

He was announced and Sheikh Ali Salilk ibn Horah rose from the sofa where he sat and turned to greet his oldest grandson. He was thinner than he'd been two months ago. But he still had that fire in his eyes and military-straight posture that Tal always associated with him.

“Ah, Talique, thank you for coming. I know you're a busy man, but I require your assistance.”

“Grandfather,” Tal said, bowing his head slightly in formal acknowledgment. “How may I help?”

Salilk gestured to the sofa and Tal sat beside him. The older man picked up a foreign newspaper and held it out.

Tal took it, scanning it briefly, stopping when he saw the picture of his cousin Yuusuf. A twinge of apprehension hit. Yuusuf was still in the United States—San Francisco to be exact. He was working with the expansion of the import-export business the family ran. The photo had been taken at some museum reception. The woman photographed with him was tall and slender with short, dark hair, and wide eyes. She didn’t look like his cousin’s usual type which ran to blond and built.

Tal stifled a sigh of resignation. It looked as if Yuusuf was not adhering to the agreement they’d set down after the last fortune hunter almost caught him in her trap. Why was he so easily enamored with foreign women?

“Read the article,” his grandfather said, leaning back against the luscious cushions. “A member of our embassy in Los Angeles sent it. I’m most distressed. After that last fiasco with the woman in Los Angeles, I thought he’d gotten that out of his system. Now it looks as if he’s getting involved with this woman. This has to stop, Tal. I cannot afford to let my grandson get tangled up with mercenary women wherever he goes.”

Tal knew first hand about the situations his cousin fell into. Hadn’t he been instrumental in rescuing him time and again?

Tal quickly scanned the article, the innuendos familiar. His cousin was known as a ladies’ man, eagerly dating all the beautiful women who flocked around him. Twice he'd come close to succumbing to the deliberate lures of outright gold-diggers. It looked as if he was heading that way yet a third time.

Tal wanted to throw the paper across the room and storm out. He didn’t have time for this. He had exacted a promise from his cousin the last time he’d rescued him. What was Yuusuf doing now?

“I don’t know what’s wrong with the boy,” Salilk said, rising again as if unable to sit still. He paced to the wide window.

“He knows he has a duty to his family. And it does not include dallying with women wherever he goes. Why can’t he be more like you? You followed tradition. You went to school in England as your father and I did—not America. You married the woman your father picked out, rather than get embroiled in a scandal with someone who only wanted your money. You have taken the reins of one of your father’s businesses, rather than roaming the world and spending more time away from home than here.”

Tal listened impassively as his grandfather let off steam comparing his life with that of his cousin’s. Inside he wasn’t the golden-child the family thought.

True he’d followed the education tradition but only because it suited him to attend school in England. Saint Albans was a distinguished academy that taught boys from all over the world. He had close British friends with whom he still kept in touch and often visited when in London. Friends and acquaintances who proved to be invaluable contacts for business were only the result of following family tradition. He had several friends for the sake of their friendship.

His marriage to Yasmine had been arranged by their parents. Initially it had suited him. He hadn't fallen in love with any one by the time he was twenty- five. She’d been an accomplished hostess, spoke three languages and been a true asset for a businessman.

He'd hoped at one time that he and his bride would come to feel great affection for each other, as his parents did.

Bleakly he had to acknowledge they had never come close.

Yasmine had coveted his wealth to open doors, to enable her to travel, to buy designer gowns and costly jewels. Except when duty demanded, she spent as little time in their home as she could.

Her death had been unexpected and tragic. His family thought he grieved for her. In truth, he wasn't sorry he was no longer married. He'd never said a word against her—or revealed the loneliness he’d experienced in his own home. He would never wish such a relationship on his cousin.

Yet why wouldn’t Yuusuf learn to separate fortune hunters from genuinely suitable woman in their own country?

As to taking the reins of his father’s shipping business, maybe Salilk should show as much wisdom as his own father had and relinquish some of his responsibilities so Yuusuf had a real job in the company, rather than dallying in San Francisco.

Salilk's son, Yuusuf’s father, had died young. Yuusuf’s mother, French born Yvette, had remained in Tamarin. Her sister also lived in Tamarin and together they'd raised his cousin—with his grandfather’s help. Maybe Yvette should have taken a stronger stance when raising Yuusuf. If his father had lived, things would have been different.

But Tal said none of this. He merely counted the moments until his grandfather finished his tirade and he could find out what specifically he wanted. Tal had a conference call in half hour. Between now and then, he had to decide if he'd make the trip to Bremerhaven or not.

“So once again I need your help in getting him untangled,” Salilk finished, wheezing slightly. His health had been declining for a number of years. Tal wanted nothing to hasten his decline. Didn't Yuusuf know worry and anxiety would take a toll on their grandfather?

Tal stared at him. Had he missed an important aspect of this conversation?

“You want me to get him out of this? I don’t need to get involved. Tell him he has to come home. Or send the woman a large check with a warning. It’ll get her to let go. Especially if you tell her as you did that one in Boston, that you’ll cut him off without a penny if he marries her.”

Yuusuf had been furious with Tal for his interference. Tal regretted the rift in their once-close tie. Family matters got sticky and being in the middle did nothing to improve things. Surely his grandfather could see that.

“That’s just it, my boy, weren’t you listening? I don’t want Yuusuf to know I’m objecting. After last time, he’ll be that much more determined to prove to you and me that this woman wants him for himself. He knows I'd never cut him off—not permanently. He’s my oldest son’s only child. I need you to go and get him out of this without him knowing we're behind it.”

“We?” Tal enjoyed the irony.

Why was he the one chosen to rescue his cousin every time? Yvette was his mother, why not enlist her help?

Tal knew why. His grandfather was too old-fashioned to ask for a woman’s help.

“And how do you propose I handle this?” Tal asked, his annoyance growing.

“I have no idea. I leave that up to you. You always come up with innovative ideas. You’ve increased profits at the cruise company more than twenty percent, so your father tells me. He and your mother are proud of you, my boy.”

“I have to keep on top of things to keep that profit level. I don’t have time to go extricate Yuusuf from the clutches of some fortune hunter. Send someone else this time” Tal said in frustration. He rose. He had work to do. He wasn't a babysitter. It was past time his cousin grew up.

“Who else would he listen to?” Salilk asked, turning to face Tal. “He's admired you all his life. You're the older brother he never had. You have to handle this. I cannot.”

“He isn’t going to listen to me. If he truly thinks he’s in love, he’ll be up in arms against anyone trying to change his mind. You know how stubborn he can be.” Tal was tired of chasing after Yuusuf. He was only two years younger. Maybe getting entangled would be the best thing. He'd learn a hard lesson, but one that would then stick.

If it were up to Tal, he’d let the man sink or swim.

Though Tal would draw the line at deliberately letting Yuusuf get married to some gold digger. He almost swore in frustration. Why couldn’t Yuusuf keep his mind on business like Talique had learned to do? Find contentment and excitement in the business world and stop chasing after women?

“I need you to save your cousin,” his grandfather said firmly. “There's no one else I can trust to make sure he isn't taken advantage of. I'm not asking that much. Look at it as a short vacation in San Francisco. You know that's a beautiful city. Tell Yuusuf you wanted to see it with him, and find a way to break that relationship. We are family. Family helps family.”

Tal fumed silently. It was the ultimate weapon and his grandfather knew it. His own father often said how much he owed his wife’s father for helping him through a bad patch in business many years ago. Their branch of the family would forever be in Salilk’s debt.

Tal assumed that obligation when he attained adulthood. Why had he thought logical business practice would take precedence? His position as head of the cruise ship line that plied the Mediterranean and Atlantic with small luxury liners was not an easy task. Competition was high, especially from the Greeks and Italians.

But family came first. There was the honor of their family debt at stake. And his grandfather’s frail health to worry about.

He paced to the window, gazing out at the lush gardens his grandmother loved so much, Tal tried to calculate how much time he could devote to this situation. If his trip to Bremerhaven wasn't necessary, maybe he could take a few days to go to San Francisco.

Quickly he considered and discarded ideas. What was the most expeditious way to extricate Yuusuf and get him to understand once and for all that this must stop?

Tal had learned from the bitter experience what a loveless marriage could do to a man and he’d do all he could to save his cousin from the same fate—one more time. This time would be the last.

“Perhaps there's a way,” Talique said slowly. Looking at his grandfather, he shrugged. “If we can lure the woman away from Yuusuf, get her to show her true colors, he’ll see her for who she is. And if I do it right, maybe he’ll learn a lesson about mercenary women as well.”

“How can you lure her away?”

“Maybe it’s time he had someone turn him down. If I can convince—” he crossed the room and picked up the paper, “—Laura Toliver that I’m a better catch, without letting Yuusuf know I’m around, she’ll switch allegiance in a heartbeat. When I leave, it’ll be too bad for her, but Yuusuf will see her for who she truly is.”

“What if Yuusuf finds out you're there? Or she tells him about you?”

“I’ll make sure I avoid Yuusuf. If he discovers I’m there, it’ll still give me a chance to show Laura I’m a better choice. When she shifts her allegiance, I’ll let him know. Maybe it’ll be a lesson learned that will stick this time. The last fiasco was only two years ago. The family can’t go through that again.”

Salilk beamed at Tal. “I knew I could count on you. He needs to come home, marry a woman his mother and I approve of and settle down. I would dearly love great-grandchildren.”

Tal thought that was a bit much. His two sisters had already provided his grandfather with five great-grandchildren between them.

“This is the last time. I got him out of the pickle with that girl in Boston. And the embarrassing scene with the woman in Los Angeles. I won’t do it another time,” Tal said, knowing it was a bluff. He'd do whatever his grandfather asked. He'd do anything to protect his family.

“I understand. He’ll be more likely to listen to his mother’s suggestions for a suitable wife if this woman turns away hoping to land a bigger fish. A brilliant plan,” Salilk said beaming at his grandson. “Call me as soon as you’ve accomplished it.”

 


The Cynical Sheikh: Chapter Two

 

 

San Francisco

 

Laura watched from the edge of the crowded ballroom. She and Jason were working tonight, watching for potential problems at the McNab’s fund-raiser. Patrick McNab, candidate for senator, was schmoozing with the elite of San Francisco. Laura was sure she’d never seen so many rainbows shining from all the diamonds worn. Even the opera and other gala events she worked hadn’t brought out the gems like tonight’s gathering. Everyone showing off, to hint where the true riches could be found, to woo a future senator.

All the more reason to be extra vigilant. She sipped her ginger ale, designed to look as if she were joining in with the champagne being poured as liberally as water. No alcohol for her or Jason. They had to stay alert.

She snapped a photo of Kyle Davenport. She knew about the rumors circulating about a downward change in fortunes for the flamboyant entrepreneur. Not that she expected any trouble from him, but it didn’t hurt to update company files from time to time.

She let her gaze idly scan the room. Her eyes locked with the dark gaze of a stranger. He stood directly opposite her at the far wall. The bank of windows behind him gave way to a view of San Francisco at night that was breathtaking. Laura didn’t see the sparkling lights. For a moment, she saw only the tall man with the dark hair and compelling eyes. The rest of the lavishly appointed room and its occupants seemed to fade into a mist, leaving only the two of them.

Breaking eye contact took a major effort.

She drew a deep breath forcing her gaze to move on. It was all she could do to refrain from looking back. At least not yet. Maybe in a minute—

“Nice gathering,” a deep voice said from her right. “Think he’ll win the election?”

She knew who it was without turning. Slowly taking a deep breath to calm suddenly riotous nerves, she turned and faced him. He stood several inches taller than she. Usually she met most men at eye level. His height made her feel at a slight disadvantage.

“If he’s the most qualified candidate,” she said.

“I thought American politics was more about the man with the most charisma or the most money. I didn’t realize other qualifications played into it.”

He had a British accent, but his olive skin, dark eyes and jet-black hair hinted at other origins. Had she heard traces of a more exotic cadence in his tone?

“Sometimes it may appear that way, but usually the American public is savvy enough to vote for the best qualified man. Not always, however.”

Laura didn’t want to discuss politics. She wanted to find out more about the man. Could his eyes really be so dark? His black hair gleamed beneath the chandeliers, with a slight wave that softened his austere looks. Who was he?

And why was he talking to her?

“And this man’s chances?” he asked, holding her gaze, as if he found the conversation fascinating. Or maybe it was her he found fascinating.

Wishful thinking on her part.

“I think Patrick McNab has as good a chance as anyone,” Laura said, not knowing or caring a bit about McNab’s politics. She was here on assignment. Still, to keep a low profile, she needed to maintain at least the semblance of being a supporter if not a friend. She found it hard to remember that when the stranger’s eyes held hers.

Her heart beat heavily, her skin warmed. She felt shy and breathless and bold and daring.

“I’m Tal,” the man said, holding out his hand.

“I’m Laura,” she replied, slipping hers into his. His was warm, his grip firm, appropriate for a first greeting. He released her instantly. Still, the contact left her feeling confused.

“I don’t think you’re from San Francisco,” she said, smiling. She was a sucker for English accents. And she was dying of curiosity about the man. A quick glance at his left hand showed it was ringless. But did that necessarily mean anything?

“Perceptive. Is it the accent? I flew in earlier today from London.”

“It’s a bit obvious, but charming. No jet lag?”

“I’m running on adrenaline. I can adjust to California time sooner if I stay up until a reasonable time tonight. Then sleep through until morning. Tomorrow I’ll be fine.”

“Sounds like you’ve done that before,” she said, wondering how often he came to San Francisco and how long he was staying.

“Works every time.”

“Staying long?” Laura asked. What do you do? Where are you staying? Do you have any free time to spend with me?

“For a few days. I take it you’re a native?”

“Born and bred in the city. I’d be glad to show you around if you haven’t seen it before,” she said.

Then was horrified.

She never offered to act as tour guide, especially to someone she’d met less than five minutes before. Yet she couldn’t let this one moment in time be all they had.

There was something about Tal.

Was he a con artist she should be wary of or merely a stranger visiting San Francisco from England? Who did he know who would bring him to such an event?

“If you aren’t supporting Mr. McNab, how did you get in?” she asked suddenly suspicious. She was too good at her job to get distracted for long.

“Earl Rogers is a big McNab supporter. His plans were made when I arrived unexpectedly, so he included me tonight. I’ve met the future senator. Can’t say I’m ready to throw money into an election coffer for a man I hardly know, but maybe my host will convince me he’s worth supporting.”

“An Englishman supporting an American election?”

“Sometimes a good cause is worth supporting no matter where it is.”

“So you’re here on business, then?”

Laura hoped she didn’t sound like an inquisitor, but she wanted to find out all she could. Had he withheld his last name deliberately, knowing how intriguing it was to be on first name terms yet not have a clue about each others surnames?

Or was there a reason to hide it?

“Part business, part pleasure.” He looked around. “Are you here with someone?”

“No.” Jason could fend for himself.

Her heart rate sped up. Maybe he’d take her up on her offer to show him around.

He looked at her, his eyes dark and penetrating. Laura felt he saw right down into the heart of her. For a moment there was a gleam of hardness that startled her, then his friendly demeanor resurfaced. Had she imagined it? A trick of lighting?

“I’m surprised,” he said. “A woman as lovely as you should be surrounded by men.”

She didn’t know whether to be insulted or flattered.

It was a charming statement, but was it sincere? Did he say what he thought women wanted to hear? She looked nice enough. Not the type of woman who would have men flocking around, nor know what to do with them if they did.

Yet maybe he was trying to flatter her by implying he thought she looked nice.

Before she could decide which way to take the comment, her colleague Jason walked over, his eye on Tal.

“Jason, I’d like you to meet Tal.” She smiled apologetically at Tal. “I’m sorry, I didn’t get your last name.”

“Smith,” he said blandly.

Jason raised an eyebrow and glanced at Laura. She understood what he wanted—an explanation and fast. Usually when an operative stood in conversation for very long, it was because they were suspicious of something. How could she explain she was more interested in this man on a personal level than because of any suspicious activity?

“Tal's visiting from England. He met McNab for the first time tonight.”

Laura knew she should have gotten a last name by now, as well as a picture. She wasn't doing her job. She wasn’t here to flirt with a stranger, but to make sure the man wasn’t a cat burglar out to lift jewels from all the women in the place.

“Jason Abernathy.”

The men shook hands.

“Will you be in San Francisco for long?” Jason asked.

“Not too long. I’m here on business. As soon as it’s concluded, I’ll return home,” Tal said easily. A hint of amusement lurked in his eyes.

“We should mingle,” Jason said to Laura.

Tal looked at her. “I thought you came alone.”

“She came with me,” Jason said.

“He asked if I was with anyone and I said no. Your giving me a ride isn’t quite the same thing as being here with you as in a date,” she explained, knowing Jason would think she was off her rocker with such a comment.

But Laura didn’t want Tal to think she was dating Jason. Yet she could hardly explain why she was really here.

Jason looked at her, then at Tal. “She came with me,” he repeated.

Laura felt embarrassed that Jason was making such a big deal about it.

“See you,” she said to Tal. Tucking her hand in Jason's arm, she led the way toward the sliding doors that gave way to the wide balcony.

When they were out of hearing, she glared at Jason. “You didn’t have to be so obnoxious.”

“We’re working. If you want to pick up some guy, do it on your own time. How do you know he isn’t some con artist? Seems odd to me that some foreigner shows up at a fund-raiser for a California senator. Doesn’t it you?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. He came with a friend—Earl Rogers. When you get the chance, take some photos. We’ll see if we can find out more about him at the office tomorrow. In the meantime, maybe I can figure out who Earl Rogers is and ask him some questions.”

“Great, and if they’re a team, they’d cover for each other.”

Laura sighed in exasperation. “Not everyone we don’t personally know is a crook.”

“Maybe.” Jason looked around as if he didn’t trust a soul. “I’ll touch base with you in little while. Just try to keep your mind on business,” Jason said.

Tal watched the two of them walk away. He’d pulled some strings with local contacts to discover information on Laura Toliver. She was a security operative for Beatty Security. Tonight she was undoubtedly working, which explained why Yuusuf wasn’t present.

He’d taken a chance that his cousin might show up, but so far there was no sign of him. Tal really didn’t think American politics held much appeal for Yuusuf, unless the candidate was tall, blond and about twenty-five.

Laura Toliver was not what he expected. Granted the newspaper photo had captured her looks, but not that sparkle in her eyes or the way her entire face became animated when she talked.

Her acting skills could use some work. A blind man could have told how annoyed she was with Jason when he interrupted their tête-à-tête.

A woman like that, surrounded by beauty and wealth at all her assignments, must covet the same jewels she guarded. No wonder she saw Yuusuf as her meal ticket out of working and into the glamorous lifestyle she now only saw from the periphery.

He'd detected definite interest on her part. Was it his Italian suit? The gold Rolex watch? Obviously she recognized expensive things when she saw them.

How could she not be interested in a man who could outbid her current suitor and lavish attention and trinkets on her?

He’d made the first step. His choreographed plan would unfold as he intended over the next few days. With any luck, he’d be home in a week—two at the most.

Looking for Earl, he found him near the canapes. Trust his old Saint Albans friend to head for the food. Earl had been surprised when Tal contacted him. They hadn’t kept in close contact over the years, especially after Earl had left England for a position in California.

Tal wrangled an invitation to this evening’s event for the sole reason of meeting Laura. Not that Earl knew. When his friend had expressed suspicion that Tal wanted to attend, he explained he wanted to meet a certain woman. Earl was a romantic at heart and saw this as the start of a great love story.

“I’m heading back to the hotel,” Tal told him. “The time change is catching up with me.”

“I thought you’d be too tired to last the night. Good showing for Patrick, don’t you think? He’ll go far. After a couple of terms in the senate, who knows,” Earl said proudly.

“The equivalent to one of your own MPs,” Tal said, knowing Earl was an avid Labor Party member and loved debating the pros and cons of any major issue.

“You find that girl?” Earl asked, looking around.

“I did. I appreciate your help. If anything develops, I’ll let you know.”

“Just ask me to be your best man.”

Earl was departing in the early morning for two weeks in Japan. The timing couldn’t be better as far as Tal was concerned. He’d received his help and didn’t have to play a part in front of his old friend. By the time Earl returned, Tal expected the situation with Yuusuf to be wrapped up and settled. Then he could give Earl the real story.

Laura made the rounds, speaking with several people she knew, being introduced to others, without giving away her true role in the evening’s festivities. Most people there were too full of themselves to care to delve into her career. Once she’d made the rounds again, she looked for Tal. She’d like to continue their conversation, even if Jason didn’t approve.

But she didn’t see the exciting stranger.

The evening became tedious after that. She could hardly wait until it ended. Sipping again from the now-going-flat ginger ale, she smiled at the memory of the humor she’d recognized in his eyes when he told Jason that last name.

She knew it was false. Had he given it merely to annoy Jason?

She hoped that was the reason and not that he was a con man toying with them.

By the time the evening was over, Laura was too keyed up to sleep.

She wanted to trust her instincts and they did not suspect the man was a thief. He looked at her directly with no hint of dissembling.

Was she getting interested in him beyond the casual friendship she enjoyed with other men? If she weren’t careful, she’d fall for Jenna’s love-at-first-sight theory.

Daydreaming was well and good, but she wanted to know more about him and had no idea how to locate him. Maybe she’d call Earl Rogers in the morning and ask to speak to his guest.

If Jason hadn’t interrupted, would they have exchanged phone numbers and made arrangements to meet again?

She finally fell asleep in the wee small hours imagining a dozen ways she could see Tal again.

Laura didn’t like Wednesday night events because it meant even if she was up late, she was expected in the office on time. There were reports to file, people to research and other aspects of the job that went on regardless of the amount of sleep she wanted. And sleep had been in short supply because of her constant thoughts about Tal.

By the time she finished writing her perceptions about the evening, she wondered how differently Jason’s report would read. One of the reasons some events had more than one operative was because of the different insights they brought. No two saw everything the same.

Take Tal for instance.

She'd run Earl Rogers’s name through the various databases, as well as Tal Smith’s. Earl was from England, worked at a financial firm in the city and lived modestly in a flat in Pacific Heights. For Tal Smith, she found nothing.

Feeling a bit foolish, she called Earl. An answering machine responded.

“I’m off to Japan for two weeks. If you need me, call the office, they can reach me.”

She hung up. Didn’t the man know telling anyone who called he’d be gone was an open invitation to burglars? Though if he lived in a high-rise security building, it probably didn’t matter.

It proved a dead end for finding Tal, however.

Giving up, she turned her attention to business. They were two people who met for a moment. It was too bad she wanted more. He’d seemed attentive enough during those few minutes, but maybe he acted that way with everyone. She had no way of knowing if he felt a similar attraction that had flared so quickly for her.

Was it love-at-first-sight as she and Jenna had discussed?

How unlucky if it were. She'd probably never see the man again—except in her dreams.

By lunchtime, Laura was ready for a break. Her boss had called Jason and her in to discuss the McNab event and future fund-raisers. Apparently McNab liked how they’d quietly handled the surveillance and wanted the agency to be a part of their campaign events.

“Good job to you both,” Ben said. “Where possible, I’d like to send you two together again. If conflicts arise, I thought Aaron and Maggie.”

“Good choices,” Laura said.

Jason nodded.

When they left, she asked him if he’d found out anything on Tal Smith.

“Nothing, which could or could not be suspicious. No match in facial recognition, either.”

“Right, so he either has never been involved in a problem or is too good covering his tracks to be traced,” she said, wishing she knew for sure which.

Jason nodded. “He left shortly after we saw him and since no one had reported any problems, he most likely is just who he said he was. So if you’re interested—go for it.”

“We didn’t get as far as that,” she said. She was not going to admit to trying to find him this morning.

Laura left the building at lunchtime, wanting a takeout sandwich from the deli she could eat in the park. She headed down Montgomery Street toward the Bay. The sun was high in the sky, the air crisp and clear.

“Laura?”

She looked over her shoulder and into Tal’s eyes. “Tal?”

Serendipity?

She couldn’t believe he was right beside her. She smiled in secret delight. She’d been thinking about him all morning and now they’d run into each other again. Amazing.

“I just finished a meeting and was looking for a place for lunch. Any recommendations?” he asked, stepping aside to allow a couple to pass. The sidewalk was busy with people on their noon break.

“I’m on my way to lunch myself. I work in that building,” she said, gesturing to the high-rise that housed Beatty Security. Suddenly conscious of the slacks and plain top she wore, Laura wished she’d dressed up a bit more for work today. But she hadn’t expected to see Tal again—at least not this soon.

“Have lunch with me. Are you on a short time schedule?” he asked.

“No, I’m flexible. I’d love to have lunch together,” she said, trying to remember if she put on lipstick recently.

“Where do you suggest? Something nice and quiet. I want to learn all about you,” he said, reaching out to take her hand and tucking it in the crook of his arm, holding it with his warm palm.

The first restaurant Laura recommended was too crowded. Tal suggested they try another one.

Hesitant because of the expense, she mentioned one tucked away right off Montgomery Street. Laura was worried about the cost. She’d always been careful to split the check with Jenna. She didn’t ever want anyone to think she was taking advantage.

But Don Philipe's was elegant, quiet and outrageously expensive—and consequently less likely to be crowded.

He agreed with no hesitation.

Seated at the linen-covered table a short time later, Laura hoped the choice hadn’t been a mistake. The prices for a light lunch were amazing. Still, Tal seemed at ease in the surroundings. He asked her what she wanted, then gave the order for both of them to the waiter.

“Are you feeling acclimated to San Francisco time now?” she asked when the waiter left.

“I am. A good night’s sleep was all I needed. I’ll be on San Francisco time from now until I leave.”

“And that will be when?” she asked. He hadn’t said last night.

“As soon as my business is finished. Does your offer to show me San Francisco still stand?”

Her heart skipped a beat and then raced. Laura smiled, wanting to hug herself with joy.

“Sure does. I have to work tomorrow, but I’m free all weekend. Are you?”

“Yes. What do you recommend we see first?”

“Have you been here before?”

“Several times, but always on business. This time I shall take the opportunity to see more of your lovely city. And at least one of its lovely inhabitants.”

His smile warmed her heart. His dark gaze held hers. She wanted to reach out and touch him. She was falling for the man and she didn’t even know his real name. But oh, how she enjoyed being with him. And the mystery added a certain cachet to their meetings.

“Actually the city is divided into different sections, like the financial district in which we are in now. There’s the wharf, Chinatown, South of Market, Union Square, Nob Hill, Golden Gate Park and the Presidio. Then we have different residential neighborhoods, each with a unique feel.” She was babbling. Abruptly she shut up.

“I put myself in your hands,” he said.

Laura wished that could be true. She’d love to run her fingers through that thick dark hair, feel the muscles of his shoulders, chest and arms. Touch those chiseled lips, feel the texture of his skin against hers.

Growing warm with her thoughts, she reached for her water glass, trying desperately to come up with a plan and to put a halt to the wild fantasies that raced in her mind.

“I’ll make a list of things to see and you can tell me what appeals,” she offered.

“Anything you suggest, I’m sure, will be fine. Money is no object.”

She looked at him. Was he wealthy? Or was he planning to charge things to his company’s expense account?

“You have a problem with that?” he asked, as if picking up on her hesitation.

“Just curious, I guess. Is this a company-sponsored trip?”

“Not at all. I’m on personal business. I have quite enough money to spend however I wish,” Tal said. “Do not consider that an obstacle when planning our itinerary.”

Laura didn’t think she'd be planning anything that cost much. There was a great deal to see in the city for free. She loved to walk the hills, explore quiet gardens tucked off busy streets, or wander around Golden Gate Park, a huge expanse of natural green space that went to the Pacific. Sitting at the edge of the ocean held special appeal as well.

Was Tal more inclined for elaborate dinners and more elegant pursuits? Or night clubs and dancing? If so, she’d be out of her element.

She hoped they’d find common ground. The attraction she felt was stronger than ever. She wanted to get to know him and have him learn about her. For a second, she realized she was feeling some of what Jenna felt for Yuusuf. Maybe there was such a thing as love at first sight. She’d certainly never felt like this before.

“Actually we don’t need to spend a lot of money to see San Francisco. Some of the best aspects of the city are free,” Laura said. She hoped he’d enjoy what she liked and see San Francisco as she saw it, a beautiful city, full of interesting contrasts and intriguing people.

“You’re the tour director. But if something appeals that costs money, don’t hesitate.”

Their food arrived and Laura asked Tal about his home.

“It’s fairly large for a single man. Near the sea, I can go for a swim anytime I wish—if the weather cooperates.”

“I imagine it’s more cold than not in England, so you probably cherish weather warm enough to swim in. Isn’t the water cold? I always picture England as under fog and rain,” Laura said.

Tal inclined his head slightly. “England can be cold, but there are more sunny days than not, and the rain keeps the country green. I find San Francisco a bit cool for this time of year.”

“It’s the marine fog. Nature’s air conditioner, we call it. Mark Twain once said the coldest winter he ever spent was a summer in San Francisco. But when the sun comes out, it’s lovely.”

“What section do you like best?” he asked.

Tal watched Laura talk about the city. She obviously loved her home and he found himself intrigued with her despite himself. Her eyes shone with honest enthusiasm. She waxed poetic about different aspects of San Francisco, but he was more caught up by the woman herself than the places she described.

Her short hair framed her face, showcasing her expressive eyes. Her skin was almost translucent with creamy color and a hint of pink on her cheeks. She spoke about a park and the beach. He listened attentively wanting to learn more about her likes and wants to better fine-tune his plan.

He'd lurked in front of her building for almost an hour, not wanting to miss her when she left for lunch. He’d planned their accidental meeting and had been rewarded for his patience when he’d seen her leave the building alone.

It was easy to be attentive, easy to appear captivated by her enthusiasm. She surprised him when she hadn’t immediately suggested an outing that cost money. Yasmine would have already figured out a way to discover his wealth. He pushed the thought away. Yasmine had been dead for four years. She no longer had any hold over him.

Maybe Laura was biding her time. Of course, they’d only just met. She had no idea how much money he had and wouldn’t wish to jeopardize her connection with Yuusuf on such short acquaintance. He needed to show her he'd be more advantageous for her to pursue than his cousin.

Lunch was the first step. He’d recognized the restaurant when he’d seen it and known it'd be expensive. Let her see how lavishly he spent money. His cousin was not one to flaunt his wealth. But of course, the family riches were well-known—and some women could sense the opportunity.

Too bad he couldn’t cash in on that by revealing the family name. But to make this work, he needed to keep his connection to Yuusuf secret.

Laura surprised him again when they left the restaurant and she headed back to work. He offered her an afternoon of fun, but she’d insisted she had to return to work.

He walked her back to her building and asked her for her phone number. He had it already through his embassy contacts, but didn’t want any questions to arise in the woman’s mind. She gave it freely. Someone should warn her about being too open with strange men.

She asked where he was staying and he told her, hoping she never called and asked for Mr. Smith. He was registered under his real name. But he gave her the room number, so she could bypass the switchboard if she ever called.

Upon his return to the hotel, he arranged with the concierge to send a bouquet of roses to Laura at work. He had a short time to win her away from his cousin and needed to set the stage as quickly as possible.

Laura was surprised and delighted by the beautiful bouquet of pink and white roses that arrived before the day ended. The card said simply, Thanks for lunch.

“Wow, some new guy in your life?” her friend Betty asked, eyeing the flowers. “These are gorgeous. You lucky girl.”

“I am, aren’t I. They’re from a friend. A new friend,” Laura said.

The flowers were the prettiest she’d ever been given. Her feelings for Tal soared. She'd never been sent flowers at work before. It made her feel special.

When Laura had a moment, she phoned Tal at the hotel, asking for his room number. Hoping he was there.

“Thank you for the flowers,” she said when he answered.

“Thank you for having lunch with me. I enjoyed it more than I expected.” Wherever possible, Tal thought it easier to tell the truth. He wasn't used to a life of subterfuge. “I don’t want to wait until Saturday to see you again. How about dinner tonight?”

“Oh. I would like that. Let me go home to change and I could meet you somewhere.”

She felt a warm glow. He wanted to see her again as much as she wanted to see him!

“Let me check with the concierge and get a recommendation. I can pick you up at your apartment,” he said.

“I’ll meet you. Call me when you find a place or I’ll suggest a couple.”

Despite her growing interest in the man, some basic precautions were needed. She wasn’t revealing where she lived until she knew him better.

“I’ll check with the concierge and call you back.”

She made sure he had her work number before hanging up. She could hardly wait. Was this how Jenna felt? She called her friend, but only got her voice mail.

“Call me,” she said. She couldn't wait to share with her friend.

 


The Cynical Sheikh: Chapter Three

 

 

At seven, Tal arrived at the restaurant the concierge had recommended. It was very elegant and expensive. Exactly what he’d asked for. He’d told her he wanted to make an impression and she’d done her best to find him the right place.

He'd debated letting Laura suggest the restaurant. He was interested in knowing which one she might have recommended—the most expensive in town? Or might she have been more prudent? He needed to make sure she knew he had money and was more than willing to spend it lavishly.

As he waited, he wondered what she'd tell Yuusuf about this evening. She'd accepted his invitation so quickly, it was unlikely they’d made plans. He didn’t think she’d throw over a sure thing for a mere possibility.

Was there some way to make certain Yuusuf knew she was seeing another man without giving away who he was?

The fog rolled in from the Pacific, cooling the evening air. The lights were starting to come on in the various high-rise office buildings. He checked his watch. He didn’t have long to wait before Laura arrived in a cab. She was dressed in a conservative dark blue dress. Her short hair looked tousled as if some man had just run his fingers through it. For a second, the thought produced a prick of jealousy.

How intimate were Yuusuf and Laura? Tal found he really didn’t want to think about that aspect of their relationship.

He was not really dating the woman, just luring her away from his cousin. He didn’t really care how many men she slept with as long as Yuusuf wasn’t one of them. He couldn’t let his cousin get trapped.

“I hope I didn’t keep you waiting,” she said joining him on the sidewalk.

“Not at all. I just arrived. Shall we?” He escorted her inside. There was no view, just polished wood on the walls and heavy light fixtures. It reminded him of the English pubs he liked.

The chairs were leather and comfortable. The heavy silverware and delicate crystal shone beneath the subdued lights. Music played quietly in the background.

“Very nice,” she said as she was seated.

“It received high recommendations with the wide selection of choices,” he said as the maître d’ presented the menus with a flourish.

“You haven’t eaten here before?” she asked, glancing at the menu. It was in Italian, though she recognized the costs in U.S. dollars. She hoped he didn’t mind spending a small fortune on dinner.

On Saturday she’d make sure she kept their sightseeing inexpensive.

“I have not. The concierge at the hotel recommended the veal,” he said softly.

When Laura looked up, Tal was watching her, not reading the menu.

“I like veal,” she said, unable to tear her eyes away. She felt fluttery and feminine—and liked the feeling.

“Tell me, Laura, where did you grow up in San Francisco? I want to picture the house.”

“I lived with my grandparents. My parents died when I was a child. Gramps and Gammy lived in Portrero Hill. We had a large flat, with a wooden balcony that overlooked the neighborhood. We didn’t have much of a view. But I loved the street. My own apartment isn’t far from where I grew up. What I remember most is how our place always smelled of cinnamon and vanilla. My grandmother was a wonderful cook and loved to bake.”

“Was?”

Laura nodded, the pang at losing her beloved grandparents still strong. “Gramps had a stroke about five years ago. Shortly after he died, Gammy died as well. I always thought it was from a broken heart. They were the perfect couple. They’d been married a long time before my mother was born. I think they didn’t expect to ever have a baby. So they weren’t as young as other grandparents when I was growing up. But for me, they were perfect. I miss them a lot.”

When the waiter came for their order, Tal also ordered champagne.

“Are we celebrating?” Laura asked.

“Yes, the beginning of something special,” Tal said. “I noticed you were drinking champagne last night. So you like it, right?”

“I love it.” She hesitated a moment, longing to tell Tal that it had been ginger ale in her glass, but not wishing to spoil the mood—or explain exactly what she was doing
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